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Background info 

This document proposes a pragmatic way forward to establishing closer linkages between the work of 
HELCOM and of other international organizations, more specifically OSPAR, Black Sea Commission and ICES. 
 

 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to 

- discuss how to better draw on synergies in the work to implement the ecosystem approach, taking into 
 account the HELCOM Roadmap, 

- consider the proposed way forward to strengthen cooperation with OSPAR, Black Sea Commission and 
 ICES. 
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Introduction 
 
The Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration gives strategic direction to future work of HELCOM. One 
of the agreed approaches is to “use limited resources effectively (in further aligning the 
implementation of the ecosystem approach) by better drawing on synergies between the work 
HELCOM, other relevant international organizations, including Regional Seas Organizations, and 
the MSFD Common Implementation Strategy”.  
 
Further, the Ministers recognized that the Baltic Sea region and HELCOM can make an important 
contribution to global efforts for healthy and productive oceans and seas, especially under the framework 
of the UNEP GPA and in cooperation with other RSCs, in particular OSPAR and Black Sea Commission (BSC).  
 
HELCOM cooperation with UNEP, OSPAR and BSC has been ongoing with different intensity since long, 
through sharing of experience and documentation/reports, occasional joint projects and initiatives and the 
exchange of information between the Secretariats.   
 
HELCOM also cooperates with ICES, nowadays to a lesser extent in the form of scientific advice, and more 
often in joint projects or undertakings, in addition to ICES functioning as data host for the HELCOM 
Monitoring System (oceanographic data, biological data and contaminants data).  
 
There are a lot of similarities in the agendas and topics that Regional Seas Conventions deal with, some of 
them are of a global character and challenge such as marine litter, some are specific to, or of profound 
importance in individual regional seas, such as eutrophication in the Baltic and Black seas. The European 
agenda for marine environment protection is also prompting these similarities - see the outcome of GEAR 
5/2013 (document 3-1) regarding the HELCOM input to MSFD Common Implementation Strategy (MSFD 
CIS). Timetables of European RSCs deliverables are more convergent than ever before, which creates an 
opportunity for joint planning.   
In addition, there is a potential for better utilizing ICES to scientifically support the work of HELCOM. 
 
The full potential of gaining synergies and more effective use of resources in HELCOM through closer 
cooperation with other organizations is only to be explored and utilized, which requires mapping and 
planning of possible inputs from processes outside HELCOM, including their timing.  
 
This document proposes a pragmatic way forward to establishing closer linkages to the work of other 
international organizations. It illustrates some examples of ongoing or planned cooperation with OSPAR, 
BSC and ICES. HELCOM cooperation with UNEP, BONUS, BNI and other partners and processes, while 
important and continues, is not specifically detailed in this document.  
 
There are a number of possibilities for how to better draw on synergies between our work such as 
establishment of joint groups and projects, mutual participation in the meetings and workshops, appointing 
liaison persons or rapporteurs, agreeing on RSC leading or pioneering specific topics, joint letters and calls, 
using common reporting formats, schedules and survey protocols, using compatible software and GIS tools, 
introducing similarities to the databases, etc.  
 
Eventually this should lead to saving resources on national level, freeing resources to be shifted to some 
other prioritized matters, and better use of existing knowledge and capacities, and faster developments 
and introduction of new solutions and approaches, to name a few.  
 
A more systematic approach is needed to make the closer cooperation operational which could be achieved 
by: 

- regular updates on HELCOM developments to the MSFD CIS, 
- establishing a regular exchange of information on meetings and deliverables and their timetables 

with other RSC’s and ICES, 
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- requesting HELCOM subsidiary bodies and experts groups/projects to regularly map relevant 
processes outside HELCOM into their working programmes and plans, and seek synergies with the 
work in these other fora, 

- requesting subsidiary bodies, expert groups/projects to appoint rapporteurs / project managers to 
attend relevant meetings outside HELCOM to share HELCOM knowledge and information and 
utilize others work (for OSPAR experts from Germany, Denmark and Sweden could serve as liaison 
persons between the two conventions), 

- the Secretariat and chairs to invite other RSCs and ICES representatives to attend the meetings with 
agendas of common interest to exchange information/plan joint developments.  

