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Background 
HELCOM 38-2017 considered a document on regional input for defining levels of underwater noise that are 
consistent with GES for noise-sensitive species and decision support trees for establishing environmental 
targets for ambient and impulsive noise (HELCOM 38-2017, document 4-7).  

HELCOM 38-2017 took note that Germany has technical comments on the document and is, for example, of 
the view that principle 1, related to injury caused by impulsive underwater noise, should apply to all 
mammals and not only to the harbour porpoises (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para 4.28). Detailed 
comments related to inaccuracies and missing information with regard to nature conservation aspects in the 
document has been provided in writing. 

HELCOM 38-2017 took note of the following views of Russia (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para. 4.29): 

- the proposal that the HELCOM expert network could provide examples on how applying the GES 
principle and decision support trees may influence measures to decrease continuous and impulsive 
noise,  

- to consider changing titles used in document 4-7 in accordance with the proposal by Denmark, when 
giving examples, to clarify sources of noises, the type of noise that is generated and identify the 
underlying human activities,  

- a comparison between natural and anthropogenic continuous noise level would be useful,  
- IMO guidelines for reduction of continuous noise is already developed and no activities are ongoing 

by IMO in this regard at the moment. 

HELCOM 38-2017 took note of the following views of Denmark (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para. 4.30): 

- with reference to the draft revision of the European Commission Decision on GES criteria which 
specifies that threshold levels for noise should be established at the EU level: to avoid overlapping 
working efforts, future work on establishing threshold levels should take place at the EU level, 

- that the HELCOM network could continue the work on indicators, assessments and building 
knowledge,  

- the testing of the decision support trees can be supported but it should be clarified that they are 
guidance tools to be used, if found appropriate, while there is no commitment to implement the 
tool,  

- in figure 2, the term 'maximum allowable noise level' should be replaced with the term 'guidance 
level'. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/4-7%20Regional%20input%20for%20defining%20levels%20of%20underwater%20noise%20that%20are%20consistent%20with%20GES.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
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The Meeting took note of the following views of Finland (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para. 4.31): 

- technical comments to the document will be provided, including some adjustments and corrections 
in tables 1-3, 

- the concept of sensitivity should be defined at a more detailed level,  
- since no studies or very little scientific information is on ringed seals, grey seals and the three fish 

species supports the impact of underwater noise (e.g. table 2 in document 4-81) there is not sufficient 
knowledge to take action in relation to these species at this time, 

- figure 32, document 4-8, Finland will provide data on spawning grounds for herring, 
- invite the HELCOM SEAL EG group to review the components of the report [in reference to the “Noise 

Sensitivity of Animals in the Baltic Sea” document considered at HOD 51-2016, doc. 6-6 and Outcome 
of HOD 51-2016, para. 6.88] that concerns seals. 

HELCOM 38-2017 took note of the view of the EU that the reference to the EC decision on GES criteria to 
develop threshold levels at the EU level should not be seen as inconsistent with continued work on the 
regional level and that contrary, work on the regional level can provide and important contribution to the EU 
TG Noise (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para. 4.32). 

HELCOM 38-2017 took note that Sweden found the document as good grounds for further discussion in 
HELCOM. Sweden furthermore encouraged all Contracting Parties to participate in HELCOM EN Noise, also 
underlining that TG Noise and RSCs should work together (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para. 4.33). 

HELCOM 38-2017 established a procedure for commenting on the document in writing and mandated the 
HELCOM EN-Noise to address the open issues raised by the Contracting Parties and elaborate the document 
further for submission to HOD 52- 2017 with the view of reaching an agreement on the document and 
thereafter share the document with other RSCs and TG Noise (Outcome of HELCOM 38-2017, para. 4.34-
4.35). 

This document contains:  

Attachment 1:  
The document on regional input for defining levels of underwater noise that are consistent with GES for 
noise-sensitive species and decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for ambient 
and impulsive noise” as it was submitted to HELCOM 38-2017 with comments provided later in writing 
by Finland, Germany, Lithuania and Sweden as well as the Chair of HELCOM SEAL indicated by track 
changes.  
Attachment 2: 
Distribution maps of herring and sprat older than one year additionally provided by Finland to use for 
update of the map of preliminary identified biologically sensitivity areas (Figure 1 in Attachment 1). 

