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Background 
  
MST has requested comments from DTU AQUA on HELCOM 3j-16 Updated indicator report on 
condition of benthic habitats. 

 
Comments 

• Page 5, ‘This is by far one of the most important explanatory factors for eelgrass vanishing 
at least in western Sweden.’ 

This should be rephrased to ‘This is one of the most important explanatory factors for eelgrass 
vanishing in western Sweden.’ This formulation covers the information from the cited reference. 
• Page 6, ‘Additionally, the growing number of tourists presents a significant threat to many 

coastal habitats in Europe, which can disturb by trampling or direct harvesting’,  ‘offshore 
waters, exploration and development of oil and gas activities threaten marine habitats, 
mainly with discharges of oil and other pollutants.’ And ’Benthic habitats are considered as 
important drivers of diversity and function and therefore the modification, deterioration or 
loss of habitats are considered as serious threat to marine ecosystems.’ 

This should be supported by a reference and the words ‘threat to’ (appearing twice), ‘threaten’ and 
should be replaced by ‘pressure on’ and ‘presents a pressure on’. 
• Page 7, ‘The indicator method presented here does not propose a method for aggregating 

several types of habitats together within one assessment unit and this is separate 
procedure and should be developed or agreed separately.’ And ‘Use of different 
classification systems for covering different reporting needs can pose some restrictions how 
to handle and how to aggregate the assessment result. In general, there should a rule to 
use only one classification system for later geographical aggregation.’ 

These sentences do not make sense and most of the following text on the page is very poorly 
written, frequently to the point where the meaning becomes unclear. 
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• Page 8 - Table 1. Proposal for indicative list of habitats to be used in Baltic Sea wide 
assessment of condition of benthic habitats. 

A translation is needed between different habitat classifications (i.e. Habitat directive Annex I, MSFD, 
HELCOM HUB). This was developed by Georg Martin et al. Estonia lead partner. 
A difficulty is that in HD Annex I, there are different interpretations among Member States for the same 
habitat (see: Evans, D., Condé, S. & Royo Gelabert E. (2014) Crosswalks between European marine 
habitat typologies - A contribution to the MAES marine pilot. ETC/BD report for the EEA. This shows 
the links between the coastal and marine habitat types listed in Annex I of the EU Habitats Directive 
and the MSFD predominant habitat types as well as the EUSeaMap habitat types)  
An agreed aggregation methodology is needed to go from the finer HUB to the MSFD classification, 
hoping for a good match and consistent habitat sampling methods. This procedure creates 
uncertainties in expert judgement. 
 

• Page 9 - “Proportion of the area or assessed single stations or samples in good status 
defines status class of the habitat quality. The median value (percentage of the area or 
stations in good status) of indicators decides the quality of habitat when several indicators 
are used.” 

This is difficult to understand and might gain at being clarified. 
• Page 9 Table 2 

The selection of environmental proxies and how the proxies will be combined to obtain the “Quality” 
subcomponent of the HELCOM “Condition of Benthic Habitat” indicator is not clear and not described. 
There is no biological measure suggested (e.g. BQI). 

 
• Page 10: “Assessment result is classified in one of three status classes, where statuses 

below threshold of GES are split into two classes to allow detect improvements or 
deterioration (comparable with three status classes of HD)” 

There will be a problem along aggregating habitats:  for example if lots in Green (i.e. in GES) with one 
in red (notGES) this will give a yellow in average (in subGES).  

 
• Page 10: “Assessment is based on comparison of current situation with reference level (e.g. 

can be level determined during Initial Assessment). Historical data, modelled data or 
current data combined with expert judgement may be used to define the reference level.” 

Defining the reference level from different methods including the current habitat state might be an 
open door for subjective evaluations. As a general rule it might be worth sampling within areas without 
any known (or very low if no sampling station with 0 pressures is available) human pressure for each 
type of habitat and declare it as the reference state or the GES of that habitat. It does not mean that a 
habitat under pressure will not be at GES and it is likely that some habitats with some pressure will be 
steadily at GES if the pressure keeps below a pressure threshold. These thresholds are under 
investigation and could be determined from empirical studies. 
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It is also important to note that a GES might actually be negative for human use and exploitation e.g. 
one could imagine that the natural condition without human disturbance might actually be 
cyanobacteria everywhere but cyanobacteria produce toxins. 

 
• Page 10: “The values of thresholds to determine status classes were derived from 

guidelines for HD (Evans & Arvela 2011). The decline of 10% of area/extent (...)” 

Is it a 10% decline in “area” or in “extent”? The final figure could be quite different depending on which 
one is used because by nature the total area will be smaller than the total extent. Both might be 
required to agree with MSFD D6 C4 and C5 looking for an estimate of “the proportion [of total area?] 
and extent of adverse effects” per habitat type. But it would then require two different thresholds to be 
define i.e. one for the total area and one for the total extent...(the “extent” might be less useful 
because one can imagine situations where it could keep almost constant along a decreased 
“proportion of area” in good status) 
 

• Page 10 & Table 3 - The values of thresholds “derived from evaluation matrix for habitat 
types in Annex E (Evans & Arvela, 2011). The rest of the thresholds were derived from 
examples provided in guidelines for Habitats Directive (Evans & Arvela 2011). The median 
value (percentage of the area or stations in good status) of indicators decides the quality of 
habitat when several indicators under property "quality of the habitat" are used.”  

Is the underlying target that 90 % of samples in a given habitat are in good status (i.e. the quality on 
the ref sites) then this habitat type in this management unit can be considered at GES? This threshold 
is a political choice, not a scientific decision. 
There is actually a need to express and describe two different thresholds: 1- a scientific threshold, i.e. 
the level of pressure beyond which the habitat is will be considered to be affected and therefore not in 
good status (a sort of maximal pressure the habitat can cope with without any change or adverse 
effects);  2- one related to MSFD Annex III v4 where a threshold defines the % (or km2) of habitat to 
be preserved in good status. Beside this, one difficulty is that the two thresholds are nested meaning 
that if the cursor on departure from good status is moved (point 1) then it will also move the area 
concerned (point 2.) 
 

• Page 15 Monitoring Requirements 

It seems relevant to restrict the analysis of the “Condition of Benthic habitats” indicator to some 
selected habitats given the difficulty to monitor them all. Unfortunately it seems suboptimal that the 
indicator focuses on key species components (the habitat-forming species) when fewer samples exist 
from habitats where these habitat-forming species occur. 
 

• Page 19 Table 4: test case 1 

This illustrates the needs for defining two different types of thresholds as commented earlier, and the 
uncertainty about their most appropriate value. For example, how these thresholds are defined is not 
clear in the document. Instead of the final classification in “sub-GES, close to GES”, the matrix 
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indicates that a threshold >0.38 micromol P per litre (threshold type 1) corresponds to 59% in a 
surface area test case, >25% of area (threshold type 2) is in bad status and then it should be classified 
as “sub-GES, far from GES” according to Table 3 page 9, while the text concludes that it should be 
“sub-GES, close to GES.” 
The methodology could make use of thresholds (type 1) split into several nested thresholds, 
eventually organizing decision tree for deciding if a given station is in good or bad status.  

• Page 29 –Recommendations 

“For justification of proposed thresholds more tests should be performed with different habitats and 
different scales. The need for adjustment of thresholds may arise after more extensive testing of the 
method.” 
This is indeed an important remark, in line with our previous comments. 
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