 
The below section is an initial attempt to map areas of ongoing and planned cooperation with OSPAR, BSC 
and ICES, to provide an idea of the extent and scope of existing and possible future collaboration. 
 

Cooperation with OSPAR and the BONN Agreement 
 

- CORESET II cooperates with OSPAR on possible commonalities in indicators 

To avoid duplication of work and to gain synergies, a closer cooperation on the development and 
operationalization of core indicators has started. Already at present the Secretariats and Chairs participate 
in relevant project and working group meetings to keep informed about the development work in the 
respective convention. In the CORESET II project cooperation on development of indicators will be intensive 
in particular for indicators that are more advanced in OSPAR, such as food web indicators and indicators for 
hydromorphological changes representing two descriptors, which are presently poorly covered by HELCOM 
core and pre-core indicators. This cooperation can be further enhanced by the increased participation of 
the same national experts in the development of indicators in both conventions. 

On some issues HELCOM and OSPAR could potentially approach ICES with similar questions on indicators in 

a coordinated manner (e.g. advice for developing GES boundaries).  

- A shared / compatible data and information systems 

OSPAR has started a pilot project to implement a modernized Riverine Inputs and Direct Discharges (RID) 
database. HELCOM is sharing information with OSPAR about on-going developments and implementation 
of the HELCOM project to modernize the HELCOM pollution load compilation (PLC) database (HELCOM 
PLUS). The intention is to strive for the two databases to be harmonized in order to facilitate data reporting 
for those Contracting Parties that are members of both conventions. In reviewing the HELCOM PLC 
guidelines under the PLC-6 project is also taking into account the draft revised OSPAR RID guidelines. … 
 
HELCOM is cooperating with OSPAR in the development of the OSPAR Data and Information Management 
System (ODIMS), utilizing the experience of building HELCOM GIS map and data service. This is done by the 
Secretariat participating in the OSPAR information system task group, for sharing experiences and best 
practices for technical implementation, in order to achieve compatible systems between regional 
conventions. Recently the project has finalized the call for tender, where HELCOM Secretariat has been 
involved in drafting the technical specification and requirements.   
 
Further, the collaboration has started in development of a shared data and information system between 
the EU and the Regional Sea Conventions through an EU Service Project under the same name (coordinated 
by DELTARES). Both HELCOM and OSPAR Secretariats are invited to the steering group of this project, and 
will be having additional bilateral communication. The piloting work in the Service Project is closely linked 
to EUTRO-OPER and the biodiversity work. 

- Ballast water 

The joint HELCOM/OSPAR Ballast Water Task Group (TG BALLAST) was established as an ad hoc group 
based on a request by HELCOM MARITIME to develop joint regional approaches to (national) granting of 
exemptions from the requirements of IMO Ballast Water Management Convention. The TG BALLAST 
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developed the “Joint HELCOM/OSPAR Guidelines on the granting of exemptions under the International 
Convention for the Control and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments, Regulation A-4” which 
were adopted by both HELCOM and OSPAR in 2013. During 2014 the work of the expert level group will 
continue and focus on the update of the decision support tool to a fully functional web based tool for 
granting exemptions supported by HELCOM and OSPAR Secretariats and the discussion of outstanding 
issues regarding the operational implementation of the BWMC (i.a. verification to ensure compliance with 
Re. A.4.1.3, A3 exceptions, transitional period). This work will be supported by the BALSAM project work 
package 4. 

- Aerial surveillance for oil spills 

HELCOM coordinates Response to spills and aerial surveillance of illegal discharges in the Baltic Sea. The 
BONN Agreement does similar work in the North Sea.1 The HELCOM Informal Working Group on Aerial 
Surveillance (HELCOM IWGAS) and the Bonn Agreement have agreed on a harmonized format for aerial 
surveillance reporting and communicate via the Secretariats, Chairs and during the Inter-Secretariat 
meetings organized by EMSA. Joint HELCOM-BONN aerial surveillance operations (CEPCOs) have been 
organized within the cooperation, the latest one in August 2013. The Secretariats have combined illegal 
spill datasets for joint HELCOM-BONN overview maps of spills. 
HELCOM and BONN have cooperated also in the field of oiled wildlife response (OWR) as well as joint 
exercises at sea. 

