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Background 
For assessment purposes, the Baltic Sea is sub-divided according to the HELCOM Monitoring and 

Assessment Strategy 2013, Annex 4. The sub-divisions have been used to define ecologically relevant 

assessment areas for the HELCOM core indicators and pre-core indicators under development. 

This document recapitulates the sub-divisions as agreed in the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment 

Strategy and provides examples of application for selected indicators. 

 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to: 

- take note of the HELCOM sub-divisions of the Baltic Sea 
- consider the implication for aggregation of indicators with different assessment scales.  
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Extract from Annex 4, HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy (2013) 

HELCOM sub-divisions of the Baltic Sea  
“The Baltic Sea is sub-divided for regional monitoring and assessment purposes. The sub-dividing is to be 

done coherently, following commonly agreed sub-divisions and nomenclature. This section of the Strategy 

provides four possible hierarchical scales for sub-division.  

The four possible hierarchical scales for sub-dividing the Baltic Sea for monitoring and assessment purposes 

are:  

1) No division: the whole Baltic Sea encompassing the entire HELCOM area,  

2) Division of the Baltic Sea into 17 sub-basins, 

3) Division of the Baltic Sea into 17 sub-basins and further division into coastal and off-shore areas,  

4) Division of the Baltic Sea into 17 sub-basins and further division into coastal and off-shore areas 

and division of the coastal areas by WFD water types or water bodies.  

The scale of sub-division to be chosen may differ depending on the purpose, e.g. monitoring and 

assessment of mobile marine mammals such as grey seals may require the whole Baltic Sea scale while 

assessment of eutrophication indicators may be most relevant at the sub-basin scale in the open sea 

combined with water body or type level in the coastal zone. 

The scale to be used should be chosen among the four possible HELCOM scales and jointly agreed. 

Other sub-divisions can be agreed and used provided they use the agreed boundaries and remain within 

the boundaries and use the nomenclature of the described hierarchical system. 

To maximise their use for national purposes, regional monitoring and assessment results should be 

presented in addition in formats (e.g. point/station maps) that allow displaying them within national 

boundaries (EEZ, including e.g. 12 nm) and showing hot spots. Such presentations take into account 

evolving national needs e.g. under the MSFD (such as grid-based approaches).Names of the Baltic Sea sub-

basins, coastal areas per sub-basin and coastal water types and water bodies as presented in this section of 

the Strategy also serves as the common nomenclature of the different sub-areas of the Baltic Sea. 

The sub-divisions as well as the names are updated as needs arise. 

The maps, names and associated GIS shape files are made available on the HELCOM web site”. 

 

Application of assessment units for HELCOM indicators 
In the development of core indicators, assessment units for the indicators have been proposed according to 

the four sub-divisions of the Baltic Sea outlined above. The proposed assessment units are based on the 

relevant assessment scale for the particular indicator, e.g. taking into account spatial variation and 

appropriate scale of defining GES boundaries. Distribution is also taken into account e.g. resulting in that 

the assessment area for mobile populations are generally proposed to follow their distribution area. This 

means that the opportunity of the agreed assessment system to “use others sub-divisions provided the use 

agreed boundaries and remain within the boundaries” is applied for some indicators. 

Level 1: The whole Baltic Sea 
Example of indicators that are proposed to be assessed on the scale of the whole Baltic Sea area are 

‘Abundance of waterbirds in the wintering season’ and likely also ‘Abundance of waterbirds in the breeding 

season’. The scale has been proposed as the birds move across the entire area and e.g. ice conditions may 

shift the occurrences from year to year. In addition the pressures affecting the selected bird populations 

and the expected changes in status take place on a large spatial scale and cannot be relevantly tied to a 

sub-basin at this point. In the future the indicators might be considered at Level 2.  
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Level 2: Division of the Baltic Sea into 17 sub-basins 
The 17 sub-basins are: 

