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Background 
 

This document contains a proposal for the project to update and upgrade the HELCOM Checklist: the 
BaltiCheck project. The intention is to run the project in the timeframe 2018-2019.  
 
The update, and upgrade, of the HELCOM 2011 checklist was discussed in STATE&CONSERVATION 7-2017 
under the auspice of the strategy for reviewing the HELCOM Red List work. The strategy was endorsed by the 
meeting and forwarded to HOD 53-2017 for approval. HOD 53-2017 considered the suggested strategy and 
timetable to review the HELCOM Red List of Species but concern was raised by some Contracting Parties as 
regards the proposed intervals of the Red List revision of being too short and highlighted the need to align 
the Red List work with other processes. HOD 53-2017 invited the State and Conservation Working Group, 
together with the Secretariat, to further plan Red List assessment work and present a revised proposal for a 
strategy to the Heads of Delegation. 
 
The work proposed in this revised project plan is to be limited to consolidating and making publically available 
the data on species and distribution available in HELCOM through a number of different projects, e.g. 2013 
Red List, FISH-PRO II, HOLAS II and the CBD EBSA process, link this information to the HELCOM Checklist 
information and develop an accessible database to store the consolidated data. The database is to be 
developed and hosted at the Secretariat. 
 
In this limited scope the resources required by the Contracting Parties have been reduced and effort has 
been made to align the work with other processes, both within and outside the organization. The work links 
to the implementation of actions under HELCOM Recommendation 35/1 and 37/2, as well as supports State 
and Conservation ToRs C, D and E, and in varying degrees the State and Conservation Work Plan Tasks 2, 4, 6 
and 9 (see Annex 1). It will also support the implementation of and update process for the Baltic Sea Action 
Plan, as well as work of reporting under Article 17 of the Habitats Directive for those Contracting Parties who 
are also EU Member States. 
 
STATE&CONSEVATION 8-2018 took note of the proposal for updating and upgrading the HELCOM Checklist, 
and of the information that funding for the majority of the project has been secured by Sweden and Finland, 
supported the suggested approach outlined in the proposal, endorsed the project, and invited the Secretariat 
to submit the proposal to HOD 54-2018. 
 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to consider and approve the proposed project. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

1. Title of Project 

Upgraded HELCOM Checklist of Baltic Sea Species 2.0 (BaltiCheck), 2018-2019 

2. Project Manager(s) 
- 

3. Proposing Party     

Contracting Party          ___ _ 

Commission                    _____ 

Subsidiary body             ___X__ 

Heads of Delegation      _____ 

Executive Secretary      _____ 

4. The body supervising the project 

State and Conservation Working Group and Professional Secretary 

5. Target and activities 

Background 

The 2011 HELCOM checklist for Baltic Sea species 

Most checklists tend to concentrate on a particular group of species, usually those belonging to a specific 

family or order, found in a defined region, most commonly within national borders. The HELCOM checklist of 

Baltic Sea species published in 2011 however took a step further as it covers all macro-species simultaneously 

and the entire Baltic Sea. In this sense the HELCOM checklist is unique, and has proven to be a very valuable 

tool for researchers and a good source of information on diversity and distribution. 

The purpose of the original HELCOM checklist was to compile information on the following aspects: higher 

taxonomic group, valid scientific name (with authors and year), synonyms/variations or subspecies, taxon 

ID codes from several databases (WoRMS , ITIS, Biological Library, BioSystematic Database of World Diptera 

(BDWD), Fauna Europea, Zipcodezoo and other sources) or other taxonomic reference, as well as 

information on distribution and a minimum of one reference confirming the occurrence (historic and/or 

present) of the species in the Baltic Sea. More specific information such as phylum group etc. was also 

collated and is now available in the Excel table provided on the HELCOM website. 

The fact that a species is included on the HELCOM checklist does not automatically mean it was present in 

the Baltic Sea at the time the checklist was published. Some observations are historical and the only way to 

confirm the presence of a species is to undertake new inventories in the area of its previous occurrence. 

The data collected under the 2011 HELCOM checklist, and consequent HELCOM Red List, projects were 

quality checked and stored in a database at the HELCOM secretariat. However, this database is of a 

preliminary kind, used only for storing the data, and has very limited functionality and is not accessible 

outside of the Secretariat. The 2011 Checklist itself is presented in static form, as separate worksheets for 

each category of biota, and presents e.g. distributional information as collated information across the full 

time period covered by the Checklist, and at the sub basin level. 
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Targets  

Upgraded HELCOM Checklist of Baltic Sea Species 2.0 (BaltiCheck), 2018-2019 

Since the publication of the original HELCOM checklist, large advances have taken place which both expand 

the potential uses of the list and the technological options available to facilitate these uses. During the 

resent UN CBD Baltic Sea EBSA workshop it was highlighted that, in a global context, the amount of data, 

including species data, available under HELCOM, and in the Baltic Sea region overall, is unprecedented for a 

marine region. A significant amount of effort has been put into collating biota information in HELCOM, both 

before and after 2011, yet there is no depository to store this information, which hinders the full use of the 

already collected data. 