- Dredged material 

Guidelines for disposal of dredged material at sea are currently under revision in both conventions and 
seeking for a harmonization, based on a common ground - 2013 Specific Guidelines for Assessment of 
Dredged Material under IMO London Protocol 1996 and London Convention 1972. It was put on hold in 
HELCOM since 2010 while awaiting respective processes in OSPAR and IMO and is expected to be finalized 
in 2014 with a view to introduce prevention strategies through sustainable and beneficial management of 
dredged material rather than just disposal as one of the core concept of the guidelines.  

- Marine Protected Areas 

The networks of marine protected areas in the HELCOM and OSPAR region have a joint work programme 
(The HELCOM/OSPAR JWP) since the HELCOM 2003 Bremen Ministerial Meeting. The development of the 
MPA networks has similar goals, even though the areas differ in size, depth and geological structure. 
Currently the HELCOM database for Baltic Sea Protected Areas is being renewed, and cooperation with 
OSPAR regarding their recent database renewal is taking place. One possibility is to produce a database 
which is similar to OSPAR’s, and to ease the transfer of data between these databases. This would benefit 
in particular Sweden, Denmark and Germany, which are Contracting Parties of both OSPAR and HELCOM.  
Similar databases on both marine areas also allow users to comprehend and access the data more easily. 

- Cooperation with the North Sea pilot project JMP NS/CS (counterpart of BALSAM) 

There are three pilot projects under the EU “New Knowledge for an integrated management of human 
activities in the sea”: the Mediterranean and Black Sea (IRIS-SIS), North Sea/Celtic Sea (JMP NS/CS) and 
Baltic Sea project (BALSAM). 
 
The coordinators of the three projects met in the EC kick-off meeting (PCG) on 13.9.2013 in Brussels and 
the other pilot projects were invited and provided presentations in the BALSAM kick-off meeting, which 
was held on 14-15 November in Helsinki. The HELCOM Secretariat also took part in the Steering Committee 
meeting of the IRIS-SIS project in autumn 2013.. 
 
  

                                                           
1
 OSPAR does not have a mandate on RESPONSE/MARITIME matters according to the OSPAR Convention. 
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New potential areas of cooperation:  

- Marine litter 

Both OSPAR and HELCOM are committed to develop a Regional Action Plan (RAP) on Marine Litter, OSPAR 
by 2014, whereas HELCOM by 2015. OSPAR has already collected information on sources, amounts and 
monitoring of marine litter and current and considered measures used to develop a zero draft of the OSPAR 
RAP. A joint HELCOM/OSPAR collaboration on the gaps detected during this information gathering process 
would benefit both RSCs considering the sharing of the same main goal. Some issues to consider would be 
(i) the possibility of applying the same OSPAR litter categories to the Baltic and on which beach segments; 
(ii) the comparison of the marine litter sources (land and sea-based) between both areas in order to come 
to common measures; (iii) the sharing of experience and knowledge on microplastics.  

 

- Underwater noise 

The 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Meeting agreed on the need to initiate activities and measures 
to address underwater noise, using mainly already on-going activities, as soon as possible and by the end of 
2016. HELCOM MONAS 19/2013 agreed that as a first step for establishing a foundation for monitoring of 
noise, HELCOM should make use of the outcomes of the BIAS project (Baltic Sea Information on Acoustic 
Soundscape), in which several HELCOM countries are involved. An intersessional activity has been initiated 
under the lead of the BIAS HELCOM contact person, with the view that there will be a thematic session on 
underwater noise (based on preparations by and material from the intersessional activity) at the next 
meeting of the HELCOM MONAS. Two indicators proposed by BIAS were taken up as pre-core indicators on 
the list of core indicators at the CORESET II 1/2014 workshop to ensure that all descriptors and objectives 
are covered by core indicators and that all work on indicators is coordinated. 

