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Background 

It was agreed at TG Ballast 3 in The Hague, Netherlands, on the 4-5 December 2013 that the Joint 

HELCOM/OSPAR Guidelines on the granting of exemptions should be updated in 2015 and be renamed the 

HELCOM/OSPAR Joint Harmonised Procedure. Based upon the discussion at recent meetings the Chairs 

have proposed some amendments to main body of the Joint Harmonised Procedure as starting point for 

discussions. Excluding editorial changes the main proposed changes are referenced by paragraph number 

below along with a justification. The main body is included in Annex 1 with the proposed amendments in 

track changes. 

  

Amended 

paragraph 
Justification 

2.6  

  
To address how ports can be divided into different port areas (1 km issue) 

7.5  To clarify on what information to be provided in the application  

7.6 
To be deleted. The submission of the ballast water management plan is covered by 7.5. 

Part on recording in ballast water record book and preapproval of the BWMP proposed to 

be moved to a new 7.12bis 

7.8 

Proposal for new 7.8 d  to address the situation when there is no burden sharing 

mechanism developed, to secure the commercial right of using port surveys to first 

applicant and that their data cannot be use by another applicant without an agreement is 

settled between the parties 

7.12bis 
7.12bis – proposal for new paragraph regarding BWRB and BWMP to align with 

convention,  A-4.4, G4 part A 1.5.2, G4 part B 2.5.2 and G7 9.5   

7.16 Proposal for a new 7.16 on withdrawal to direct reflect the text in G7. 

7.17 
A proposal for new paragraph to address the situation when ships temporary need to 

deviate from exempted route and/or when other ships temporarily replace exempted ships. 

 

Action required 

The Meeting is requested to: 

- Consider the proposed amendment and suggest any other appropriate changes 

- Agree on a final draft to forward to OSPAR EIHA and HELCOM Maritime for approval. 
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1.  Introduction  

1.1 Loading and discharging ballast water is an essential part of a ships operation, with ships requiring 

ballast water to maintain their stability, draft and manoeuvrability. Contained within this ballast water are 

hundreds of microscopic species that will be carried to new destinations by the ship. The vast majority of 

these species will not survive the journey; however, the species that do survive may establish themselves in 

a new environment if the biological and physical conditions are favourable. There are numerous well 

documented examples, from all parts of the world, of the negative effects of non-native species introduced 

through ballast water. Such non-native species may cause serious ecological, economic and public health 

impacts, particularly when they become invasive. 

1.2 In response to this the International Maritime Organization (IMO) through its Marine Environment 

Protection Committee (MEPC), has over many years, been developing international legislation to prevent the 

harmful effects of transporting aquatic organisms in ships ballast water.   

IMO Ballast Water Management Convention 

1.3 In February 2004, a Diplomatic Conference convened by IMO adopted the “International Convention 

for the Control and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments” (the Convention)1. This Convention 

put in place international legislation for the first time and will enter into force 12 months after it has been 

signed by 30 States, representing 35% of world merchant shipping tonnage. The Convention is expected to 

enter into force in 2014 or 2015. 

1.4 The Convention aims to prevent the spread of harmful aquatic organisms from one region to another, 

by establishing standards and procedures for the management and control of ships' ballast water and 

sediments. Under the Convention, all ships in international traffic are required to manage their ballast water 

and sediments to a certain standard, according to a ship-specific ballast water management plan. All ships 

will also have to carry a ballast water record book and an international ballast water management certificate. 

The ballast water management standards will be phased in over a period of time. As an intermediate 

solution, ships should exchange ballast water mid-ocean. However it is expected  most ships will need to 

install an on-board ballast water treatment system. 

1.5 Article 3 (1) of the Convention outlines its applicability and states: 

“Except as expressly provided otherwise in this Convention, this Convention shall apply to: 

(a) ships entitled to fly the flag of a Party; and 

(b) ships not entitled to fly the flag of a Party but which operate under the authority of a Party.” 

However the Annex to the Convention provides for Parties, under Regulation A-4, the scope to issue 

exemptions from Regulation B-3 (Ballast Water Management for Ships) and Regulation C-1 (Additional 

Measures). Regulation A-4 states: 

“1.  A Party or Parties, in waters under their jurisdiction, may grant exemptions to any requirements 

to apply regulations B-3 or C-1, in addition to those exemptions contained elsewhere in this 

Convention, but only when they are: 

a.  granted to a ship or ships on a voyage or voyages between specified ports or locations; or 

to a ship which operates exclusively between specified ports or locations; 

b.  effective for a period of no more than five years subject to intermediate review; 

c.  granted to ships that do not mix Ballast Water or Sediments other than between the ports 

or locations specified in paragraph 1.1; and 

d.  granted based on the Guidelines on risk assessment developed by the Organization. 

                                                
1 http://www.imo.org/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Control-and-
Management-of-Ships'-Ballast-Water-and-Sediments-(BWM).aspx  

http://www.imo.org/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Control-and-Management-of-Ships'-Ballast-Water-and-Sediments-(BWM).aspx
http://www.imo.org/About/Conventions/ListOfConventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Control-and-Management-of-Ships'-Ballast-Water-and-Sediments-(BWM).aspx
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2. Exemptions granted pursuant to paragraph 1 shall not be effective until after communication to 

the Organization and circulation of relevant information to the Parties. 

