
  
 

Outcome of the joint HELCOM-BIAS workshop on underwater noise 

 

HELCOM Secretariat, Helsinki, Finland, 26 November 2014  

Introduction 
The 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Meeting agreed that the level of ambient and distribution of 

impulsive sounds in the Baltic Sea should not have negative impact on marine life. In order to secure the 

good environmental status of the Baltic Sea in relation to ambient and impulse underwater noise, a number 

of measures were suggested. To provide reliable scientific background for launching HELCOM activities the 

20th meeting of the Monitoring and Assessment Group (HELCOM MONAS 20-2014) suggested to arrange a 

joint HELCOM-BIAS workshop. 

BIAS (Baltic Sea Information on the Acoustic Soundscape) is a LIFE+ project with the ultimate goal of ensuring 

that the introduction of underwater noise is at levels that do not adversely affect the marine environment of 

the Baltic Sea. BIAS is working towards this goal by bridging the gap between the indicators of the Marine 

Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) descriptor 11 and actual management of human-induced underwater 

noise. 

The aim of the workshop was to carry out a stock-taking of on-going activities and based on this to discuss 

and plan the development of joint regional monitoring and next steps for development of regional actions 

to manage human-induced underwater noise. 

The workshop was attended by representatives of the BIAS project as well as Contracting Party Estonia. The 

list of participants is contained in Annex 1. 

Minna Pyhälä and Marta Ruiz, HELCOM Secretariat, acted as secretaries of the Meeting. 

HELCOM activities – setting the stage 
Minna Pyhälä presented information on the new streamlined structure of HELCOM and the policy 

background related to underwater noise (presentation 1). 

Lena Avellan presented on-going work on development of core indicators under the CORESET II project 

(presentation 2). 

Scientific background outlining the environmental problem  

Underwater acoustics and identification of the noise sources 
Peter Sigray, coordinator of the BIAS Project, presented information about underwater acoustics and sources 

of underwater noise (presentation 3). 

Data indicate that anthropogenic sound levels in the marine environment are rising. According to data from 

North America, levels have been increasing linearly since the 1960s and seem to correlate with increased 

ship traffic. Although “natural” ambient noise should be more stable, it may also increase in the future as a 

result of climate change if there is an increase in winds and waves in the Baltic Sea region. 
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Development of underwater noise related Indicators  
Mark Tasker, Joint Nature Conservation Committee (UK) and co-chair of the EU group TG Noise, presented 

information on available data on noise and marine mammal distribution and how these could be used for 

developing indicators for Descriptor 11 of the MSFD (presentation 4). 

The workshop noted that it is challenging to develop suitable regional indicators because e.g.: 

 pressures are different in different regions, e.g. UK water 80% is from seismic sonar for oil exploration 

whereas there is hardly any in the Baltic Sea 

 setting of thresholds is not so straight forward. Mostly the intensity at source (e.g. anthropogenic 

activity) is used, even though very rarely is the intensity of the receiver (e.g. fish/porpoise) that high. 

There is also little evidence of the effects of the noise in the ecosystem. Thresholds can be seen as a 

tool to register loud, low frequency activities 

 how to assess cumulative effects (also natural sounds affect the cumulative effect – e.g. when there 

is a storm, the noise from ships will not be so noticeable) 

 how to take into account that different marine organisms have different hearing ranges  

 how to deal with other pressures (e.g. effects of fisheries on porpoise populations - by-catch) 

There is a need to know how to manage noise in order to know what information needs to be collected. 

There are many different management systems in different countries and also different types of tools for 

management of cumulative harmful activities (e.g. fishing quotas, carbon credits, pesticide fees/levies). 

There is a need for an international management framework: 

1. establish international noise register 

2. international agreement on thresholds for concern 

3. model to determine if risk from disturbance infringe thresholds 

4. agree mechanisms for noise allowance 

5. agree standards to restrict amount of noise emitted 

The difference between wanted vs. unwanted noise should be acknowledged (e.g. seismic sonar is a wanted 

noise, and noise from shipping or pile-driving is unwanted). It is probably more difficult to regulate wanted 

noise. 

