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Background 

The HELCOM Meeting Portal was taken into use in 2014 and is technically close to the end of its lifespan. The 

current platform is hosted by the HELCOM Secretariat and is running out of both support and compatibility 

with other tools in use.  

The Secretariat has started a process on gathering requirements for a follow-up system. A 

planning session was held in April 2021 by the HELCOM Secretariat staff.  It focused on gathering 

requirements for a future solution. The new Meeting Portal should replace the existing solution as a 

collaboration platform and as storage for documents and other relevant content. 

A number of processes related to document sharing and publishing and user management could be changed 

to ease the requirements on the new Meeting Portal, to obtain a better end user experience, to increase 

transparency and to reduce the error-prone manual work by the Secretariat. 

The Secretariat is seeking support from the Heads of Delegation for proceeding with the renewal of the 

Meeting Portal. This document presents preliminary thinking and justification for the renewal of the Meeting 

Portal. A consultant would be hired in summer/autumn 2021 to assist in preparing requirements and 

tendering and to look into suitable software platforms for the new Meeting Portal. A detailed budget and 

timetable on the renewal of the Meeting Portal would be presented to Heads of Delegation (HOD) 

intersessionally in autumn 2021 for approval after tendering.   

This document also presents the related processes (access to meeting document and meeting registrations 

and management of group memberships) that are suggested to be considered and changed. 

Action requested 

The Meeting is invited to:  

- take note of the need to renew the HELCOM Meeting Portal and agree on the renewal process as 
listed in the next steps on page 2; 

- consider and, if appropriate, agree, on opening up access rights to a) all meeting documents and 
meeting registrations to all HELCOM Meeting Portal user groups, alternatively b) only on sub-group, 
expert working group and network levels;  

- consider and, if appropriate, agree, on taking into use the self-managed contact list of HELCOM 
groups and networks.   
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Renewal of the HELCOM Meeting Portal and related processes 

1. HELCOM Meeting Portal 
The HELCOM Meeting Portal was taken into use in 2014 and is technically close to the end of its lifespan. The 

current platform is hosted by the HELCOM Secretariat and is running out of both technical support and 

compatibility with other tools in use. For example, the server platform in the Secretariat also needs to be 

updated (within 1-1 ½ year) and the current Meeting Portal will not be compatible with the new solution. 

Therefore, it is essential that a new Meeting Portal is in use before the server update. 

The current Meeting Portal is based on Microsoft Sharepoint 2013 on-site and Extranet Collaboration 

manager, which is a Sharepoint add-on for managing external users (group contacts) and for providing access 

to restricted content (meeting documents prior to meetings and workspaces) in the Meeting Portal.  

The current Meeting Portal is considered to have an adequate document management system for sharing 

and publishing documents. However, it does not work well when it comes to creating large amounts of 

meeting documents from HELCOM-specific templates. Furthermore, the system for managing user accounts 

(group contacts) is not working well and is prone to errors as it requires a large amount of manual work. In 

addition, the current Meeting Portal does not contain adequate notification or communication solutions to 

HELCOM groups. These deficiencies have caused difficulties for the end users and substantial work for the 

Secretariat. 

The Secretariat has started a process on gathering requirements for a follow-up system. A planning session 

was held in April 2021 by the Secretariat staff. It focused on gathering requirements for a future solution, 

identifying what currently works and for which issues the new portal should be further developed. The new 

Meeting Portal should replace the existing solution as a collaboration platform and as storage for documents 

and other relevant content. A preliminary list of prioritized requirements for the new Meeting Portal is found 

in Annex 1. The list will need further iteration within the Secretariat of the requirements for the new Meeting 

Portal. 

A consultant is planned to be hired in summer/autumn 2021 to assist in preparing requirements and 

tendering and to provide an overview of the supply of possible software platforms that would fulfil the needs 

for the new Meeting Portal. A detailed budget and timetable on the renewal of the Meeting Portal would be 

presented to Heads of Delegation (HOD) intersessionally in autumn 2021 for approval after tendering. 

1.1. Next steps 
- June 2021: HOD 60-2021 to agree on the renewal of the HELCOM Meeting Portal; 

- Spring/summer 2021: Secretariat to further specify the of requirements for the new Meeting 

Portal; 

- Summer/autumn 2021: Hired consultant to prepare requirements and tendering and to provide an 

overview of the supply of possible software platforms; 

- Autumn 2021: Invitation to tender;   

- Autumn 2021: HODs to be presented with detailed budget and timetable on the renewal of the 

Meeting Portal for approval; 

- 2022: New Meeting Portal in use. 

 

2. Proposals for changing Meeting Portal related processes 
A number of processes related to document sharing and publishing and user management in the HELCOM 

Meeting Portal could be changed to ease the requirements for the new Meeting Portal, to get a better end 

user experience, to increase transparency and to reduce the error-prone manual work by the HELCOM 

Secretariat. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/default.aspx
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2.1. HELCOM Meeting Portal user management 
In the current HELCOM Meeting Portal each user (nominated contact or meeting participant) should create 

an account by signing-up to the Meeting Portal. This is required in order for a user to: 

1. be added to a specific HELCOM contact group; 

2. be able to register for a HELCOM meeting using the Participation Survey; 

3. be able to access HELCOM meeting documents which are not publicly available before the meeting 

takes places (HELCOM Rules of Procedure, paragraph 3.5). 