The BIAS project is currently awaiting HELCOM and OSPAR decisions on a registry for noise and has 
suggested using ICES rectangles for registry in the Baltic Sea. 

The EU Technical Subgroup on Underwater Noise and other forms of energy has elaborated monitoring 
guidance documentation on underwater noise which was discussed and supported for adoption at the 11th 
meeting of the EU MSFD Coordination Group, which should be taken into account in HELCOM 
developments related monitoring and assessment of underwater noise. 

An Intersessional Correspondence Group on Noise seems to have been established under OSPAR. The 
HELCOM correspondence group currently being established should consider possibilities for joint 
coordination with the OSPAR expert group.  

- Socio-economic analysis 

2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Meeting agreed to initiate or intensify the work to attribute 
economic value to marine and coastal ecosystem services and their contribution to societal, cultural and 
ecological well-being, in cooperation with initiatives such as the Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity 
for National and International Policy Makers (TEEB), with a view to start more comprehensively embracing 
an ecosystem accounting approach. This work has been launched with a joint UNEP/NCM/HELCOM 
Regional Workshop on the valuation of marine and coastal ecosystem services in the Baltic Sea on 7-8 
November 2013 in Stockholm, Sweden. The outcome of the workshop will be published in 2014 within the 
UNEP Regional Seas Proceedings series and can be utilized by other regional seas and action plans. OSPAR 
countries (e.g. UK National Ecosystem Assessment) have accumulated good knowledge on valuation 
approaches and methodologies, as well as practical examples of utilizing them in development of policy 
response. Countries with dual membership in HELCOM and OSPAR may wish to consider possibilities to 
lead this work, e.g. in relation to the preparation of the next HELCOM holistic assessment. 

- Common approaches in ecosystem assessment 

A system for integrating core-indicators into holistic assessment of the status and pressures on the marine 
environment is to be created in HELCOM by 2016, based on further developed assessment and 
incorporating the updated Baltic Sea Impact Index of HOLAS. Likewise, OSPAR also decided that common 
indicators should be the basis for an Intermediate Assessment in 2017, which will be followed by an OSPAR 

http://uknea.unep-wcmc.org/
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Quality Status Report (QSR) around 2021. A possibility to share approaches to producing the assessment 
could be explored, to strive for possible synergies and building commonalities in assessment system.   

 
The substance flow analyses carried out within recent research projects have identified air as a major 
receiving environmental compartment for emissions of several BSAP-substances and for which atmospheric 
transport and deposition may constitute an important pathway into the Baltic Sea and its catchment area. 
EMEP was requested to consider their possibilities on estimation of deposition of broader range of 
hazardous substances to the Baltic Sea area in addition to the current data products (deposition of 
nitrogen, Cadmium, Mercury, PCBs, PCDDs). Joint requests with OSPAR to EMEP would possibly allow 
covering wider spectrum of substances and more efficient use of resources for a common task. More data 
products for airborne deposition and respective source-receptor matrices would be also needed in the 
future for monitoring the progress towards reaching nutrient reduction targets, especially with regards to 
transboundary airborne pollution. In this respect, further strengthening of cooperation with OSPAR would 
be beneficial.  

 
Cooperation with BSC 

- Eutrophication 

The EU DGENV financed project “Environmental monitoring of the Black Sea with focus on nutrient 
pollution” (Baltic2Black) has just been finalized (2011-2013). Baltic2Black had the general aim to improve 
the capacity in the Black Sea region to monitor and combat eutrophication, and led to exchange of 
experiences and transfer of knowledge regarding automated systems for monitoring, collection of data, 
modeling and assessment tools and project implementation between the two regions. See also document 
4-3 to HELCOM 35/2014. 
 