3. Any exemptions granted under this regulation shall not impair or damage the environment, 

human health, property or resources of adjacent or other States. Any State that the Party 

determines may be adversely affected shall be consulted, with a view to resolving any identified 

concerns. 

4.  Any exemptions granted under this regulation shall be recorded in the Ballast Water record 

book.” 

1.6 Article 13 (3) of the Convention also states that:  

“In order to progress further the objectives of the Convention, Parties with common interests to protect 

the environment, human health, property and resources in a given geographical area, in particular, 

those parties bordering enclosed and semi-enclosed seas, shall endeavour, taking into account 

characteristic regional features, to enhance regional co-operation, including through the conclusion of 

regional arrangements consistent with this Convention. Parties shall seek to co-operate with the 

Parties to regional agreements to develop harmonized procedures”. 

1.7 Therefore, the Helsinki and OSPAR Conventions have jointly developed  this Harmonised 

Procedurethese guidelines, prior to the International Convention for the Control and Management of Ships’ 

Ballast Water and Sediment coming into force, to ensure that exemptions are granted in a constant manner 

that prevents damage to the environment, human health, property or resources. 

Harmonised ProcedureGuidelines for the Contracting Parties of OSPAR and HELCOM on 

the Granting of Exemptions from the International Convention for the Control and 

Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments under Regulation A-4 

1.7 b The purpose of the GuidelinesHarmonised Procedure is to provide a harmonized procedure in 

accordance with Art. 13 (3) of the Convention for the issue of exemptions according to Regulation A-4  of the 

Ballast Water Management Convention for the use by OSPAR and HELCOM Contracting Parties once the 

Ballast Water Management Convention has entered into force. This document is not a Guideline in the sense 

of Regulation A-4 or any other part of the Ballast Water Management Convention. 

1.7 c Exemptions under regulation A-4 of the Ballast Water Management Convention may only be granted 

by contracting parties to the Convention after its entry into force. Parties are encouraged to use the 

applicable parts of thisese guidelinesHarmonised Procedure in preparation for the entry into force. 

1.8 Whilst Regulation A-4 gives parties the right to grant exemptions it also sets out the requirements for 

doing so, e.g. exemptions can be only granted for vessels operating between specified ports and locations, 

that an exemption shall not be effective for more than 5 years and that exemptions must be granted based 

on the guidelines on risk assessment developed by the IMO (G7)2. The IMO Guidelines outline three risk 

assessment methods that will enable Parties to identify unacceptable high risk scenarios and acceptable low 

risk scenarios, and advise Parties on procedures for granting and withdrawing exemptions in accordance 

with regulation A-4. They provide for the basis of the following HELCOM / OSPAR guidelinesHarmonised 

Procedure, which hasve been developed specifically for the Baltic and Northeast Atlantic regions. 

1.9  There are three risk assessment methods outlined in the G7 Guidelines for assessing the risks in 

relation to granting an exemption in accordance with regulation A-4 of the Convention: 

•  Environmental matching risk assessment 

•  Species’ biogeographical risk assessment 

•  Species-specific risk assessment 

                                                
2 http://www.imo.org/blast/blastDataHelper.asp?data_id=19689&filename=162(56).pdf 

http://www.imo.org/blast/blastDataHelper.asp?data_id=19689&filename=162(56).pdf
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1.10 Environmental matching risk assessment relies on comparing environmental conditions between 

locations; species’ biogeographical risk assessment compares the environmental similarity and species 

composition in source and destination ports/areas to identify high risk invaders, while species-specific risk 

assessment evaluates the distribution and characteristics of identified target species. Dependent on the 

scope of the assessment being performed, the three approaches could be used either individually or in any 

combination, recognizing that each approach has its limitations. 

1.11 Environment matching and species’ biogeographical risk assessment may be best suited to 

assessments between biogeographic regions. Species-specific risk assessment may be best suited to 

situations where the assessment can be conducted on a limited number of harmful species within a 

biogeographic region. 

1.12 The HELCOM Guidance for High and Low Risk voyages3, adopted by HELCOM CP Ministers in 2010, 

and the North Sea Ballast Water Consultation Group Concept Issue of Exemption4, as well as work 

undertaken as part of the North Sea Ballast Water Management Opportunity and in the Baltic Sea Ballast 

Water Risk Assessment5, considered the three main approaches to risk assessment provided under the IMO 

guidelines G7. The reports identified that the key risk criteria for issuing exemptions within the North Sea and 

Baltic were limited to: 

i)  Difference in water salinity between ports/locations being visited  

ii) Presence of non-indigenous species fulfilling certain criteria in either port/location being visited, 

that is, target species. 

1.13 The HELCOM Aliens 2 project further developed a harmonized method for granting exemptions from 

ballast water treatment (BWMC A-4) for marine traffic. The initiative developed a detailed protocol on 

biological and abiotic surveys in ports of the Baltic Sea to be commonly applied when surveying the ports for 

the purposes of gathering the information on alien species, taking into account the need for and benefits of 

having a consistent approach with the North Sea region. The project also considered the procedure for 

selecting target species and how to structure and use the collected data to support regionally coherent and 

transparent decision-making on exemptions. 

