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Background 
The Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop took place in Copenhagen on 16-18 October 2019. This Workshop 
addressed a number of aspects raised from the policy-focused review of HELCOM indicators that took place 
at the First HELCOM Indicator Workshop (14-15 May 2019, Berlin). Preliminary policy priority, and 
identification of important topics (see Terms of Reference, ToRs), was carried out based on a review and 
policy matching spreadsheet/document that links the existing HELCOM indicators (and other proposals) to 
the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP), Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) and an initial linkage to the 
UN Strategic Development Goals (SDGs). In addition to addressing areas identified as preliminary policy 
priority, the Second Indicator Workshop participants were asked to provide input on a range of other 
issues, such as: how to improve the third holistic assessment of the ecosystem health of the Baltic Sea 
(HOLAS III), what could be expected per topic by HOLAS III, what resources are required to achieve the 
proposed work, and to document a Workplan (per topic) that could complement the previously developed 
Topic Summaries. When developing the work plans participants were requested to consider all aspects in 
the workshop ToRs, including the guidance (page 6 in particular) provided by HELCOM Contracting parties 
that are also EU Member States via the GEAR Working Group. 

The draft workplan was distributed to IN Eutrophication 24 October and the experts were invited to 
provide comments to the document by 31 October. Comments were received from Sweden. 

Due to time limitations GEAR 21-2019 did not have the possibility to consider the document on future work 
on HELCOM Indicators which contains the recommendations of the Workshop together with detailed 
workplans per topic (provided as links under each section and available through the document library of 
the Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop site) (document 5-7 to that meeting) and the additional 
information on indicators (document 5-8 to that meeting) simplifying and summarizing the information 
related to future work on HELCOM Indicators (from both workshops that have taken place) in the template 
used for the initial indicator-policy matching exercise. 

GEAR 21-2019 agreed that any comments forwarded by State & Conservation representatives to the 
respective GEAR contacts prior to GEAR 21-2019, in accordance with the outcome of 
STATE&CONSERVATION 11-20219, can be submitted to the Secretariat by 13 November 2019 for inclusion 
prior to the information being submitted to HOD. 

GEAR 21-2019 agreed that the plan outlining HELCOM indicator work 2020-2021 should be submitted to 
HOD 57-2019 for consideration and approval, with the intention that the work commence in early 2020. 

This document contains the workplan drafted by experts from Finland, Denmark, Sweden and Germany at 
the Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop. Red text reflects additions based on comments from Sweden 
after the Workshop. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%201-2019-616/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Terms%20of%20Reference%20for%20Second%20HELCOM%20indicator%20workshop.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2017%20ATT.1%20rev.1%20HELCOM%20Indicator%20match%20and%20scoring%20tables_300919.xlsx?Web=1
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2017%20ATT.1%20rev.1%20HELCOM%20Indicator%20match%20and%20scoring%20tables_300919.xlsx?Web=1
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/What%20is%20needed%20per%20topic%20area%20by%20the%20end%20of%20the%20Workshop.docx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2019-2018-569/MeetingDocuments/5-4%20GEAR%20planning%20document%20on%20future%20work%20related%20to%20coordinated%20implementation%20of%20the%20MSFD.pdf
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Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- take note of the workplan and consider the comments from Sweden.
- discuss the financial needs of the indicator development work up to HOLAS III and consider if an

estimate of the needed resources could be provided to HOD 57-2019. Concise estimates should be
provided to the Secretariat (owen.rowe@helcom.fi, laura.hoikkala@helcom.fi) by 18 November.

- continue the discussions started at the indicator workshop on developing the indicators, and to
agree on a way forward.
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Eutrophication – a Work Plan for future work on HELCOM indicators 
At the 2nd HELCOM indicator workshop the theme of eutrophication was discussed by experts 
from Finland, Denmark, Sweden and Germany since other experts did not participate in the 
workshop.  

Red text reflects additions made based on comments from the relevant Expert Groups after the 
Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop. These are mainly technical calrifications or reflect areas where 
further discussion is needed on details within the workplan. 