The fastest and easiest way to increase the added value of the available data is consolidating and storing 

the data behind the checklist, as well as data collected under subsequent projects e.g. FISH-PRO II, ECONET 

and HOLAS II projects, the CBD EBSA process, the annual reporting to e.g. the seal and bird databases etc., 

in a fit for purpose database, meaning it would be accessible and open to queries.  

This would allow for updating the information on the checklist with up to date information, while at the 

same time upgrading the list by linking updated and more specific spatiotemporal information to the 

species information already found in the checklist. This in turn would significantly increase the usability of 

the information in the lists, and accessibility of the data already available in HELCOM, and provide an up to 

date overview of regional species distribution and composition. Storing the information in a database 

would also facilitate future submission of data to HELCOM by Contracting Parties. The database would be 

developed by and hosted at the HELCOM Secretariat. 

The aim of upgrading the static checklist worksheets and the existing basic database to an accessible and 

modernised database format would be to make the database: 

 Comprehensive - Aiming to cover all known Baltic Sea macroscopic species, in the same place. 

 Regional - providing access to region wide information on Baltic Sea biota, engaging the regions 

experts and informing its policy makers. 

 Validated - Responsible, modern and professional, building on experiences gained by other, e.g. 

national species databases. 

 Accurate – Automated quality control, and, when needed, reviewed by experts1. The intention is to 

ensure that the following information, as agreed for the 2011 Checklist, is maintained in the update 

of the checklist and database development:  

A. Correct species nomenclature. All species should be listed in at least one of the 

international databases to verify the taxonomic reference. For each species a link to a 

relevant database will be added, meaning that the taxonomy will be automatically 

updated. 

B. All species listed should form stable populations in brackish waters with a minimum salinity 

of at least 0.5 (identification of ‘borderline’ cases with freshwater and/or land 

environments), delineated by salinity model. 

C. Records for all species must be geographically located within the Baltic Sea itself and not 

just in nearby ponds, rocky pools or rivers, delineated by GIS. 

D. Coordinates provided fulfil the requirements and are in the correct format 

                                                           
1 Species identification must be reliable. Therefore species with a very low numbers of records will be 
checked by experts under the Expert Networks and doubtful identifications will be excluded. 
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 Accessible - Clearly presented, with the possibility to query and download the needed information, 

with a timestamp. 

 Available - Following the HELCOM data policy access to the database would be open to all users, 

with the exception of some needed restrictions on viewing specific sensitive species data (this 

could e.g. be shown at different spatial resolution and specific data would be locked for access). 

 Dynamic - Reflecting change in our regional understanding of biodiversity both spatially and 

temporally. 

The suggested three main steps for upgrading the HELCOM Checklist of Baltic Sea Species would be to: 

1) a) Collate available temporal and spatial data on Baltic Sea species already available within 

HELCOM.  

b) Develop a simple open access database, populate the database with the available data and;  

c) a possible data call to complement the data in the database, which in turn feeds into the 

checklist. 

2) Update the checklist. All the available information will be crosschecked with the data from the 2011 

checklist. 

3) Explore the possibility to harvest data automatically from relevant existing databases (both national 

and international) to the HELCOM checklist database, allowing for automating the data updates as 

far as possible, and the possibility to perform automated quality checking. Where possible this 

would allow for the checklist to stay current without increasing the manual reporting requirements 

by countries. Please note: The tasks mentioned in this step are dependent on the available 

resources and will be explored once step 1 and 2 are secured.  

Activities  
Project staff: Project Coordinator 

A. Create a database frame, set up link to existing taxonomic databases 
Build a basic frame for the database, centered around the following three parameters: species (scientific 

name), spatial data (coordinates) and temporal data (date/year of observation). By limiting the information 

reported to the database the intention is to, as far as possible, ensure compatibility with already available 

databases. Other information (traits, red list status etc) can be linked to the species in the database, but 

would not be required under reporting. The Project Coordinator and developer would be in contact with 

national institutes and international organizations hosting biodiversity databases to collect best practices 

and lessons learned in the process of building similar databases.  

Under this action a kick-off workshop to scope the structure and requirements of a species information 

database, as well as presenting the basic framework is envisioned. 