The document on “regional input for defining levels of underwater noise” is considered by the GEAR group 
as a guideline for establishing environmental targets for underwater noise. The updated document 
(guidelines) will be submitted to GEAR 16-2017 with the view to recommend the guidelines to HOD 52-2017 
for a decision. 

  

                                                           
1 Please not that this comment refers to HELCOM 38-2017, doc. 4-8, however, it is to be considered due to its link to 
figure 1 in doc. 4-7 under consideration.  
2 Please note that there is a typo in the Outcome and it refers to figure 3 in doc. 4-8 which is the same as figure 1 in doc. 
4-7, which is the reason why this comment is to be considered under this document.  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/6-6%20Noise%20Sensitivity%20of%20Animals%20in%20the%20Baltic%20Sea.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/Outcome_HOD%2051-2016.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/Outcome_HOD%2051-2016.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%2038-2017-401/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%2038-2017.pdf
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Action requested 

The Meeting is invited to: 

- consider the document on regional input for defining levels of underwater noise that are consistent 
with GES for noise-sensitive species and decision support trees for establishing environmental 
targets for ambient and impulsive noise; 

- establish a parallel session of the HELCOM EN-Noise in the first day of the Meeting to elaborate 
further the document based on the comments provided by HELCOM 38-2017 and additional 
feedback by Finland, Lithuania and Sweden; 

- discuss the updated version of the document prepared at the parallel session and provide feedback 
on: 

• principles for defining levels of impulsive underwater noise consistent with GES for harbour 
porpoise, harbour seal, ringed seal and grey seal; 

• principles for defining levels of continuous underwater noise consistent with GES for 
harbour porpoise, harbour seal, ringed seal, grey seal, cod, herring and sprat; 

• the risk based approach used for the development of the decision support trees for 
establishing environmental targets for impulsive noise and continuous noise; 

• remaining open issues. 



Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 
Helsinki Commission 
Helsinki, Finland, 28 February–1 March 2017 

HELCOM 38-2017 
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Document title Regional input for defining levels of underwater noise that are consistent with GES for 
noise-sensitive species and decision support trees for establishing environmental targets 
for ambient continuous and impulsive noise 

Code 4-7
Category DEC 
Agenda Item 4 - Matters arising from the subsidiary bodies
Submission date 24.1.2017 
Submitted by Executive Secretary 
Reference 

Background 
During the last two years HELCOM has worked on improving knowledge and understanding of sources of 
underwater noise and their impacts on Baltic Sea species. The HELCOM Expert Network on Underwater Noise 
(HELCOM EN-Noise) has been taking the work forward with the support of the HELCOM BalticBOOST project, 
Theme 4 on underwater noise. In this project principles for defining levels of impulsive and continuous 
underwater noise that are consistent with good environmental status (GES) for noise-sensitive species have 
been developed. Furthermore, decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for impulsive 
noise and continuous noise have also been elaborated. 

Both the principles and the decision support trees have been developed to provide a basis for a regionally 
coherent approach for establishing environmental targets on underwater noise, i.e. to determine the 
reduction in noise required to achieve GES for specific species in relation to exposure to noise. The principles 
and trees are to be considered along with the international framework provided by the IMO (in relation to 
continuous noise from shipping), OSPAR work and the EU TG Noise, as appropriate.  

PRESSURE 5-2016 agreed that the suggested principles are a fruitful way forward and supported national 
testing of the recommended decision-support trees for impulsive and continuous noise and furthermore 
tasked the HELCOM EN-Noise to further develop them according to the recommendations from the 
BalticBOOST workshop that was held 5-6 October 2016 (HELCOM BalticBOOST Noise WS 1-2016).  

GEAR 15-2016 agreed to change the term 'principles' to 'regional input for defining levels of underwater 
noise…' in the title of the document to reflect the nature of the document and its potential to contribute to 
the ongoing work in other RSCs and on European level (Outcome of GEAR 15-2016, para. 4.16). GEAR 15-
2016 also supported that the document is used to guide further work on GES and provide input to the MSFD 
TG Noise and OSPAR.  