New potential areas of cooperation: 
The future cooperation could expand the scope, which in the previous project was eutrophication, and 
gather a selection of priority themes under the Holistic Ecosystem Health Assessment (HOLAS) umbrella. 
Holistic assessments of ecosystem health are planned to be developed in both regions, by 2014 in the Black 
Sea region and by 2016 in the Baltic Sea. Some of the potential priorities were considered to be non-
indigenous species and oil pollution.  
 

Cooperation with ICES 
 

- Databases and data processing  

ICES provides data host functions for the HELCOM Monitoring System (oceanographic data, biological data 

and contaminants data).  

Joint Data call for anonymised VMS data on fishing activities from 2009 to 2012 of fleets in Baltic Sea in 

support of ICES/HELCOM advice on the spatial distribution and impact of fisheries was submitted to the 

HELCOM Contracting Parties being also EU Member States on 23 November 2013 under the DCF regulation 

((EC) No 199/2008 and Commission Decision 2010/93/EU) and in particular, Article 18(1)(a) of regulation 

(EC) No 199/2008. The data will be used as a basis for ICES advice to fisheries management regarding to 

advise and inform on the impacts of fisheries on the marine environment including the benthic habitats. 

For HELCOM, the data will be used to assess fishing activities to inform management decisions within an 

integrated framework for the Baltic. 

One area of use for VMS data is as a pressure data layer in the Baltic Sea Pressure Index (BSPI), as 

developed by the HELCOM Initial Holistic Assessment (HOLAS, 2010). The BSPI is anticipated to be further 

developed in the second HOLAS assessment scheduled for 2016. A potential area of cooperation is ICES 

data processing, e.g. preparing and aggregating VMS data in the format suitable for use in the BSPI. All 
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Contracting Parties have responded positively apart from one which was unable to reply to the call due to 

lack of clear inter-ministry agreement on the use of nationally collated VMS data. 

- Monitoring 

ICES is involved in the BALSAM project to address harmonized surveys, data flows and data management in 
relation to Fisheries and Environmental monitoring and data processing. BALSAM Work Package 2 will 
result in a catalogue of fisheries and environment related monitoring programmes, analysis of gaps in 
monitoring and an action plan to improve data flow practices and data formats in order to increase 
accessibility and compatibility of monitoring data for assessment purposes. 

- Indicators and assessments 

EUTRO-OPER is a project aiming toward a streamlined, cost-efficient and high-quality eutrophication 

assessment. An important part of this is setting up data streams for continuous/regular updating of the 

Baltic Sea pool of eutrophication data, in other words continuation of reporting by the Contracting Parties 

to ICES, and possibly starting a process towards the use of distributed databases (Marine WISE). The roles 

of the institutions within HELCOM Contracting parties will be defined, and we aim to ensure setting up for a 

longer term practice. 

ICES was involved in the Inception phase of the BALTFIMPA Project, especially as scientific reviewer of the 
project’s deliverables (e.g. Generic Tool to assist decision-making for fisheries management within MPAs). 
In the actual implementation phase of the larger project, ICES’ role would enhance to also providing 
capacity building and training on MPA assessment, as well as development and application of less-
impacting fishing gear and practices. Sharing of knowledge from earlier similar projects in which ICES was 
involved (e.g. EMPAS/FIMPAS, MARBIPP) would be another important role. 
 
New areas of potential cooperation:  

- Integrated assessments 

WGIAB is a joint ICES/HELCOM Working Group on Integrated Assessments of the Baltic Sea. Until now the 
participation from HELCOM has been sporadic. The group will bring about greater operational focus in 
respect of policy relevance and usability, in other words the output of the WG can be better streamlined to 
support HELCOM activities, if HELCOM role in the group is improved or formalized. HELCOM could provide 
an input to possible re-formulation of the Terms of Reference of the Group and ensure participation of 
HELCOM experts. For instance, there could be a development towards ICES producing pre-ordered building 
blocks for the second HOLAS assessment, and/or joint targeted testing of the indicators and explorations of 
their effectiveness.  