1.14 Thisese joint OSPAR/HELCOM guidelinesHarmonised Procedure isare based on the following 

common understanding: 

a. Results from the common OSPAR/HELCOM framework are a guidelines for national 

evaluations of applications for exemptions under Reg. A-4.  

b. Results are non-binding. The decision on an application for exemption rests with the national 

authority. 

c. If national administrations do not use, or deviate from, the results of the common 

OSPAR/HELCOM framework, reasons should be communicated to OSPAR/HELCOM, so that 

they may inform the review process of these guidelinesHarmonised Procedure. 

d. Data needed under the common OSPAR/HELCOM framework should be collected according to 

the sampling protocol (section 4). 

e. Subject to funding it is suggested that data should be collected by Member States or other 

organisation (e.g. ports). Member States and other organisations are encouraged to use 

projects for initial data collection. 

                                                
3 HELCOM. 2010. HELCOM Guidance for High and Low Risk voyages. Adopted at the HELCOM Moscow Ministerial 
Meeting 2010 as part of the Declaration. 

4 OSPAR (EIHA 12/3/4) - Ballast Water Exemptions in the North Sea 

5 http://www.helcom.fi/stc/files/shipping/HELCOM_RA_FINAL_Report.pdf 
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f. If no data for a risk assessment under the common OSPAR/HELCOM framework is available 

from official or other sources, the applicant should collect the data according to the sampling 

protocol. 

g. The collected data from port surveys and on target species should be stored centrally under 

OSPAR/HELCOM supervision. 

h. Data should be evaluated using the common OSPAR/HELCOM framework, as a first step by an 

automated decision support tool, to facilitate uniform application across the regions. 

i. In an initial transitional period the guidelinesHarmonised Procedure is are to be implemented in 

a flexible and practicable way by authorities in cooperation with the ship owners, the harbours 

and other stakeholders, taking the regulations A-4.3 of the Convention into account. This should 

be done in order to gain experience and to enable further development and improvement of the 

guidelinesHarmonised Procedure. 

1.15 These joint guidelinesHarmonised Procedure are split into 7 sections including:  

 

1.  Introduction;  

2.  Port Survey Protocol; 

3.  Target Species Identification; 

4.  Data Storage; 

5.  Risk Assessment; 

6.  Decision Support Tool and;  

7.  Administrative Procedures. 

 

2. Port Survey Protocol  

Background 

2.1 This section outlines the HELCOM-OSPAR protocol for comprehensive sampling of non-indigenous 

species in ports. All applications aiming for a BWMC A-4 exemption in the application area, the combined 

HELCOM and OSPAR marine area, must carry out the port surveys following the methodology described in 

this section and attach the results (data sets with measurements) to the exemption application. This 

information should cover each stopover port on the route for which the exemption is applied. 

2.2  Port survey is to be regarded valid for granting exemption for applicants during a period of maximum 

of 5 years, to be counted from the date of the first of the two sampling visits (spring). A contracting party may 

decide on a shorter validity for a port survey due to e.g. sensitiveness of the area, intensity of traffic or need 

for updated port survey data on non-indigenous species. 

2.3. Port surveys for detecting non-indigenous species require sampling of several different groups of 

organisms: hard substrate organisms, soft bottom benthos, plankton and mobile epifauna (e.g. fish and 

crustaceans). 

2.4 Following is a description of the general features and requirements but see Annex 1 for the complete 

protocol with all details and recommended equipment. 

General port characteristics and available species data 

2.5. As a first preparatory step information about general characteristics, such as typical variation of abiotic 

conditions and patterns of port traffic, should be collected for each port to be sampled.  

Commented [JM1]: This section will need further updating 
following a detailed discussion of the sampling protocol. 
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2.6. A port could consist of one or several is considered to be a contiguous areasunit, depending on the 

local physical and biological characteristics such as water exchange by currents or depending on separated 

by for example a land masses, as like peninsulas or artificial harbour constructions.distance more than 1 km 

from other ports or port areas. The division of a port in contiguous areas is independent of the distance 

between these areas and should be specified from case to case in close cooperation with the responsible 

administration. Within a port area there should be a minimum of 3 sampling sites (dependent on the size of 

the port). A site is a separate unit within a port area, such as a specific dock or a wharf. Within a site a 

number of replicate samples (depending of the sample type, see below) of different groups of organisms will 

be taken. 

2.7. Ports often have weather stations recording wind and temperature patterns and provided they are 

situated in relevant locations this data can be used. If additional measurements of temperature and salinity is 

needed the suggestion is to use data loggers. 

 2.8. If available, existing information from national monitoring programmes or projects, should naturally 

also be used for planning a port survey. However, in the Baltic Sea area Estonia is the only country which 

carries out regular monitoring of alien species in the vicinity of ports. In addition, some individual port 

inventories and/or long term projects have been conducted in Poland (e.g Walk et al. 2011), Lithuania, 

Germany (Buschbaum et al. 2010) and Finland (Paavola et al. 2008). 