What is the optimal assessment? 
A Topic Summary prepared as part of the future work on HELCOM indicators process summarises 
some general information. The eutrophication assessment in HELCOM has already been applied a 
couple of times and is well-established. However, the assessment that was carried out for HOLAS II 
still has weaknesses and a number of issues need improvement towards an optimal assessment, as 
follows: 

• Improve the aggregation rules of the assessment tool, to be more ecologically coherent. 
• The variability of indicator values in the specific assessment unit should be taken into 

account when comparing against targets (e.g. scaling). 
• The uncertainty of reaching the target due to natural variability needs consideration. 

Cooperation with HELCOM Pollution Load Compilation could be valid to ensure common 
approaches are used in closely related assessments. 

• Data-driven multifaceted confidence assessment. 
• Making sure we have a representative set of indicators 

o fulfilling MSFD criteria, especially primary ones 
o ensuring ecological coherence in the indicator choice (might mean new indicators, 

or re-defining old ones) and might require a per-basin approach. 
• Assessment units need redefining (e.g. Bornholm Basin, Gulf of Finland). 
• Long-term plan to revisit target values, taking into account new developments and 

information (e.g. concerning climate change) and aiming for better harmonisation between 
indicators. 

• Considering cross-cutting issues, between themes and throughout a causal framework (e.g. 
DPSIR). 

• It could also be further explored how proportion or assessment areas (national/HELCOM) 
can be evaluated based on extent of the area achieving/not-achieving the threshold value. 

What will be achieved by HOLAS III (e.g. operational indicators by autumn 2021), and 
how? 
Achieved by HOLAS III: 

• Improve the aggregation rules of the assessment tool, to be more ecologically coherent; in 
particular consider grouping secchi depth as an indirect eutrophication effect in basins 
where this indicator is mainly influenced by organic matter, consider not averaging nitrogen 
and phosphorus concentrations to enable a targeted management of nutrient inputs. 

• The variability of the indicator value in the specific assessment unit should be taken into 
account (e.g. through scaling); improve scaling in general. 

• Data-driven multifaceted confidence assessment.  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2011%20Eutrophication%20Topic%20Summary.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2011%20Eutrophication%20Topic%20Summary.pdf
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• Coastal waters: aim at data-driven assessment, at least partly; await advice from EU (JRC 
expert group) on how to assess eutrophication in coastal waters. 

• Assessment units need re-defining (e.g. Bornholm Basin, Gulf of Finland), should start as a 
process initiated by affected Contracting Parties; then discussed together in HELCOM. 
Assigning new threshold values would requires financial resources. 
 

Making sure we have a representative set of indicators. This involves the following indicator 
development work: 

Shallow water oxygen concentrations: 

• Continue ongoing national development based on existing data; making sure that the 
approach is in line with the common one at least in the open sea areas.  

• Common approach: based on Swedish 4-type system considering length of stratification 
period, protocol could be defined according to national monitoring / modelling providing 
values that can be combined in a sensible way - need to agree on common threshold 
values. 

• Metrics associated with variability, frequency and duration of hypoxic events could be 
further discussed and may also inform on suitable future indicator development work. 

Chlorophyll-a spring bloom: 

• Danish and Finnish approaches should be compared. 
• Setting thresholds requires modelling. 
• Indicator is very climate-effected, so the drivers climate change and anthropogenic input 

need to be distinguished. 

Total nutrient concentrations: 

• Propose thresholds in Western sub-basins and Eastern Gotland Basin, collaboration between 
experts in the Contracting Parties surrounding the relevant assessment units. 

Cyanobacteria bloom indicator: 

• Review and discuss study reservation from Denmark, aim to get from pre-core to core 
indicator status. 

• Consider issues identified by the HELCOM Phytoplankton Expert Group (PEG) – make better 
use of in-situ biomass data. Discussion between eutrophication experts and PEG experts 
considered for next PEG meeting. 

Acidification indicator: 

• Distinguish the eutrophication-related component, and take a stand on whether it should be 
considered in the eutrophication status assessment (in addition to climate) or not; the 
required information comes through project results of OMAI. As a minimum the information 
generated should be available to support the overall thematic report on eutrophication 
and/or pelagic habitats. 

Macrozoobenthos indicator: 

• Coastal waters are already covered, also Bothnian Bay and Bothnian Sea. 
• Should be extended to other areas. 
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• Requires collaboration with benthic experts. 
• Needs to have the focus on the eutrophication-related component. 