Denmark has a study reservations on the principles and Russia on the principles and decision support trees 
since PRESSURE 5-2016. Principle one on impulsive noise for harbour porpoises was fine-tuned between 
PRESSURE and GEAR meetings bilaterally between Denmark and Germany and involving the Chair of EN- 
Noise with the aim to meet the German view point. Denmark provided additional comments (e-mail 20 
December 2016) to the Secretariat indicating that:  

(i) at present Denmark cannot leave their study reservation on the principles, and has a position
that future discussion on the GES principles should be continued and confirmed at Union level, 

(ii) Denmark supports the principles are sent to the EU Task Group on Noise (TG Noise), 

Commented [A1]: DE proposal:”See also MSFD”.  

Commented [A2]: SE comment: ”European level or EU?” 

Attachment 1 - Regional input for defining levels of underwater noise 
that are consistent with GES for noise-sensitive species and decision 

Attachment 1 - Regional input for defining levels of underwater noise that are 
consistent with GES for noise-sensitive species and decision support trees for 
establishing environmental targets for ambient and impulsive noise

http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/baltic-boost
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HELCOM%20BalticBOOST%20Noise%20WS%201-2016-382/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HELCOM%20BalticBOOST%20Noise%20WS%201-2016.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2015-2016-379/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20GEAR%2015-2016.pdf
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(iii) Denmark can support that decision support trees are developed further, however with the
understanding that Denmark has not committed to implement the method nationally, and that
supporting the method will depend on further clarification regarding the final proposal. 

Specific proposals for amendments submitted by Denmark are included as footnotes in the document.  

This document contains the regional input for defining levels of underwater noise that are consistent with 
GES for noise-sensitive species as well as decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for 
ambient and impulsive noise. 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- invite Russia to clarify their study reservation,

- consider the concerns by Denmark including that the future work on GES principles and threshold
values on underwater noise should be taken at European level, 

- support the regional input (Tables 2 and 3) and its intended use to contribute to further work on
defining GES and guidance levels on noise, to be shared as regional input with other Regional Sea
Conventions as well as the European process as proposed by GEAR, 

- support the national testing of the decision support trees (Figures 3 and 4), to be further developed
by the HELCOM EN-Noise according to the conclusions from the HELCOM underwater noise
workshop and in coordination with OSPAR and the European work as proposed by GEAR. 

Commented [A3]: SE comment: ”EU?” 

Commented [A4]: SE comment: ”EU?” 

Commented [A5]: SE comment: ”It is unclear if the test 
is to be performed by the HELCOM CP or if the 
HELCOM Noise is to carry on tests for the CPs.” 
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Regional input for defining levels of underwater noise contributing to CPs/EUMS 
determination of GES for noise-sensitive species. that are consistent with GES for noise-
sensitive species and decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for 
ambient and impulsive noise 

Background 
Human-generated sources of impulsive noise with the highest intensity are explosions, pile driving, seismic 
explorations and low frequency sonars, whereas anthropogenic noise of a more continuous nature 
encompasses sources such as energy installations (e.g. pipelines and oil platforms), continuous dredging, 
shipping, or renewable energy operations (e.g. windfarms). 

Many aquatic animals in the Baltic such as the harbour porpoise, ringed seal, harbour seal and grey seal, as 
well as fish species such as herring and cod rely on sound for navigation, finding prey or avoiding predators, 
and for communication. Noise may disrupt behaviours, increase stress levels, mask important signals and/or 
reduce the hearing sensitivity either temporarily (TTS) or permanently (PTS) in an individual.  

Identification of noise sensitive species and areas 
In the BalticBOOST project, current knowledge on impacts of underwater noise on animals in the Baltic Sea 
was summarized in a report on ‘Noise Sensitivity of Animals in the Baltic Sea’. The report has been reviewed 
by the State and Conservation Working Group and HOD 51-2016 agreed to publish the report in the Baltic 
Sea Environment Proceedings (BSEP). In this report, a list of priority noise-sensitive species in the Baltic Sea 
was identified based on hearing sensitivity, impact of noise (i.e. known or suspected susceptibility of a species 
to effects of noise), threat status, commercial value, spatial distribution and data availability. It consists of 
the four Baltic marine mammal species: harbour porpoises, ringed seals, harbour seals, and grey seals, as 
well as three species of fish: cod, sprat and herring. 