2.9. In the OSPAR region some countries (e.g. Germany and Netherlands) have established monitoring 

activities for non-indigenous species in their waters, including in port areas. Some other rapid assessments 

have also been undertaken by specific projects. 

2.10 A port information data sheet summarising all abovementioned information should be filled in together 

with the port authorities. 

Number of sampling sites per port and their selection 

2.11. The field sampling will be carried out in a number of sampling sites, or exact locations, within a port. 

The number of sites required for an adequate survey will depend on the size and type of port. A pre-

determined number of sites per port cannot be given in a general guideline; however the absolute minimum 

is three sampling sites per port. 

2.12 Also, species effort/accumulation curves (see Hayek and Buzas 2010) should be presented with the 

results of each survey to provide proof of adequate number of sites, and samples taken in each site. Species 

accumulation curves can be created simultaneously with the risk assessment within the decision support 

tool. 

2.13 The distribution of sampling sites in the port area should follow a stratified sampling design and 

attention should be given to sample all main substrate types available in the port. Special attention and 

increased sampling efforts should be allocated to the following high priority area types: active berths, 

inactive/disused wharves, channel markers, tug and pilot vessel berths and slipways (see CRIMP protocol, 

Hewitt and Martin 2001). Water movements within the port should also be taken into account when selecting 

sampling sites. 

2.14 The first survey at a given port should be given special attention since no baseline surveys have been 

conducted in most Baltic or North East Atlantic ports. A brief mapping of the general underwater habitats 

should to be conducted in each port to assure that the survey efforts is conducted in the most 

abundant/relevant habitats. For the port habitat mapping visual observations (for example scuba diving, 

underwater cameras, echo sounders etc.) are recommended.  

Timing of sampling 

2.15 Due to seasonality and life cycle patterns of different life-forms and species, sampling will take place 

during two visits. First should take place during spring (spring bloom) and the second during late summer 

(summer maximum). 
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2.16 Plankton samples should be taken and analysed both during spring bloom and summer maximum 

(late summer). The settlement plates should be deployed when conducting the first (spring bloom plankton) 

sampling and taken up when conducting the second sampling to allow enough time for representative fouling 

organism communities to develop. 

2.17 Sampling of mobile epifauna, benthic infauna and fouling organisms as well as settlement plate 

retrieval should be conducted simultaneously with the summer maximum sampling (between late July and 

September) when majority of the species are mature and identifiable. 

Physical parameters 

2.18 At each sampling site measurements on physical parameters (at minimum water temperature and 

salinity) should be made using a submersible data logger. In addition, water transparency should be 

measured using a Secchi disk. 

2.19 In addition, if the equipment is available (for example if a CTD with additional sensors is utilised), other 

water properties such as turbidity and Chlorophyll-a should also be measured and reported from each 

sampling site.  

2.20 Physical parameters are required to be collected during both sampling visits (spring bloom and 

summer maximum). 

Human pathogens 

2.21 One water sample from each sampling site should be taken for detecting the presence of bacteria 

according to Regulation D2 (Intestinal Enterococci, Escherichia coli and Vibrio cholerae). 

2.22 Data from existing samples on human pathogens collected by local authorities during the same period 

can be used for analysis, provided that they fulfil protocol quality requirements. 

2.23 Human pathogen samples should be collected during both sampling visits (spring bloom and summer 

maximum). 

Plankton 

2.24 Samples for phytoplankton and zooplankton species composition and abundance should be taken at 

each sampling site. One pooled phytoplankton sample (water sample), one concentrated phytoplankton 

sample (net sample) and two vertical zooplankton samples using nets with different mesh sizes, at each 

sampling site is required. 

2.25 Nets suggested in the protocol (20 µm, 100 – 200 µm and 300 – 500 µm) are hand held and have 

been selected to be operable from the dock. 

2.26 Plankton samples should be collected during both sampling visits (spring bloom and summer 

maximum). 

Mobile Epifauna 

2.27 Mobile epifauna, such as crabs, should be sampled at each sampling site using light weight traps 

tethered to existing structures (pilings, buoys, docks). Traps are selective in nature and therefore provide 

only information on the presence of species or at best relative measures of species abundances. However, 

methodologies for sampling epifauna in the port area are very limited and for example using trawls and 

gillnets is impossible. Attention should be given to place traps on all available substrates (mud, sand, rocky) 

and catch reported accordingly. 

2.28 Visual searches, either with remote video cameras or divers, should be conducted, if possible, at each 

sampling site prior to deploying the traps to assure for efficient placement and distribution of traps. Divers 

should swim 50 m transects along the dock/shore at several depths ranging from 0.5 m to the bottom to 

provide visual idea of the bottom and record presence of any non-indigenous species including epifauna. 
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2.29 Sampling of mobile epifauna is only required once during the sampling period, on the second visit (late 

summer). 

Benthic Infauna 

2.30 Grab samples: At least three samples should be taken at each sampling site located at least 15 m 

distance from each other using a benthic grab operable from a dock. Sediment quality can either be visually 

assessed of these samples or a separate sample may be taken for sediment quality (grain size) analysis. In 

case of known ballast water discharge at site, additional benthic samples may be taken. 