Possibly achieved by HOLAS III: 
• Consider the uncertainty of reaching the target, due to natural variability in the indicator 

(e.g.  based on experience from the MAI/CART follow-up scheme). 
• Considering cross-cutting issues, between themes and throughout a causal framework, 

improve linkage between nutrient loading and status indicators, improve linkage between 
eutrophication and benthic/pelagic habitats. 
 

Achieved only in the longer term: 
• Shallow water oxygen concentrations: working towards a common modelling approach and 

high-frequency measuring stations in the open sea (as identified in the HELCOM science 
needs). 

• Revisit thresholds, taking into account new developments and information (e.g. concerning 
climate change). 

What aspects of the identified work represent the highest priority? 
• Further developing the shallow water oxygen indicator. 
• Further developing the chlorophyll-a spring bloom indicator. 
• Agree on the use of the cyanobacterial bloom indicator. 
• Agree on target values for the total nutrient indicator in the Western Baltic Sea and Eastern 

Gotland Basin. 
• Improving confidence rating and scaling. 
• Improve the grouping of indicators and assessment rules. 
• Improve pressure – state linkages and linkages to benthic and pelagic habitats. 
• Revisit selected assessment units (Gulf of Finland, Bornholm Basin). 
• Decide how to assess eutrophication in coastal waters. 

Is the proposed assessment policy relevant and ecologically relevant? 
The current HELCOM eutrophication assessment covers all of the objectives of the Baltic Sea Action 
Plan (BSAP) and it covers most primary criteria of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) 
Commission Decision. Therefore, it is policy relevant. Nevertheless, the policy relevance could be 
improved by more strongly linking pressures (nutrient inputs) and eutrophication state in HOLAS III. 
Furthermore, the primary criterion oxygen concentrations is currently only assessed in the deep 
basins (oxygen debt indicator) and for shallower areas the indicator “shallow water oxygen 
concentrations” needs to be further developed.  

The current HELCOM eutrophication assessment is already ecologically relevant since it follows a 
scientifically valid conceptual framework (causative factors, direct and indirect eutrophication 
effects). However, the ecological relevance could be further improved by re-considering the 
grouping of certain indicators (e.g. in some areas of the Baltic Sea secchi depth is rather an indirect 
effect of eutrophication rather than a direct effect) as well as rules for indicator aggregation (e.g. 
currently nitrogen and phosphorus concentrations are averaged while for an effective management 
it could be beneficial to consider them separately) and confidence in the assessment (e.g. how to 
determine if target values are met if indicators how high natural variability). Fine tuning of the 
current assessment tool HEAT 3.0 is therefore important for HOLAS III. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662/MeetingDocuments/8J-6%20Att.1%20rev.%201%20Input%20to%20the%20HELCOM%20Science%20Agenda.xlsx?Web=1
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662/MeetingDocuments/8J-6%20Att.1%20rev.%201%20Input%20to%20the%20HELCOM%20Science%20Agenda.xlsx?Web=1
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662/MeetingDocuments/8J-6%20Att.1%20rev.%201%20Input%20to%20the%20HELCOM%20Science%20Agenda.xlsx?Web=1
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662/MeetingDocuments/8J-6%20Att.1%20rev.%201%20Input%20to%20the%20HELCOM%20Science%20Agenda.xlsx?Web=1
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What are the resource needs (and period) to 1) carry out the work by HOLAS III 
(autumn 2021), and 2) for longer-term development issues (post-HOLAS III)? 
While eutrophication is well established in HELCOM and has been highlighted as a core competency, 
it does not imply that there is no need for further development and for dedicated resources. 
External projects may be available to support the work of the group, however, there is a need to find 
a better way to link relevant national projects through the HELCOM expert group to gain 
experiences, find common ground and avoid double work.  

The IN Eutrophication expert group is meeting regularly, but it has become apparent that there is a 
need for resources to be made available to ensure the person hours needed to prepare for the 
meetings and for needed intersessional work. Both the group and the meetings could benefit from a 
more structured way of working, e.g. using a workplan and improve the meetings by focusing on 
selected subjects at each a meeting rather than discussing all open issues.  

Overall, consistent and active participation by all CPs is a prerequisite in order to ensure regional 
coverage and a functional flow of information, a significant step towards accomplishing the planned 
work. It has also become clear that an annual physical meeting is needed. The next meeting at the 
beginning of 2020 will consist of mini-workshops dedicated to selected topics that need careful 
preparation. The next skype meeting of IN Eutrophication in November 2019 will discuss in detail 
how to prepare the face-to-face meeting.  