B. Collating available data at HELCOM 
Action B would entail collating all relevant temporal and spatial data on Baltic Sea species available in 

HELCOM and populating the database.  

C. Populate data base with already available data 
The Project Coordinator to populate the database with the identified available data. 

D. Possible data call 
A possible data call to complement the data in the database, and subsequently feed into the updated 

checklist, would be issued. A list of the sources of the data used to populate the database, access to the 
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database and the data already collected would be provided to the national experts, to facilitate identifying 

any gaps, all in an effort to minimize the workload and resource requirements of the CP’s. 

E. Populating database with any missing data 
Any available national data not already in the database added.  

F. Crosschecking information (species and distribution) with 2011 Checklist 
The checklist would be updated based on the newest information available (i.e. extract on species occurring 

in the Baltic and their distribution from the database) and the information would be crosschecked with the 

2011 checklist information in the static sheets, to identify and solve any discrepancies e.g in distributional 

information or species.  

G. Regional review 
Access to the data base and the updated Checklist would be provided for national experts prior to an 

expert workshop, where national experts can provide input and feedback on the function and usability of 

the database and the updated checklist. Any identified needs for updates or modifications would, within 

the limit of what is feasible, be taken onboard and the database improved in the last two months of the 

proposed project. 

H. Additional developments 
The proposed project would also explore the possibility towards automated data harvesting between 

relevant national/international databases and the HELCOM checklist database as well as explore the 

possibility of developing an automated quality check system. Such a system would notify rapporteurs of any 

inconsistencies in the reported data. Data submitted would be crosschecked against the requirements of 

the database and any discrepancies would trigger an automated email to the rapporteur, highlighting the 

row and column that is not conforming to the requirements. Linking additional information to the species 

on the list would also be explored e.g. trait information, red listing information, etc. Any possible additional 

information would not need to be updated by Contracting Parties as part of their reporting. 

The project will follow the HELCOM risk assessment procedure.  

6. Expected results 

Collating the data in a Baltic region wide, accessible database on species would increase the usability of 

already available data, bringing added value to both regional and national processes. This type of data is of 

great importance in providing an overall view of the area’s diversity, its species composition and its 

biological history. Storing the checklist information in a database (as opposed to the more static list-based 

approach) also makes it possible to link this information to data on spatial and temporal distribution, and 

allows for a more dynamic approach in the future as well by e.g. linking to species specific traits. This makes 

the database a valuable resource for modelling, analysis, assessment and evaluation work, including for 

biodiversity, biogeography, and future prospects under a changing climate. The data can also be used when 

assessing the effectiveness of management and measures (e.g. for MPA’s or under MSFD article 13), when 

assessing the state of biodiversity, either of individual species (such as the Red List) or overall, such as for 

assessing the progress of the implementation of the BSAP, cumulative impacts or by providing information 

for biodiversity descriptors (such as D1 and especially D4 under the MSFD). The information, and the 

database used to access it, can also be used for planning purposes, e.g. under marine spatial planning 

(MSP) where it links to several of the recommendations from the Baltic SCOPE project on what is needed in 

order to better account for biodiversity in MSP work. The database would also assist in the work on overall 

gap-analysis, which could be used for strategic knowledge gathering e.g. monitoring and/or inventory work 

and could potentially be set up to handle regional reporting to global initiatives such as the Catalogue of 

Life. 

http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/project-guidelines/risk-assessment-procedure
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Degradation and loss of/shifts in biodiversity is a key issue of our time. Major bioscience programmes and 

research also outside of HELCOM (national or regional projects), e.g. projects funded under BONUS; depend 

on the integration of complex data if they are to progress effectively and maximise the benefit of the 

resources invested in the work. Cross-mapping information on species that provide the substance of this 

type of research is fundamental to data integration. A HELCOM database based on the Checklist 

information would provide an essential backbone to support the needs of scientific endeavours in the Baltic 

Sea region, both inside and outside the organisation.  

7. Consistency with HELCOM priorities  
__X__ yes ____ no 

The work is consistent with the implementation of actions under HELCOM Recommendation 35/1 and 37/2, 

as well as supports State and Conservation ToRs C, D and E, and in varying degrees the State and 

Conservation Work Plan Tasks 2, 4, 6 and 9 (see Annex 1). It will also support the implementation of and 

update process for the Baltic Sea Action Plan. 

8. Timetable (including number of Project Team meetings) 

The project will start in August 2018 and will finish by the end of July 2018. Two workshops are proposed, 

one being a small scale scoping exercise targeting developers/maintainers of national databases to harvest 

experiences and best practices, intended to take place in late August 2018. The second being the end of the 

expert review process, targeting those experts that have tested the developed product, with the intention 

of finding solutions to input received during the review and being able to further fine tune and optimize the 

product before the end of the project. This is intended to take place in mid May 2019. 

