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Memo of the HOLAS II online core team meeting, 17 June 2016 
As agreed by HOLAS II 5-2016 (para 7.1) an online meeting was held for interested core team representatives 
to discuss how the HELCOM indicators, assessment scales and integrated assessment approaches match the 
evolving Commission Decision on GES criteria. The discussion was based on a draft analysis carried out by the 
Secretariat on the ‘Proposal for a (European) Commission Decision on GES Criteria_draft v3’ and concerned 
the: 

• compatibility between the draft ComDec GES criteria, including criteria elements, assessment scales 
and specifications, and HELCOM core indicators – analysis and planning of how to align HELCOM 
indicators 

• compatibility between methodological standards for aggregation and HELCOM HOLAS II 
assessment tools – analysis and planning of how to align HELCOM tools 

• regional species and habitat lists 

The online meeting was attended by representatives from Denmark, Estonia, European Union, Finland, 
Germany, Poland and Sweden. List of participants is attached as Annex 1. The Meeting was chaired by Ms. 
Maria Laamanen, Finland.  

The discussion focused on how well the planned work under HOLAS II covers the components of the draft 
GES Decision version 3 and also how to follow-up on the development of the GES Decision. It was noted that 
already now a draft ‘version 4’ of the GES Decision has been made available to EU Member States. 

 

Summary of discussion on the draft analysis 

The ‘Draft Analysis of Proposal for a (European) Commission Decision on GES criteria_draft v3: Summary and 
initial proposals for HOLAS II’ was considered. The analysis was carried out by the Secretariat and circulated 
to the HOLAS II core team prior to the meeting.  

Regarding the status of indicators included in Attachment 1 it was clarified that when an indicator is 
designated with ‘YES’ it is either adopted with a GES boundary or has been evaluated by the Lead and co-
Lead country representative on the development of the indicator as being ready with associated GES 
boundaries for review and adoption during 2016 and could thus be available for use in HOLAS II. The analysis 
focused on criteria assigned as primary criteria in the draft GES Decision. 

The meeting considered briefly the descriptors for which the consistency between ongoing work in 
HELCOM and the draft GES Decision is high, noting that: 

Descriptor 2 

- has one primary criterion which is covered by the HELCOM core indicator ‘Trends in arrival of NIS’. 
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Descriptor 5  
- HELCOM indicators are available to cover the primary criteria,  
- The HELCOM assessment of eutrophication is planned to be carried out separately for coastal and 

offshore waters, it is however still to be decided how to carry out the assessment in coastal waters 
i.e. if whether to use the national WFD assessment results as they are or whether to include the 
status of elements used under the WFD in an assessment of coastal waters under the MSFD. 
Participants to the meeting expressed different views on this issue. 

- It was noted that the EUTO-OPER EXTENDED has the task to make HEAT 3.0 ready for use for 
HOLAS II and to adjust the tool to the requirements of the draft GES Decision if needed. The HOLAS 
II core team welcomed that EUTRO-OPER EXTENDED will be able to propose a suitable assessment 
for eutrophication for the Baltic Sea region.  

Descriptor 11 
- no gaps compared to primary criteria, provided that the HELCOM indicators under development 

are ready for adoption this year as evaluated by the Lead and co-Lead countries. 

Descriptor 10 
- gaps exist against primary criteria. Tentatively a HELCOM indicator on beach litter indicator will be 

available for HOLAS II. If not a qualitative description of marine litter based on available 
information will be provided in the 2nd holistic assessment report as discussed at HOLAS II 5-2016. 

Descriptor 3 
- all four criteria under descriptor 3 are primary  
- ICES has developed indicators for D3C1 and D3C2 but no indicator will be available for HOLAS II for 

the primary criterion D3C3 (age and size distribution of individuals).  
- HELCOM has developed an indicator for D3C4 on incidental by-catch of marine mammals and birds, 

however a quantitative target is not yet available, and no indicators are available for by-catch of 
fish species, however a description based on available information could be included in HOLAS II. 

Descriptors for which inconsistencies have been identified between current HELCOM work and the draft 
GES Decision were discussed in more in depth by the meeting, noting that: 

Descriptor 1 
Species: 

- the list of species that form the basis of HELCOM indicators as compiled in Attachment 3 was 
discussed. It was noted that the core indicators are based on species identified as suitable indicator 
species e.g. showing a response to key pressures or representing key ecosystem functions.  

- for birds it was noted that a restructuring of HELCOM indicators according species groups would be 
needed to comply with the draft GES Decision. Indicator leads will be asked to look into how to 
accommodate the indicators to the current proposal.  

- for the species group ‘small toothed cetaceans’ no indicator for harbor porpoise will be ready for 
use in HOLAS II, meaning that there will be a gap against primary criteria D1C1, D1C2 and D1C4 for 
this species group.  

- for the species group ‘seals’ the primary criteria D1C1 (distribution) and D1C2 (abundance) are met 
for all relevant species in the Baltic Sea region but there is a gap against primary criterion D1C4 
(condition of habitat). Representatives of the BalticBOOST project working on comparing status 
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assessment under the MSFD and HD will be asked to consider if habitat assessment from the HD 
Directive can be used to fulfill D1C4.  