If all meeting documents were publicly available already prior to the meetings it would reduce the need for 

a user management process and the requirements for the new Meeting Portal, thus leading to potential cost 

savings and reduced workload for the HELCOM Secretariat. As managed access rights would not be required 

it would allow more national experts to access the documents. This change would require a change of the 

HELCOM Rules of Procedure (paragraph 3.5). However, making meeting documents publicly available already 

prior to the meeting might cause misunderstandings on draft documents as there is no outcome to be 

referred to. 

As an alternative for making all meeting documents publicly available, the Secretariat proposes to open 

up access rights to documents and meeting registrations to all HELCOM Meeting Portal user groups. The 

documents and meeting registrations would not be publicly available for anonymous access but would be 

accessible to all signed-in members of the HELCOM Meeting Portal, i.e. the broad HELCOM community. 

This would both ease the difficulties for national contacts to access relevant documents and meeting 

registrations and reduce the workload of the Secretariat on managing relevant access rights. Alternatively, 

the documents and meeting registrations could be opened up only on the sub-group, expert working group 

and network levels, not on the HELCOM, HOD and main group level. This change in procedure could be 

implemented at once. 

According to the HELCOM Rules of Procedure (paragraph 7.1) the Heads of Delegation shall determine the 

terms of reference of subsidiary bodies, specifying objectives, time frame, budgets and reporting 

requirements, as well as guidelines for the publication and dissemination of results. Further, according to 

paragraph 7.7 the Rules of Procedure applicable to the conduct of the business of the Commission shall apply 

mutatis mutandis to the subsidiary bodies of the Commission or their sub-groups/projects. 

 

2.2. Self-managed contact lists 
The sign-up in the HELCOM Meeting Portal is verified by the HELCOM Secretariat before adding the user to 

relevant contact group(s) in order to properly manage contact information and group memberships. As 

described already in document 6-6 of HOD 57-2019, the verification of sign-up for a user is currently a time-

consuming process for the Secretariat, due to the fact that there are differences in the procedures for 

nominating contacts between Contracting Parties, groups and networks. It should be noted that the number 

of users in the HELCOM Meeting Portal is in the magnitude of one thousand individual users and hundreds 

of user groups (including groups for a specific meeting and projects) and that each user is typically associated 

to dozens of groups. Therefore, a lot of time is consumed in contacting country representatives in order to 

verify correct sign-ups. This leads to an inefficient contact management process. Furthermore, lists of 

nominated contacts of groups/expert networks have been circulated by the Secretariat during meetings for 

checking by the meeting participants, which is an error-prone procedure and not GDPR compliant. 

In addition, in the current user management system the group memberships are not transparent to end users 

and it is unclear to the end users which access rights they have. Thus, the Secretariat often receives questions 

for clarifications. 

https://helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/meetings/meeting-portal-instructions/sign-up/
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/About%20us/Internal%20rules/Rules%20of%20Procedure%202013.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/6-6%20Management%20of%20contacts%20and%20emailing%20to%20HELCOM%20Groups%20and%20Expert%20networks.pdf
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The Secretariat proposes to establish self-managed contact lists where the Secretariat would no longer 
serve as the intermediary in group membership management. HELCOM HODs would be responsible for 
nominations to main groups and HODs of main groups (Gear, Maritime, Pressure, Response, State and 
Conservation, Agri, Fish and HELCOM-VASAB MSP WG) would be responsible for nominations to sub-
groups, expert working groups and networks under the respective main groups. Editing of the contact lists 
would be password protected. If needed, the HELCOM HODs and the HODs of main groups could give the 
rights to designated persons to do the actual registrations on the password protected contact lists. The 
same procedure would also apply to HELCOM observers. This change in procedure would only be possible 
if specified as a requirement for the new Meeting Portal and when the new Meeting Portal became 
available. 
 
According to the HELCOM Rules of Procedure (paragraph 1.1) each Contracting Party to the Convention on 
the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area shall be represented on the Baltic Marine 
Environment Protection Commission by a delegation consisting of representatives, alternate representatives, 
experts and advisers as may be required by that Party. Neither the HELCOM Rules of Procedure nor the Terms 
of Reference of the groups define how nominations of national contacts are to be made.
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Annex 1. Preliminary list of prioritized requirements for the new Meeting Portal 
 

Table 1. Preliminary list of prioritized requirements for a follow-up system to the current Meeting Portal 

based on the planning session held in April 2020 by the HELCOM Secretariat staff. 