The first drafts and progress will be presented to the meeting of the State and Conservation 9-2018 (in 

October 2018) and the developed product for review to the State and Conservation 10-2019 (in May). Draft 

timeline of proposed project can be seen below. 

 

 

9. Budget (taking into account financial year from 1 July to 30 June) 

9.1 Total Costs 

45 000 Euro (12 man months)  

  

Task Description August September October November December January February March April May June July

1 Create a database frame

2 Collating available data at HELCOM

3 Populate data base with already available data

4 Data call

5 Population database with any missing data

6 Crosschecking information (species and distribution) with 2011 Checklist

7 Regional review through worskhop and finetuning

Scoping workshop Review workshop
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9.2 Sources of financing divided per financial year 

Financing for the proposed project has been secured by Sweden and Finland to cover 9 man months. The 

funding is intended to primarily cover the proposed project work under step 1 and 2, (as identified in the 

section Targets under Item 5) with step 3 being explored depending on available resources and time. 

It is important to note that funding from Sweden is only available until the end of year 2018. 

Partner Man months provided (1 August 2018-30 July 2019) 

Sweden 5 (Project coordinator) 

Finland 4 (Project coordinator) 

Open (HELCOM Budget 2018-2019) 3 (Project coordinator) 

The three man months from the HELCOM budget corresponds to 11250 euro. 

10. Additional requests (manpower, equipment, facilities, etc.) 

10.1 From the Contracting Parties 

Contracting Parties are invited to consider nominating experts to attend the workshops (kick off workshop 

to scope the structure and requirements for the database, as well as reviewing and providing input to the 

product once it has been developed), in line with their national expertise. Should the possible data call be 

needed the Contracting parties will also be requested to respond to the call (as far as new information is 

available in the countries).  

10.2 From the Secretariat 

The Secretariat will ensure coordination of the project with other ongoing HELCOM processes, facilities and 

equipment needed for the work, in-house support for the development of the database frame and future 

hosting of the database 

11. Procedure of nomination of the Project team members 

A project coordinator to be employed to the Secretariat.  

The appointed project manager will follow the HELCOM risk management procedure.  

12. Signature of the Project Manager(s) 
 

13. Opinion of the Chairs of the relevant body 

STATE&CONSEVATION 8-2018 supported the suggested approach outlined in the proposal and endorsed 

the project. 

14. Opinion of the Executive Secretary 
 

15. Decision of the Heads of Delegation 

(Reference is to be given to the relevant Minutes of the Heads of Delegation's Meeting) 

_____ to establish ____not to establish 

 

  

http://helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/project-guidelines/risk-assessment-procedure
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Annex 1: Links to State and Conservation ToRs and work plan: 

ToRs 
C. Coordinate and implement the monitoring and assessment activities of HELCOM related to biodiversity, 

and status of and effects on the marine environment with regards to eutrophication, hazardous substances, 

including radioactive substances, marine litter and underwater noise, as well as integrated assessment of 

human pressures and their impacts affecting the sea state, thereby implementing the HELCOM Monitoring 

and Assessment Strategy;  

D. Review, develop and promote the implementation of HELCOM goals for biodiversity protection, nature 

conservation and sustainable use of natural resources;  

E. Develop, propose and follow-up measures for protection of biodiversity and nature conservation.  

Workplan 
Task 2. Be responsible for functioning of the HELCOM Joint Coordinated Monitoring system covering all 

aspects from flora and fauna of the Baltic Sea to water quality and human pressures;  

Task 4. Guide periodic assessments of:  

- biodiversity, eutrophication, hazardous substances, marine litter and underwater noise, thereby 

providing building blocks for HELCOM Holistic assessments;  

- threat status of Baltic Sea species and habitats/biotopes;  

- the status and progress towards an ecologically coherent and effectively managed network of 

HELCOM coastal and marine Protected Areas (MPAs), and strive for harmonized approach in 

reporting, including its timing taking into account the work on global and European level;  

- regional climate change and its implications on the Baltic Sea ecosystem in cooperation with Baltic 

Earth (BALTEX), and recommend actions as appropriate;  

Task 6. Prepare proposals for measures for the conservation and protection of species and coastal and 

marine habitats and biotopes and follow up on implementation of measures, e.g. in order to initiate 

protection of highly endangered species and threatened habitats and biotopes;  

Task 9. Develop and maintain the regional data and information systems needed to carry out its tasks; 

 

 