Ship size, ship type and ship speed affect the amount of noise. Shipping speed (and hence noise) is affected 

by level of economic activity (fuel prices, degree of economic growth) and different regulations (e.g. speed 

limits to reduce coastal erosion). Management of noise sources is not straight forward. 

National activities related to underwater noise in the framework of implementation of the 

MSFD 
Jens Fischer, Federal Maritime and Hydrographic Agency (Germany) presented an overview of Germany’s 

national activities related to underwater noise in the framework of implementation of the MSFD 

(presentation 5). 

BSH is developing a national register of impulsive noise and this could be further developed into a HELCOM 

register.  

It will take a lot of work to get a complete register but it would already be a big step forward to get a 

compilation of planned offshore wind farm projects to estimate pile driving activity. There are many open 

issues that need to be resolved if data is to be compiled in a harmonized way. For example, there is a need 

to address how to take into account mitigation measures (e.g. use of bubble curtains to reduce the impact 

of the noise). 
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There is also a need to agree on a common Baltic grid size – and rules and interpretations need to be 

harmonized between HELCOM and OSPAR. The workshop recommended that those countries that are 

parties to both HELCOM and OSPAR actively contribute to the development of a joint HELCOM register. 

Stock taking of ongoing and planned research/knowledge initiatives  
Peter Sigray presented an overview of ongoing and planned research activities related to underwater noise 

(presentation 6). 

There is very limited evidence of the effects of noise on marine organisms – there is a need for much more 

evidence before it is possible to push decisions-makers to take actions to address this issue. Many current 

activities are more focused on collecting information and developing knowledge and not so focused on 

ecosystem effects. 

Underwater noise is a new issue and the ongoing activities are part of a learning process.  

Peter Sigray also informed of progress with the BIAS project and that work is on-going to prepare the 

environmental and acoustic input data for the modelling of the soundscape maps which will be started in the 

near future. There is a need to develop standards for processing the data, because currently there are large 

variations in results depending on who makes the calculations. This has implications for the possibility to 

assess trends.  

A data sharing platform has been developed and will be provided to HELCOM and all Contracting Parties at 

the end of the project.  

BIAS has been asked by Sweden to evaluate the minimum requirements and cost estimate for continued 

monitoring at national level (after BIAS project). The BIAS project will provide recommendations on where 

national monitoring should be set up, based on agreed criteria and taking into account the results shown in 

the soundscape maps. These recommendations could be included in the HELCOM monitoring manual in the 

section addressing monitoring and assessment requirements. 

Measures addressed to reduce level of ambient and distribution of impulsive sounds   
Jukka Pajala, Finnish Environment Institute, presented information about activities to plan measures for 

mitigation of effects of anthropogenic noise under Article 13 of MSFD (presentation 7). The workshop noted 

that it is presently not possible to determine what the GES boundary is, but it is assumed that the current 

status is not good (e.g. subGES). It is also not possible to define measures to reach specific reduction targets 

since GES is not defined. 

There is a need to consider the costs and effects of different mitigation measures. For example, it might be 

more cost effective to invest in pingers to keep harbour porpoises out of fishing nets rather than spending 

50,000 euros per bubble curtain / piling if the ultimate aim is to safeguard porpoise populations.  

Anna Nikolopoulos, AquaBiota Water Research, presented information on international experience in 

development and implementation of measures aimed at mitigation of underwater noise impact. She also 

described the proposed BIAS GIS planning tool to be developed based on the BIAS soundscape maps 

(presentation 8). The workshop welcomed that the resulting data would be available for HELCOM use, and 

could eventually (possibly) be incorporated in the HELCOM data systems and invited AquaBiota to coordinate 

with the HELCOM Secretariat to ensure that the HELCOM system requirements are taken into account. 

In the future, national monitoring data from 2015 onwards will be included in the tool as points (not 

modelled) and can be of use for future indicator updating. The modelled 2014 soundscape maps should be 

seen as baseline maps. 
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The workshop stressed the need to take into account future data flow, management and storage issues as 

well as the maintenance of the planning tool already at the development stage.  