2.31 A satisfactory sample requires penetration to approximately 5 - 10 cm into the sediment. Bottom 

quality may limit the possibilities to obtain samples from certain sampling sites and acquiring a satisfactory 

sample may require several attempts. As an example, in many locations, a concrete slab has been built 

underneath the docks to prevent erosion. Mooring berths (walking bridges) should therefore be utilized, when 

possible, to reach further from the shore and obtain satisfactory grab samples. 

2.32 Scuba samples: Benthic Infauna should be sampled using hand corers on a 50 m transect at 0 m, 25 

m and 50 m distances by scuba diving. Transect of 50 m should be laid on the bottom perpendicular to the 

shore starting at sampling site. The transect line should be marked at 1 m intervals. Any epibenthos 

observed in the vicinity of transect should also be collected and distance at the transect recorded. 

2.33 Temperature, salinity and oxygen saturation on the bottom should be measured using a submersible 

data logger at the start of the transect or at the grab sampling location. These data can also be obtained 

from site readings if the sample location is in the vicinity of the measuring location. 

2.34 Sampling of benthic infauna is only required once during the sampling period, on the second visit (late 

summer). 

Fouling organisms 

2.35 Rapid assessment sampling protocol may be a suitable qualitative sampling method for hard substrate 

organisms at sampling sites with low visibility, such as typically encountered within Baltic ports, where diving 

may not be the best option. Existing structures within the port area will be targeted and the aim is to identify 

the species attached to ropes, chains, pilings and hard surfaces using hand held scraping tools and estimate 

the species coverage, if possible.  

2.36 Based on test surveys, docks are often high, built on stilts and no ropes or chains are laying in the 

water and therefore obtaining scrape samples from the dock is close to impossible. Therefore sampling by 

scuba diving or snorkeling in addition to the use fouling plates (described below) is highly recommended.  

2.37 Sampling of fouling organisms by scraping is only required once during the sampling period, on the 

second visit (late summer). 

2.38 Settlement plates or settlement collectors should be used to improve the survey of fouling organisms. 

Fouling plates should be deployed during the first sampling visit and retrieved during the second sampling 

visit. 

2.39 Scuba sampling of fouling organisms should be conducted at each sampling site if possible. In case of 

very low visibility or other apparent safety issues, other methods, listed above, can be used. Vertical 

transects should be placed on pilings, projecting steel or concrete facings of wharfs, berths, piers and 

dolphins. They should be inspected closely for any non-native species and quadrates sampled on set depth 

intervals. 

Sample processing, analysis and data reporting 

2.40 All samples are to be analysed by a quality assured laboratory (see Annex 1) to account for adequate 

taxonomic expertise. 

2.41 At minimum, all species present in the samples are identified to the lowest taxonomic level possible. In 

addition, abundance of species is to be estimated using a scale from 1-5 or percentage scale. In case of 
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finding an unknown species for the area in the survey, it should be first photographed and then preserved for 

further analyses (for example in 96 % ethanol for genetic analyses). 

2.42 Data should be reported using the agreed format suitable for transferring it to the database. 

Detailed specifications on sampling methods 

2.43  A recommended example protocol is appended as Annex 1 (Detailed description of the 

protocol), including Suggested equipment for field sampling and a note on quality assured laboratories. 

3. Target Species 

3.1  In order to conduct a risk assessment for the transport of species with ballast water between 

harbours all organisms present as observed through port sampling, conducted as described in section 2, 

have to be taken into account. 

3.2  To minimize the effort and to make the risk assessment procedure practicable a pre-selection of 

species that have to be assessed for their risk is necessary. The selected species are called target species. 

3.3  With the determined target species the risk assessment model (Section 5) can be run. If more 

than one target species is present each one has to be evaluated with the risk assessment model. 

3.4  Two special types of target species are included: 

a. Known unwanted species that are known to have already generated serious problems for the 

environment, economy, human health, poverty or resources somewhere in the world, that have 

evidence of prior introduction and have a relationship with ballast water as a vector.  

b. Species which have been comprehensively scientifically investigated for their risk potential but 

which have not yet caused harm. 

3.5  For risk assessment purposes it is important to take all occurring target species into account, 

which include species beyond the two under 3.4. Very harmful species have in many cases already spread 

to all areas within their environmental limits. 

3.6  For the continuous review and updating of the target species list a comparison of the inventories 

of the species present in the harbours is recommended. Species which are only in the donor port and not in 

the recipient port are taken into account.  

3.7  The next step is an assessment, whether the species, which are only in the donor port, are 

target species or not by an evaluation and ranking. The evaluation and ranking must be carried out by 

experts based on criteria defined under 3.10. 

3.8 The target species list given in Annex 2 is to be regarded as a starting point for such target species 

status. 

3.9  The target species lists of OSPAR and HELCOM are to be regarded as living lists under 

continuous updating by HELCOM MONAS and OSPAR BDC, which means that other species can be 

included or species can be deleted, if further knowledge is available. 

3.10  The target species selection criteria specified in the table below are to be used by HELCOM 

MONAS and OSPAR BDC to define target species status and the inclusion or exclusion of the species into 

the target species list in Annex 2. 