1) Kattegat  

2) Great Belt  

3) The Sound  

4) Kiel Bay  

5) Bay of Mecklenburg  

6) Arkona Basin  

7) Bornholm Basin  

8) Gdansk Basin  

9) Eastern Gotland Basin  

10) Western Gotland Basin  

11) Gulf of Riga  

12) Northern Baltic Proper  

13) Gulf of Finland  

14) Åland Sea  

15) Bothnian Sea  

16) The Quark  

17) Bothnian Bay 

Sub-basins is proposed as the assessment scale for the indicator ‘Population trends and abundance of 

seals’, with specific assessment areas defined for the respective seal population/sub-population in the 

Baltic Sea based on their distribution (Figure 1). The however indicator makes use of the flexible approach 

of the system of sub-divisions i.e. it combines several sub-basins into a larger assessment area.  

 

Figure 1. Assessment units where the indicator ‘Population trends and abundance of seals’ is applicable 

for grey seals. 
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Level 3: Division of the Baltic Sea into 17 sub-basins and further division into coastal and off-shore 

areas 
In level 3, the sub-basins are divided into open-sea and coastal areas. Coastal areas are defined as 

extending to 1 nm seaward from the baseline and off-shore areas as waters beyond 1 nm seaward from the 

baseline. The names of the coastal areas are provided in the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy. 

Coastal areas are proposed as assessment unit for e.g. the two core indicators on costal fish: ‘Abundance of 

key coastal fish species’ and ‘Abundance of coastal fish key functional groups’ (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Proposed Level 3 assessment units for coastal fish indicators. 

The figure gives an example of how results for coastal fish indicators can be displayed (NB the figure is an 

example, not an actual evaluation). GES/sub-GES is shown in areas that have been assessed. Light blue 

areas show where the indicator is applicable but not assessed, e.g. areas with insufficient monitoring. 

Striped areas show that the indicator is not applicable in these areas as the coastal fish communities do not 

occur.  
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Level 4: Division of the Baltic Sea into 17 sub-basins and further division into coastal and off-shore 

areas and division of the coastal areas by WFD water types or water bodies 
At the fourth level, the coastal areas are further divided into WFD units; either the WFD water types or the 

WFD water bodies by choice of the Contracting Parties (Figure 3). The level 4 assessment scale is used in 

the eutrophication assessment (BSEP 143), and is proposed for the indicator ‘Lower depth limit distribution 

of macrophytes’ with the aim to align as closely as possible with national WFD evaluations. 

 

 

Figure 3. Further division of the coastal areas into WFD related water types and/or water bodies. 

Descriptions of the codes are provided in HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy, Annex 4. 
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Figure 4. Assessment results for chl-a (left panel) and eutrophication (right panel) based on data from 

2007-2011 and assessment units according to sub-division level 4.  

Figure 4, left panel, shows the assessment results for chl-a. In this case the assessment result is only 

presented for offshore areas. The figure displays the actual assessment results from the period 2007-2011. 

Figure 4, right panel, shows the assessment results for status of eutrophication, where the open-sea 

eutrophication status is assessed using the HELCOM Eutrophication Assessment Tool (HEAT 3.0) and coastal 

eutrophication status is based on the WFD assessment of ecological status. 

 

How to aggregate indicators with different assessment scales? 
HELCOM assessment tools are based on the aggregation of indicators e.g. according to BSAP ecological 

objectives/goals or MSFD criteria/descriptors. Thematic assessments have so far been based on 

aggregation of indicators using the same assessment units, or by basing the assessment on case studies 

from specific locations.  

To carry out the 2nd holistic assessment it is needed to agree on: 

1) The spatial scale at which it is desirable to display aggregated assessment results. For individual 

indicators the results will be presented according to the specific assessment area for the indicator (core 

indicator reports on the HELCOM web-site). But at what scale should the results for e.g. ‘biodiversity’ be 

presented in the holistic assessment? 

2) How to aggregate indicators with different assessment scale. For example, if the status of biodiversity is 

to be assessment in coastal and offshore areas, how to aggregate the assessment results of coastal fish 

(level 3) and seal indicators (level 2)? Is it acceptable to “down-scale” assessment result to a lower 

assessment level i.e. to use assessment results for seals (level 2) in all coastal areas where the species exist? 