The report also summarized important spatio-temporal information for the identified priority noise sensitive 
species in the Baltic Sea, as presented in Table 1 and the preliminary map in Figure 1. Based on comments 
received at GEAR 15-2016 (Outcome of GEAR 15-2016, para. 4.12) additional sensitive areas for harbour 
porpoises in the Western Baltic Sea (Pomeranian Bay and protected areas east of Rügen as well as Puck Bay) 
were included in the map of sound sensitive areas. Finnish feedback provided after HOD 51-2016 has also 
improved the map. The identification of sensitive time periods and areas for priority species form an essential 
basis for the proposed principles and determination of the need to establish environmental targets.  

Table 1. Periods of biological significance for each of the identified priority noise sensitive species. Periods not applicable to a species 
are marked in blue. 

Species Calving/Pupping period Mating/spawning period Nursing Period Moulting period 

Harbour porpoise 
(Phocoena phocoena) 

June-JulySeptember AugustJune-September June/July through 
the fall months 
year 

N.A 

Harbour seal 
(Phoca vitulina) 

May-June July-August 4 weeksJune-July August 

Ringed seal  
(Phoca hispida 
botnica) 

February-March Thought to occur 
immediately after weaning 
of the pup 

4-6 
weeksFebruary-
April 

Mid-April – early 
May 

Grey seal  
(Halichoerus grypus) 

February-March March-April 2 weeks June 

Cod  
(Gadus morhua) 

N.A March-December N.A N.A 

Herring  
(Clupea harengus) 

N.A Spring and autumn N.A N.A 

Sprat  
(Sprattus sprattus) 

N.A March-August N.A N.A 

Commented [A6]: SE proposal. 

Commented [A7R6]: DE proposal: ” ‘continuous’ instead 
of ‘ambient’ “ 

Commented [A8]: SE comment: ”Based on the available 
data for fish, it is important to proceed with the 
proposed species for the principles. Successively data 
becomes better and knowledge about sound impact on 
all species will improve. Therefore, it is important to 
have indicator species covering up the relevant parts of 
the sound spectrum and species important to the Baltic 
Sea ecosystem services.” 

Commented [A9]: SE comment: ”suggest using another 
word than principles:  Key aspects?” 

Commented [A10]: Chair of HELCOM SEAL comment: “I 
think it is difficult to state that seals are more vulnerable 
during different seasons: we do not know much about their 
sensitivities during moulting or breeding. What we can say is 
that they have a rather different distribution (much closer to 
or actually at haulouts) during breeding and moulting. As an 
example, a noise intensive construction might actually be 
well-placed during moulting or breeding if it occurred far 
from the haulouts of the concerned species, as there would 
be many more seals in the affected area at other times.” 

Commented [A11]: DE proposal 

Commented [A12]: DE proposal 

Commented [A13]: DE proposal 

Commented [A14]: DE proposal 

Commented [A15]: DE proposal 

Commented [A16]: FI comment: ”Mating during the 
nursing period, not after weaning.” 

Commented [A17]: DE proposal 

Commented [A18]: DE proposal. 

Commented [A19]: FI proposal: ”17-18 days” 
DE proposal: February-April 

Commented [A20]: FI proposal: ”May-June” 
DE proposal: “May-June” 
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Figure 1 - Preliminary biologically sensitive areas. For harbour porpoises important areas are based on established marine protected 
areas (MPA) where this species occur as well as recent findings. For the Western Baltic subpopulation, important areas are based on 
tagging and acoustic survey data (dark green squares, Teilmann et al., 2008; Sveegaard et al., 2011a and b). For the Baltic 
subpopulation important areas are based on acoustic survey data (light green squares, Carlström and Carlén, 2016) and MPA where 
this species occur (HELCOM MPA database; Calrström and Carlén, 2016). For harbour seals, areas are based on data of identified haul-
outs (pink dots, HELCOM SEAL EG, 2015, for the HELCOM core indicator on “Distribution of Baltic seals”, unpublished). Important 
areas for ringed seals are based on MPA where the species occurs (orange, HELCOM MPA database). For grey seals, areas are based 
on data of identified haul-outs (HELCOM SEAL EG, 2015, for the HELCOM core indicator on “Distribution of Baltic seals” haul-outs) 
(blue and white dots, HELCOM SEAL EG, 2015, for the HELCOM core indicator on “Distribution of Baltic seals”, unpublished). For the 
fish species important areas are based on known spawning grounds. Sprat spawning grounds (blue squares, Warnar et al. 2012; 
Ojaveer and Kalejs, 2010), common cod and sprat spawning grounds (yellow squares, Warner et al. 2012), and one of the most 
important spawning grounds for herring in the south western Baltic Sea (red squares, Warner et al. 2012). More sites may be added 
as data becomes available.  