 

 Low risk species=1 Medium risk species=2 High risk species=3 

1. Dispersion 
potential or 
invasiveness 

The species doesn’t 
spread in the 
environment because 
of poor dispersal 
capacities and low 

Except when assisted by man, the 
species doesn’t colonise remote 
places. Natural dispersal rarely 
exceeds more than 1km per year. 
The species can however become 

The species is highly fecund, can 
easily disperse through active of 
passive means over distances > 
1km/year and initiate new 
populations. 

Commented [JM2]: This section may need further updating 
follow a detailed discussion of the target species selection 
criteria 
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reproduction potential  locally invasive because of a 
strong reproduction potential. 

2. Colonisation 
of high 
conservation 
value habitats 

Populations of the non-
native species are 
restricted to habitats of 
no conservation value 
(e.g. harbor 
constructions as quay 
walls or bank and 
shoreline stabilisation 
or pipes for cooling 
systems ) 

Populations of the non-native 
species are usually confined to 
habitats with a low or a medium 
conservation value and may 
occasionally colonise high 
conservation value habitats 

Non-native species often colonise 
high conservation value habitats, 
these are all biotopes where 
endangered species can be 
found. Most of the sites of a given 
habitat are likely to be readily 
colonized by the NIS when source 
population are present in the 
vicinity and makes therefore a 
potential threat for red-listed 
species. 

3. Adverse 
impacts on 
native species 

Data from invasion 
history suggest that the 
negative impact on 
native population is 
negligible 

The non-native species is known 
to cause local changes (<80%) in 
population abundance, growth or 
distribution of one or several 
native species, especially among 
common and ruderal species. This 
effect is usually considered as 
reversible.  

The development of the non-
native species often cause local 
severe 

(>80%) population declines and 
the reduction of local species 
richness. At a regional scale, it 
can be considered as a factor 
precipitating (rare) species 
decline. Those non-native species 
form long-standing populations 
and their impacts on native 
biodiversity are considered as 
hardly reversible.  

4.  Alteration of 
ecosystem 
functions 

The impact on 
ecosystem processes 
and structures is 
considered as 
negligible. 

The impact on ecosystem 
processes and structures is 
moderate and considered as 
easily reversible. Temporary 
modification of water and 
sediment properties (e.g. algae 
which can be removed such as 
Lemna) or decrease of the rate of 
colonisation of open habitats by 
species which build barriers.  

The impact on ecosystem 
processes and structures is strong 
and difficult to reverse e.g. food 
web disruption (Crassostrea 
gigas) or habitat destruction 
(Eriocheir sinensis). 

5. Effects on 
human health 

Data from invasion 
history suggest that the  
species has weak toxic 
effects and no 
treatment is necessary 

Data from invasion history suggest 
that the  species has moderate 
symptoms, easily treated, no 
permanent damage 

Data from invasion history 
suggest that the species has 
negative impact on human health, 
permanent damage or death 

6. Effects on 
natural 
resources (e.g. 
fisheries) 

Data from invasion 
history suggest that  
negative impact on 
natural resources is 
negligible 

Data from invasion history suggest 
that the species has only slight 
negative impact on natural 
resources and is restricted only on 
single locations 

Data from invasion history 
suggest that the species causes 
serious loss on aquaculture or 
fisheries harvest 

7. Effects on 
property (e.g. 
cooling 
systems) 

Data from invasion 
history suggest that the 
negative impact on 
property  negligible 

Data from invasion history suggest 
that the species has only slight 
negative impact on property and 
this is restricted only on single 
locations 

Data from invasion history 
suggest that the species has high 
negative impact on property at 
many locations 

8. Dispersed by 
ballast water or 
sediments 

Invasion without BW, 
but target species now 
found in the harbour 
with the chance to 
dispersed further by 
BW 

Dispersal via BW and other 
possibilities (stocking, …) 

Dispersal mainly by BW or are 
already found in BW or Sediments 

 

4. Data Storage  

4.1 The data collected according to the sampling protocol (Section 2), should be centrally stored in an 

electronic format as a database. Conditions of access to the database are discussed in paragraph 7.8. The 

data should be freely available for research. A burden sharing mechanism if this information is used by other 
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applicants should be developed. 

4.2 The system should enable the storage of data including: 

 Harbour information (statistical information about environment, size and some business parameters 

of harbours) 

 In situ measurements (abundance and biomass of species) detected in the harbours 

4.3 The list of target species, defined using the criteria outlined in section 3 (including the option to define 

specific lists for different regions), as a basis for a risk assessment, should also be included in the database. 

4.4 The database should be able to connect to existing databases in order to access additional 

information. However, data used in the risk assessment process should remain under the supervision of the 

OSPAR/HELCOM secretariats. 

4.5 The database should be maintained by the OSPAR/HELCOM secretariats; however details of the 

arrangement are still to be developed. 

 

5. Risk Assessment 

5.1 Based on previous work within HELCOM6 and OSPAR7 a specific approach, described in this section, 

is recommended for risk assessments under regulation A-4 of the BWM Convention for routes with one or 

several ports in the application area of the OSPAR or Helsinki Conventions.  

5.2 The eight key principles of risk assessment in the IMO Guidelines G7 are effectiveness, transparency, 

consistency, comprehensiveness, risk management, precautionary, science based and continuous 

improvement. 