- for fish, the ICES developed stock specific indicators on spawning stock biomass of commercial fish 
have been agreed to be used also for D1C2 in addition to HELCOM indicators related fish 
abundance. The primary criterion D1C3 for commercial fish could potentially be assessed using the 
HELCOM indicators on proportion of large fish (LFI) and possibly the candidate indicator on 
Maximum length of fish in the pelagic community (ML). These indicators are mainly represented by 
commercial species although they are per definition not confined to these.  

The meeting discussed the use of the same indicators under several descriptors, in particular D1, D3 and 
D4. It was noted that HOLAS II 5-2016 (para 3-15) agreed in principle to include the ICES SSB indicators in 
the integrated assessment of biodiversity. The meeting further noted that potential issues related to using 
the same indicators more than once will be considered by the BalticBOOST project in the development of 
the biodiversity assessment tool. The meeting proposed that the HOLAS II core team could come back to 
the issue of using the same indicator under several descriptors in the integration process when advice from 
BalticBOOST is available.  

Habitats (Descriptor 1 and descriptor 6 for benthic habitats): 
- the list of habitats that form the basis for HELCOM indicators as compiled in Attachment 3 was 

discussed. It was noted that the development of benthic indicators is still ongoing and since the 
scale of assessment is still being considered the suitable level of detail to define the 
habitats/biotopes is not yet agreed and thus the list will be subject to change. 

- for benthic habitats, it was noted that the draft version 4 of the GES Decision included changes to 
the criteria compared to version 3 which was used for the analysis, and that an updated analysis 
against version 4 is desired before the theme is discussed in detail.  

- overall it was the view of the meeting that the HELCOM work on benthic habitat indicators 
(‘Cumulative impact on benthic biotopes’ and ‘Distribution, pattern  and extent of benthic 
biotopes’) as well as the BSPI/BSII provide a good basis for fulfilling the criteria for assessment of 
benthic habitats. It was proposed to engage the country representatives working on these indicator 
in the selection of habitats to be assessed and to propose how to carry out the assessment of 
benthic habitats, and it was noted that a workshop is planned for autumn where the issues could 
be discussed. It was further noted that Sweden has an ongoing project looking into how to 
aggregate biotopes within broad scale habitat types and to habitats defined in Annex 1 of the HD, 
and that experts involved in this project could also contribute to this task. 

- for pelagic habitats, it was noted that HELCOM indicators are representing pelagic communities, 
but not the pelagic habitat per se. The meeting was informed that the Article 8 guidance document 
is still developing as regards the assessment of pelagic habitats. It was further noted that version 4 
of the draft GES Decision now includes a specific criterion for pelagic habitats that refers to 
“condition of the habitat type, including its biotic (typical species composition and their relative 
abundance) and abiotic structure, and its functions”. Sweden is engaged in developing the pelagic 
part of the Article 8 guidance document and offered to contact experts developing HELCOM 
zooplankton and phytoplankton indicators to discuss how to carry out the overall assessment of 
pelagic habitats in HOLAS II. 
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Descriptor 4 
The Meeting briefly considered the possibility to use some of the same indicators as for biodiversity under 
descriptor 4 to assess the minimum of three guilds as proposed in the Com Dec. It was agreed that the 
Secretariat will contact relevant experts involved in the development of biodiversity indicators to discuss a 
suitable way forward for the assessment under descriptor 4. Sweden that has a project that is considering 
descriptor 4 offered to take part in this work. The project itself may have some conceptual proposals for 
the D4 assessment ready in autumn 2016 that could be considered for HOLAS II.  

Descriptor 8 

- it was noted that the HELCOM indicators cover many, but not all, of the relevant priority 
substances to be considered under primary criterion D8C1. The HELCOM indicator on oil spills is 
anticipated as being useful under criterion D8C3 however noting that it based on regular aerial 
monitoring of illegal oil spills and not on acute significant events. 

- the issue of how to consider results from the WFD assessment was discussed, in particular how 
WFD assessments in the coastal- and territorial waters are to be aligned with assessments in the 
offshore waters. The meeting noted that different tentative opinions exist on whether the 
assessments of coastal and territorial waters should include results both from WFD and HELCOM 
core indicator assessments, and that further tests are needed to explore the options.  

The meeting discussed the data call on hazardous substances, with a deadline 30 June, to collate the most 
recent WFD assessments from all the coastal countries, and noted that assessment results (good chemical 
status achieved or failed) are primarily called for, explicitly requesting information on whether the result is 
based on measurements or extrapolation/expert judgement and identification of the substance that caused 
the fail, as some countries have indicated that measurement values are not readily available in all coastal 
waterbodies. The data call will support tests in BalticBOOST, however it was noted that tests to develop the 
CHASE tool further will mainly rely on currently available data in COMBINE. 