Topic Requirements 

Meeting document 
management 

- Set of (Word) document templates would be 
required for meeting documents, document lists, outcome 
frames, notes for chair etc. Meeting document metadata 
management should be connected to the meeting document site 
document library → automatic filling of some 
metadata fields such as: complete nam of meeting, meeting 
code, agenda item name, date;  

- Simultaneous editing of documents required;   

- Sharing documents to several user groups should be possible and 
a simple action to perform;   

- Sharing documents for anonymous access should be a simple 
action to perform;  

- Meeting document life cycle, creation to archiving, should be 
considered for the process and to make it as less manual as 
possible. 

Contact management and 
communication 

- A need was expressed that Secretariat users would not manage 
groups / contact lists (External users), but external users with 
group admin role would manage groups;  

- Meeting portal external users should be able to manage email 
notifications on new meetings and new documents;   

- Lighter tools for registration to workshops are needed (e.g. MS 
Forms). 

End user experience - Meeting portal end user survey should be created during May-
June to collect feedback;  

- Issues with the current meeting portal that need to be improved 
for the new system:  

o Unclear error messages – does not say what needs to be 
done;  

o Log in sign needs to be more visible;  
o Users need to be able to update their account 

information without having to create a new account if 
e.g. email address has changed;  

o Group memberships should be visible to users;  
o Unclear if a person is signed in or not - proper distinction 

of public/restricted meeting site content.  
o Better search engines for all our different systems would 

be needed across platforms (website, meeting 
portal, other HELCOM web portals).   

 

 

Table 2. General requirements for HELCOM Meeting Portal.   

Requirement  Type  Priority  Description  

Easy to create new project / 
meeting sites  

Meeting 
site management  

High  HELCOM Secretariat employee or external 
user should be able to easily set up a new 
meeting or project site  
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Other features  Meeting 
site management  

Medium?  The collaboration sites should include at 
least following features: Announcements, 
discussion forums, calendar and task-list.  

Meeting portal custom front 
page for signed in-user  

Meeting 
site management  

Medium?  User should have a possibility to sort and 
filter the list of the meeting sites relevant 
for their groups and to find easily the right 
site in case the user has plenty of them in 
the list.  

Document related discussions  Meeting 
site management  

Medium/  
low?  

It should be possible to link discussions 
also to individual  
documents in the collaboration site.  

Meeting portal front page for 
anonymous user  

Meeting 
site management  

High  There should be possible publicly 
accessible extranet front page with links 
to upcoming meeting meetings 
and generic calendar + announcements.   

Meeting document 
management process  

Meeting 
document 
management  

High  With defined set of templates, user can 
create a meeting document based on a 
template which is filled in with metadata 
from the meeting site (e.g meeting name, 
date, agenda item)  

Easy to use document 
handling  

Meeting 
document 
management  

High  Easy to use document creation, 
editing, publishing and viewing even for 
the users who are not regularly using the 
tool.  

Document libraries  Meeting 
document 
management  

High  The meeting site should include easy to 
use document library for storing, 
categorizing, filtering and sorting 
documents.   

Easy document editing online  Meeting 
document 
management  

High  It should be possible to 
edit online meeting documents without a 
need to download and upload the 
document back and forth.  

Publishing documents to 
public website / making 
documents available for 
anonymous access  

Meeting 
document 
management  

High  It should be possible to publish / make 
available for anonymous access selected 
or all documents in a document library. 
There should be possibility to set 
automatic publishing date.  

Document Version handling  Meeting 
document 
management  

High  The system should include version 
handling and change history features for 
documents and other content.  

Document format validation  Meeting 
document 
management  

Medium/low  The system should validate the document 
format automatically. Only valid formats 
will be accepted.  

Document approval workflow  Meeting 
document 
management  

High  HELCOM employees should validate the 
document before it is published to 
the meeting document library. Approval 
workflow is needed to be available in case 
needed.  

Notifications of the changed 
documents  

Meeting 
document 
management  

High  The system should send automatic 
notifications to the collaboration site 
members when a document is added 
or changed in a specific meeting document 
library. User should be able to manage 
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their own alerts and admin user should be 
able to set alerts to user groups.   

Large files in the document 
libraries  

Meeting 
document 
management  

High  It should be possible to store large 
documents to the document libraries (at 
least 99 MBs)  

Archiving documents and 
other relevant content and 
accessing archived material 

Meeting 
document 
management  

High  A repository for searching and accessing 
meeting documents created and stored 
from previous document management 
solutions. Each meeting documents should 
have permanent URL.   

Management of internal and 
external users   

User 
management  

High  Information of 
all users and groups in HELCOM Meeting 
portal, whether they are internal or 
external people, should be stored in one 
centralized place.  

Self-service maintenance 
of personal user information  

User 
management  

High  Both internal and external users should be 
able to maintain their contact information 
through self-service user interface.  

Admin maintenance of users 
and groups  

User 
management  

High  External admin users should have 
access and management rights to user 
groups  

Invitation to the collaboration 
site  

User 
management  

High  The owner of the collaboration site should 
be able to invite people to the 
collaboration site and the system should 
send an invitation/registration email 
automatically to a user or multiple user 
groups.  

Meeting management tools 
during actual meeting 

Meeting 
management 

High Tools to conduct the actual meeting 
whether on site or online. Attendance 
tracking, voting etc. 

  

 