5.3 The information required to undertake a A-4 risk assessment should be supplied in line with the other 

section of these guidelines, i.e. environmental conditions and presence of non-indigenous species - section 2 

Port Surveys, species to be included in the risk assessment - section 3 Target Species and shipping 

information (e.g. for  water discharge volumes) - section 7 Administrative Procedures. The absence of, or 

uncertainty in, any information should be considered an indicator of potential risk and the level of uncertainty 

should recorded in a transparent way. 

5.4 According to the terminology of the IMO Guidelines G7, a species-specific risk assessment supported 

with information on environmental conditions and shipping activities is to be applied. The key risk criteria to 

distinguish between unacceptable, or high, risk and acceptable, or low, risk are: 

i. Presence and abundance of target species in either port/location being visited by the vessel. 

ii. Difference in water salinity between ports/locations being visited; 

iii. Salinity tolerance of target species present 

5.5  A risk assessment algorithm is a way to formalise risk assessment procedure through a set of 

binary yes/no questions based on a number of key criteria such as those defined in §5.4. The joint OSPAR-

HELCOM Risk Assessment algorithm, outlined below and explained in more detail in Annex 3, includes three 

possible assessment results described in §5.6. 

 

                                                
6 HELCOM Guidance on high and low risk voyages – 2010 Ministerial Declaration, Pilot Risk Assessments of alien 
species transfer on intra-Baltic ship voyages. HELCOM Aliens Final Report.  

7 OSPAR (EIHA 12/3/4) - Ballast Water Exemptions in the North Sea 
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5.6 The joint A-4 risk assessment algorithm outlined in 5.5 includes three possible risk assessment 

outcomes (High Risk, Medium Risk and Low Risk) which have the following implications for A-4 exemption 

applications: 

 

High risk (HR): 
It is highly likely that target species are distributed with ballast water and occupy 

a new habitat. The risk is unacceptable. An exemption cannot be granted. 

Medium risk (MR):  

Target species could be distributed with ballast water and might occupy a new 

habitat. Further review is necessary to evaluate risk. This includes e.g., local 

conditions in the ports and salinity tolerance, temperature, behaviour as well as 

dispersal ability/mobility of the species. Negative impacts of related species in 

other ecosystems are also relevant for this review. 

Based on the additional information, a decision must be reached as to whether 

to grant an exception permit. Individual mitigation measures other than those 

defined under the BWMC may be required.  

Low risk (LR): 
It is not very likely that target species are distributed with ballast water and 

occupy a new habitat. The risk is acceptable. An exemption can be granted. 

 

5.7  It should be noted that the use of the use of risk assessment algorithms is only to aid regionally 

harmonised decision making and that full consideration should be given to the specific conditions in each 

case. 

5.8  Based on one of the key principles of IMO Guidelines G7, “continuous improvement”, the risk 

assessment framework and components described in this section should be kept under continuous review by 

the two organisations with the first assessment of the effectiveness of the risk assessment algorithm no more 

than two years after the entering into force of the guidelinesHarmonised Procedure. 

5.9  A more detailed description of the algorithm is given in Annex 3. 
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6. Decision Support Tool 

6.1  In order to facilitate uniform application of the common OSPAR/HELCOM guidelines across the 

regions the risk should be evaluated using, in a first step, an automated decision support tool available on 

the internet. 

6.2  The decision support tool should be managed by the OSPAR/HELCOM Secretariats and be 

connected to the central database. 

6.3  The decision support tool should highlight any differences between the sampling methods.  

6.4  More information on a possible implementation of such a tool can be found in Annex 4. 

 

7.  Administrative Procedures 

7.1 The IMO G7 guideline identifies the basic procedure and minimum information required for granting an 

exemption under regulation A-4 of the Ballast Water Convention.  

7.2 These Administrative Procedures is to be considered as additions to the G7 guidelines, and have 

been agreed upon by the Contracting Parties of OSPAR and HELCOM.  

Application Process  

7.3 To enable a Contracting Party or Parties to consider granting an exemption for a ship from the BWMC 

under these guidelines, it will be the responsibility of the ship owner/operator seeking the exemption to apply 

to the Port State(s) directly, copying in their national administration. A ship owner/operator seeking an 

exemption should note specifically that the procedure for seeking an exemption may take several months to 

conclude. An overview of the application process is described in the flowchart below. 
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7.4  If a ship owner/operator applies for an exemption applicable for a route where valid information 

is available in the database, the Contracting Party or Parties may grant the exemption without 

requiring new port surveys to be undertaken. The Contracting Party or Parties should also take into 

account the similarities of the specific ships and under which conditions and terms the existing 

exemption was granted.  For validity of exemptions granted under these conditions see paragraph 7.9.  

Information to be provided 

7.5  Information should be provided as set forth in the appendix to the Guideline G7 of the BWMC. 

In addition the shipowners/operators should provide information as specified below, upon application 

within the OSPAR and HELCOM regions.  

7.6  A copy of the Ship’s approved Ballast Water Management Plan should be submitted. 

Exemptions have to be marked on Ballast Water Management Plan and the plan has to be reapproved 

after granted exemption. 