- Foodweb indicators 

ICES has invited to a workshop on the development of food web indicators in March 2014 and experts 
participating in the CORESET II project will attend. As indicated previously in OSPAR section, this is an area 
that needs strengthening. Participation of experts from HELCOM Contracting Parties will help to fill 
remaining gaps in the current set of core indicators at a faster and more cost-efficiently rate. ICES could 
provide advice on GES for foodweb structure and function, as well as for pragmatic monitoring solutions. 

- Marine litter 

An intersessional correspondence activity has recently been created within the frame of HELCOM MONAS 
with the aim to form an expert network on monitoring, assessment and measures on marine litter. An ICES-
OSPAR group on marine litter monitoring is being discussed, and HELCOM could investigate the possibility 
to join/be linked to the group in order to identify issues to be worked out jointly and avoid overlap. The 
terms of reference of the ICES-OSPAR group are currently under development. Additionally, HELCOM 
access to the ICES database on litter on the seafloor obtained from their trawl survey network may increase 
the knowledge of the trends on litter in the seafloor in the HELCOM area. 
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- Seabirds 

ICES has an established Working Group on Seabird Ecology (WGSE) that has already held joint meetings 
with the Bird Expert Group of the OSPAR Intersessional Correspondence Group on Coordination of 
Biodiversity Assessment and Monitoring (ICG-COBAM). The joint meetings have been proposed to become 
formalised and HELCOM has also been invited to consider participation in such group. A number of national 
bird experts have participated in CORESET I and II, but at present HELCOM lacks an expert group on 
seabirds. Further coordinated development of seabird indicators could take place through such group. 
The BALSAM project Work Package 3 will also work on seabirds and aims to collect information on seabird 
surveys in the Baltic since 1991, carry out a gap analysis of how well the current monitoring responds to the 
monitoring needs, create a coordination platform for waterbird monitoring and organize a seabird 
monitoring expert meeting. 

- By-catch 

A database on comprehensive bird and marine mammal by-catch is under construction in ICES linked to 
reporting from the Data Collection Framework. ICES has also databases of by-catches of non-target fish 
species. This provides an opportunity for HELCOM and ICES to jointly investigate methods to reduce the 
impact of by-catch on populations. 

- Fisheries 

Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration includes a number of fish and fisheries related commitments, including 
related to migratory species such as salmon and eel, and asking for advice from Regional Coordination 
Groups within the EU Data Collection Framework and ICES on how to improve data collected on such 
recreational fisheries, with a view to evaluate the impacts of such recreational fisheries on the marine 
environment. 
 
Ecoregion assessments of fish stocks and fishing practices are being developed as part of ICES core 
competency. Carrying out this work with HELCOM would ensure that the assessments were relevant to the 
policy remit of HELCOM and appropriately communicated. 

 
Further, synergies in data requirements of CFP, MSFD and BSAP for assessing the impact of fisheries on 
marine ecosystems could be subject to closer cooperation (e.g. the above mentioned by-catch), as well as 
overall a question: what is required beyond Maximum Sustainable Yield? could be jointly addressed. 

- Alien species list 

There is a need, for the purpose of granting of exemptions to the International Convention for the Control 
and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments (BWMC) in the HELCOM area, to keep the list of 
alien species updated. Therefore the collaboration with ICES through the ICES Working Group on 
Introduction and Transfers of Organisms (WGITMO) which has developed the Global Invasive Species 
Database could be useful for this updating procedure. Furthermore, the WGITMO is chaired by Henn 
Ojaveer, an expert who has been involved in all HELCOM ALIENS projects, the work of which will be 
continued in the BALSAM work package 4. 
 
Further, since the BWMC is about to enter into force (the number of Contracting Governments to the 
Convention is, in January 2014, 38, representing 30.08 % of the world's merchant fleet tonnage), there is a 
need for HELCOM Contracting Parties to be operationally ready. Therefore, the collaboration with the 
ICES/IOC/IMO Working Group on Ballast and Other Ship Vectors (WGBOSV) could provide a forum for the 
discussion of outstanding issues such as the fulfillment of the standards contained in Regulation D-2. 
 