Towards this end it should be discussed if the group should be changed from an Intersessional 
Network to an Expert Group so as to better reflect the work done in and by the group.  

For each topic/task there will be a lead country that prepares the discussion and material as follows: 

o Indicator scaling (Germany) 
o Confidence assessment (Germany) 
o Shallow water oxygen indicator (Finland)  
o Total nutrient indicators in Western Baltic Sea (Germany) 
o Total phosphorus target in Eastern Gotland Basin (Sweden) 
o Spring chlorophyll-a indicator (Finland) 
o Developing the aggregation rules of HEAT 3.0 (Denmark) 
o Gulf of Finland area division (Finland) 
o Bornholm Basin area division (Germany) 

Specific resource needs for HOLAS III:  
The financial resources to secure the further development of the HEAT 3.0 assessment tool by ICES 
have just been secured. Germany has a project running on further developing scaling and confidence 
rating. Furthermore, there is some national funding available to further develop the shallow water 
oxygen indicator.  

It would be beneficial to include modelling of shallow water oxygen concentrations in HOLAS IIII but 
the specific resource needs for this have not been discussed further at the workshop.  

In particular the development of the spring bloom chlorophyll-a indicator needs financial resources. 

Specific resource needs post-HOLAS III:  
For the further development of the shallow water oxygen indicator the establishment of a few 
permanent measuring stations in the Baltic Sea as well as a Baltic-wide modelling approach needs 
financial resources (see also HELCOM science needs). 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662/MeetingDocuments/8J-6%20Att.1%20rev.%201%20Input%20to%20the%20HELCOM%20Science%20Agenda.xlsx?Web=1
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662/MeetingDocuments/8J-6%20Att.1%20rev.%201%20Input%20to%20the%20HELCOM%20Science%20Agenda.xlsx?Web=1
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There is a need to reconsider the eutrophication targets, possibly by initiating a new TARGREV 
project. The aim is to achieve better coherence between the eutrophication indicators, to consider 
climate change and to consider the re-defined assessment units. 

What integration of the indicators (i.e. those defined in question 2) is foreseen in 
HOLAS III? 
HOLAS III should use an improved HEAT 3.0 assessment tool. Aspects that should be considered and 
improved include: grouping of indicators, scaling, confidence rating. HEAT 3.0 uses a one-out-all-out 
aggregation of the three categories of causative factors, direct and indirect eutrophication effects 
and a weighed averaging within these categories. The link to relevant anthropogenic pressures 
(mainly nutrient inputs, but possibly also climate change) will be achieved by descriptive text. 

What across-theme issues exist (e.g. links between biodiversity and eutrophication) 
and how will these be considered in future assessments? 
There are relevant linkages between eutrophication and the themes benthic habitats, pelagic 
habitats, food webs, bird population and fishes. These have been further discussed in the session on 
interlinkages between eutrophication and biodiversity. In particular it should be noted that the 
MSFD Commission Decision requires that the outcomes of the assessments of D5 shall also 
contribute to assessments for pelagic habitats under descriptor 1 and benthic habitats under 
descriptors 1 and 6. Hopefully, EU guidance will become available on how this could be achieved. 

For HOLAS III it needs to be decided whether the acidification indicator should be used as an 
indicator for eutrophication or how this should be reflected in the overall assessment and report. 

There are also linkages within the theme eutrophication that need to be improved for HOLAS III. 
Most importantly, pressure-state relationships need to be strengthened (including a conclusive 
explanation why for some basins nutrient reduction targets have been achieved but eutrophication 
status is still not good). Despite the TARGREV-process, the target values for eutrophication indicators 
are not all well harmonised. This could lead to the observed consequence that currently the nutrient 
concentrations are furthest away from good status while direct and in particular indirect effects are 
closer to good status or already achieve good status. This can only by improved in the longer term by 
re-visiting the targets. Lastly, there are also discrepancies between the outcome of the assessment 
for coastal waters compared to adjacent offshore basins that warrant further investigation, but this 
subject has not been discussed at the workshop. 

For some of there aspects a greater understanding may be possible to develop, reflecting supporting 
information for the thematic assessment in HOLAS III, based on the output for example of the 
HELCOM ACTION project Work Package 4 (Inputs of nutrients). 
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