7.7 Port Information: 

a) The applicant should provide at least the information required in section 2, either by 

submitting data or by using data already available in the database, subject to a burden 

sharing mechanism. Information on the characteristics of ports which the ship wil l be 

visiting should be provided in line with section 2 of the guidelinesHarmonised Procedure 

on Port Surveys and be submitted in the agreed format as included in Annex 1. 

7.8 Species Information: 

b) Information on the presence of non-indigenous species should be collected in line with 

section 2 of the guidelinesHarmonised Procedure on Port Surveys and be submitted in 

the agreed format as included in Annex 1. 

c) Upon submission the ownership of the submitted information will be transferred to the 

public authorities. A burden sharing mechanism if this information is used by other 

applicants should be developed. 

c)d) However, if the submitted information is not subject to a burden sharing mechanism, the 

applicants should provide proof, e.g. a business agreement, to verify they have the right 

to use the information for commercial use such as for an application for exemption.   

Granting of the exemption 

7.9  An exemption shall be granted for a maximum of 5 years but no longer than the time period 

specified by paragraph 2.2 when the port surveys are regarded valid. The approval may contain 

seasonal and time-specific or other restriction within the time of validity. The intermediate review as 

suggested in G7 is included in the grant.  A recipient port State may require several reviews to be 

taken during the period the exemption is granted for, but more frequent than annual reviews generally 

should not be required. 

7.10  The intermediate review should be based on any new information on the basis of the 

exemption granted including but not limited to: presence of non-indigenous species, introduction 

pathways for NIS, changes in physical conditions in the port. To check that the requirements of the 

exemption has been followed, the intermediate review may include also history of the vessel’s 

voyages (eg. on the basis of log book records) after the exemption was granted. 

7.11  Where the Contracting Party or Parties in receipt of the application decide on the 

exemption  the shipowner /operator should be notified as soon as possible. 

7.12   A recommended model for an exemption should be developed for these 
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guidelinesHarmonised Procedure in order to ensure the uniformity throughout the HELCOM and 

OSPAR regions.  

7.12bis Exemptions have to be recorded in the Ballast Water Record Book and the Ballast Water 

Management Plan has to be considered for reapproved by the flag state after an exemption has been 

granted. 

 

Communication of Information 

7.13  Relevant contact details for receipt of applications should be submitted to the HELCOM 

and OSPAR Secretariats by the Contracting Party/Parties for publication on their respective websites.  

7.14 The decision of the recipient Contracting Party should, in addition to the recipients outlined in 

G7, be communicated to HELCOM and/or OSPAR as soon as possible before the effective date of the 

exemption.  

7.15   If national administrations do not use, or deviate from, the results of the common 

OSPAR/HELCOM framework, reasons should be communicated to OSPAR/HELCOM, so that they 

may inform the review process of these guidelinesHarmonised Procedure. 

 

Withdrawal of an exemption 

7.16  In addition to the circumstances outlined in G7, which may result in the withdrawal of an 

exemption granted under regulation A-4 of the Convention, the following circumstances should also be 

considered as reasons for a temporary or permanent withdrawal of an exemption. This would include 

emergency situations or breaches of the exemption conditions such as: 

 A new target species(s) are found in a port where an exemption is granted. 

 Mixing ballast water or sediments between ports or locations other than those outlined in the 

exemption. 

  

7.16 An exemption granted under regulation A-4 of the Convention may be temporary or permanent 

withdrawn if the requirements of the exemption not have been followed or due to the circumstances 

outlined in G7 10.4 and 10.5:  

“An exemption granted under regulation A-4 of the Convention may need to be withdrawn where the 

actual risk associated with a voyage has increased substantially since the risk assessment was 

conducted. This would include emergency situations such as outbreaks, incursions, infestations, or 

proliferations of populations of harmful aquatic organisms and pathogens (e.g., harmful algal blooms) 

which are likely to be taken up in ballast water (regulation C-2 of the Convention). 

When a port State notifies mariners of areas under its jurisdiction where ships should not uptake 

ballast water due to an emergency or other high risk situation, all exemptions should be withdrawn 

from ships that take up ballast water in the defined area. In such circumstances the shipowners or 

operators should be notified of the decision to withdraw the exemption as soon as possible.”  

  

 Temporary deviation from the exemption route and temporary replacement 

 
 
7.17 A ship that operates on the conditions of an exemption might temporary need to deviate from the 
exemption route e.g. for dry-docking, maintenance or repair. The ship operator should contact all 
concerned port states, on exempted routes and on the temporary route, well in advance before the 
deviation, to obtain approval for the deviation and to ensure that precautionary measures can be taken 
to the satisfaction of the involved states. The same procedure is to be applied for ships temporary 
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replace another ship that operates on the conditions of an exemption.  Following options can be 
considered as suitable measures:  
 

- Use of sediment and/or ballast water reception facility 
 

- Use of temporary/mobile BWMS 

 

- Use of permanent or temporary BWMS installed aboard another vessel 
  

- D-1 exchange in designated exchange area 
 

-  Use of potable or technical water 
 

IMO guidelines and guidance documents should be considered, such as: 
 

- BWM.2/Circ.52  Guidance on Entry or Re-entry of Ships into Exclusive Operation Within 
Waters Under the Jurisdiction of a Single Party 
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