Discussion  

Further development of core pressure indicators on underwater noise 
At the meeting of STATE 1-2014 Contracting Parties expressed concern about having enough data on 

underwater noise from national monitoring for Article 18 reporting for MSFD in 2018. The Workshop was of 

the view that it is not realistic to have monitoring data available already for the first round of reporting, and 

pointed out that it is more realistic to have it for the second round. For the first round, the results of the BIAS 

project could be used by Contracting Parties. 

The workshop agreed that the CORESET II project manager should send the draft core indicators on 

underwater noise to Jukka Pajala during the first week of December. All participants of the workshop are 

invited to comment on the draft indicators by the end of 2014. In February 2015, the CORESET II project 

manager will work together with the BIAS project to further update and develop the indicator so that it can 

be made ready for the HELCOM “adoption chain”. 

Underwater noise monitoring in the Baltic Sea region 
1. BIAS final report (to be ready in early 2016) will present some recommendations for coordinated regional 

monitoring based on the soundscape maps and criteria identified by the project. The BIAS assessment 

will include a confidence assessment of the model results and this information could be used to identify 

areas where further data is needed. 

2. Some countries are continuing underwater noise monitoring on a voluntary basis in 2015 (after the BIAS 

monitoring is over), although with fewer stations. This information will be made available. 

3. The BIAS recommendations for coordinated monitoring should be included in the HELCOM monitoring 

manual in the section addressing monitoring and assessment requirements.  

4. BIAS expressed the wish that HELCOM HODs should encourage Contracting Parties to carry out 

coordinated underwater noise monitoring in order to save resources - also those countries that have not 

been involved in BIAS (e.g. Latvia and Russia).  

First steps on development of regional actions  
The workshop was of the view that it would be good to inform the HELCOM community of the possible 

contributions from the BIAS project to HELCOM work (e.g. the development of a framework for HELCOM 

registry on impulsive noise and recommendations for coordinated monitoring of underwater noise) and 

suggested that a thematic agenda item could be included in one of the upcoming GEAR meetings. 

The workshop stressed the need to continue the regional coordination of work related to underwater noise 

after the BIAS project and felt that this could best be carried out via an expert network under the umbrella 

of HELCOM. 

The workshop was informed about the imminent publication of the results of the Framework contract 

ENV.D2/FRA/2012/0025, which aim at developing a roadmap towards defining sound limits for Good 

Environmental Status. 

Other issues 
There will be a workshop on BIAS standards, identifying what more is needed before ISO standards are 

developed, on 8-9 April 2015 at BSH in Hamburg, Germany. Contact: Maria Boethling 

(maria.boethling@bsh.de). National experts from the Contracting Parties are invited to participate.

mailto:maria.boethling@bsh.de
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Annex 1. List of Participants 
 

Representing Name  Organisation E-mail address 

Contracting Parties  

Estonia Agnes Villmann Ministry of the Environment agnes.villmann@envir.ee 

BIAS project 

Project Coordinator Peter Sigray Swedish Defense Research Institute peter.sigray@foi.se 

Project Manager Jukka Pajala Finnish Environment Institute Jukka.Pajala@ymparisto.fi 

Project Partner Jens Fischer Federal Maritime and Hydrographic Agency, Germany Jens.Fischer@bsh.de 

Project subcontracted partner Frida Fyhr AquaBiota Water Research frida.fyhr@aquabiota.se 

Project subcontracted partner Anna Nikolopoulos AquaBiota Water Research anna.nikolopoulos@aquabiota.se 

Project Partner Mark Tasker Joint Nature Conservation Committee, UK mark.tasker@jncc.gov.uk 

Project Partner Aleksander Klauson Tallinn University of Technology aleksander.klauson@ttu.ee 

TG Noise Representative 

Project Partner Mark Tasker Joint Nature Conservation Committee, UK mark.tasker@jncc.gov.uk 

HELCOM Secretariat 

Project Manager Lena Avellan Helsinki Commission Lena.Avellan@helcom.fi 

Assisting Professional Secretary Minna Pyhälä Helsinki Commission minna.pyhala@helcom.fi 

Project Coordinator Marta Ruiz Helsinki Commission marta.ruiz@helcom.fi 
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