It was noted and welcomed that an online meeting of the expert network on hazardous substance will be 
convened on 28 June 2016 and that the meeting will address some of the issues discussed above and that 
the BalticBOOST workshop on the hazardous substance assessment tool that will be carried out 13-14 
September 2016 will also be able to consider outstanding issue. Participation by relevant national experts 
to the meetings was encouraged. 

Assessment scales 
- for descriptor 8 there is a discrepancy in the assessment scale proposed in the Com Dec compared 

to the HELCOM assessment units as defined in the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy, 
in that the HELCOM assessment units do not identify ‘territorial waters’ as separate spatial units. 

- it was noted that the assessment of the status of marine mammals is in HELCOM in general 
proposed to be carried  out at a higher resolution (sub-populations) than proposed in the draft GES 
Decision (region). However, the meeting noted that in version 4 of the GES Decision, it has been 
clarified that ‘sub-divisions’ should be used for the Baltic Sea. Overall it was proposed that HELCOM 
should adhere to the assessment scale being defined as most suitable from an ecological point of 
view. 

- it was noted that for some descriptors (2, 5, 8 and 10) the draft GES Decision refers to ‘subdivisions 
of the region or subregion, divided where needed by national boundaries’. It was proposed to keep 
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the regional assessment approach in HELCOM i.e. to pool data and make a joint assessment for 
sub-basins as relevant, however that national boundaries can be shown on maps or used as a basis 
for calculated affected area as needed. 

Integration rules / Use of criteria 
The meeting noted that the planned test under the BalticBOOST project are covering the proposals of the 
draft GES Decision and furthermore that the project has the task to follow the evolving guidance. In short, 
the draft GES Decision require that: 

- GES should be reached for each criterion i.e. that the OOAO applies on the level of criteria 
- the % area in GES/sub-GES should be defined. In HOLAS II, this will be possible at the spatial 

resolution of the underlying indicators. 

The meeting noted that draft version 4 of the GES Decision has developed somewhat from version 3 and 
that a draft proposal for how to integrate within descriptors will be discussed at the WG-GES meeting held 
21 June 2016 and that this may influence the Article 8 guidance document.  The outcome of the WG-GES 
meeting should be made available to the BalticBOOST project as soon as possible. 

The meeting acknowledge that HELCOM is advanced in terms of integrated assessment compared to other 
European marine regions and it was noted that Contracting Parties have a possibility to influence the ongoing 
development of the Article 8 Guidance document.  

 

Summary of discussion on how to follow-up on the development of the GES decision 
The meeting found the analyses very useful and proposed that they should be updated as needed to inform 
the HOLAS II project further. It was noted that the MSFD Committee meeting will convene on 29 June 2016 
and that the draft version 4 of the GES Decision will be discussed at this occasion. It was agreed that the 
Secretariat will update the analyses of the draft GES Decision in August 2016. The meeting expressed that it 
would be very useful for HOLAS II to receive a copy of the update of the GES Decision that is expected to be 
considered for internal consultation at the European Commission during summer 2016. If this version will be 
made available to HOLAS II it will form the basis for the update to be made in August. Otherwise, the draft 
GES Decision version 4 will be used. 

It was agreed to convene an online meeting of the HOLAS II core team on 29 August 2016, 9-12 CET, to discuss 
the updated analyses and the implications for the work in HOLAS II and in particular the implications for the 
scheduled workshop to develop assessment tools that will be held in September 2016. 

 

Closing of the Meeting 

A memo from the Meeting will be made available on the Meeting site of HOLAS II 5-2016 
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Annex 1 List of Participants 
Representing Name Organization E-mail address  
Chair 
Chair Maria Laamanen Ministry of the Environment maria.laamanen@ym.fi 
Contracting Parties     
Denmark Ditte Mandøe Andreasen Danish Nature Agency diman@nst.dk 
Denmark Lone Munk Søderberg Danish Nature Agency lomu@nst.dk 
Denmark Lone  Reersø Hansen Danish Nature Agency loreh@nst.dk 
Estonia Agnes Villman Ministry of the Environment  agnes.villmann@envir.ee  

European Uniion Lydia Martin-Roumegas 
European Commission DGENV/Marine environment lydia.martin-

roumegas@ec.europa.eu  
Germany Ulrich Claussen German Environment Agency ulrich.claussen@uba.de 
Finland Anna-Stiina Heiskanen Finnish Environment Institute Anna-

Stiina.Heiskanen@ymparisto.fi 
Poland Magdalena Kamińska Institute of Meterology and Water Management m.kaminska@gios.gov.pl 
Sweden Norbert Häubner Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management  norbert.haubner@havochvatten.se 
Sweden Agnes Ytreberg Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management agnes.ytreberg@havochvatten.se 
Sweden Tobias Porsbring Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management tobias.porsbring@havochvatten.se 
Sweden Linda Rydell Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management linda.rydell@havochvatten.se 
HELCOM Secretariat     
Secretariat Ulla Li Zweifel HELCOM Secretariat ullali.zweifel@helcom.fi 
Secretariat Lena Bergström HELCOM Secretariat lena.bergstrom@helcom.fi 
Secretariat Lena Avellan HELCOM Secretariat lena.avellen@helcom.fi 
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