Commented [A21]: DE comment: ”Text on Western Baltic 
harbor porpoise subpopulation is wrong, check again as re 
high density areas as of Danish satellite tagging (u.a. 
Sveegaard et al. 2011). Are MPAs presented, here? There is a 
high density in the Kattegat, not to be seen here” 

Commented [A22]: To be redone with updated 
information as to be provided by Julia CarIström. 

Commented [A23]: DE comment: ” Also corridors 
between MPAs should be mentioned with likely Baltic 
harbour porpoise subpopulation occurrence.” 

Commented [A24]: DE comment: ” Seal haul-outs do not 
represent all "sensitive areas" as re underwater noise *take 
study results of tagging studies also on board.” 

Commented [A25]: LT comment: ”It shows that there are 
protected areas in Lithuanian Baltic Sea waters with ringed 
seals as part of designation basis. There are no such 
protected areas in Lithuania (MPAs for ringed seals) since 
this species lives in north of the Baltic Sea (Gulf of Bothnia, 
gulf of Finland, gulf of Riga). Rinsed seals detection in the 
Gothland sugregion is very low. Thus I think, this figure 
should be revised.” 

Commented [A26]: HELCOM SEAL Chair comment: “It 
needs to be mentioned that these data are not 
representative and heavily skewed by the rather few tagging 
sites” 

Commented [A27]: DE comment: ”The known cod 
spawning grounds of the Westerns part are missing (see Abb 
20a in Dok 6-6 HOD 51-2016). There are Herring spawning 
grounds <spring and autumn ones> also close to Kiel, 
Flensburg and Schlei, most likely also on the Danish belts.” 

Commented [A28]: SE comment: ”Check with SLU 
AQUA if there are other spawning areas” 
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Use of information on existing assessments of status of marine mammals 
The environmental status for some of the priority noise-sensitive species in the Baltic is already being 
assessed at the population level through the HELCOM core indicators ‘Populations trends and abundance of 
seals’ and ‘Distribution of Baltic seals’. The assessments are done based on abundance and population growth 
rate (population trend), and on distribution relative to pristine distribution as seen, or occupation of currently 
available haul-out sites. Threshold values for the different populations is achieved when the species specific 
growth rate is achieved, when there is a certain abundance of individuals in each management unit, and 
when all available haul-outs are occupied with no decrease in area of occupation. The current environmental 
status for those animals where GES is assessed, is proposed to be used as a source of information when 
identifying areas in which environmental targets should be established. 

 

Regional input to defining levels of impulsive and continuous underwater noise contributing 
to CPs/EUMS determination of GES for sound-sensitive speciesconsistent with GES for 
sound-sensitive species 
Effects of noise on the level of population are still poorly understood, and HELCOM indicators to assess GES 
in relation to underwater noise has therefore not yet been developed. 

Tables 2 and 3 outline a qualitative description of conditions to be met to consider GES to be achieved and 
are meant to facilitate a coherent approach among the countries. They are meant to be used to develop 
guidance levels or thresholds of noise consistent with good environmental status for the individual species 
and furthermore the development of environmental targets, i.e. the reduction in pressure needed to reach 
GES, if evaluated as needed (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Schematic representation of the relationship between GES condition (green area), sub-GES conditions (red area), maximum 
allowable noise level consistent with GES (vertical blue line) and the environmental target (yellow arrow of reduced pressure required 
to reach GES) in reference to the horizontal increased pressure (red arrow). 

As “regional input” they will be used to seek synergies with the work of OSPAR and EU TG Noise. Also the 
international framework provided by the IMO (in relation to continuous noise) could be built upon when 
utilizing the proposed regional input for further work. 

  

Commented [A29]: SE comment: ”Add within the 
framework of Descriptor 1.” 

Commented [A30]: SE comment: “Making use of status 
assessment as a point of departure when assessing the 
significance or risk involved in pressures is an 
interesting but probably novel in the context of MSFD. 
There is scope to elaborate this part a little bit more.” 

Commented [A31]: SE proposal 

Commented [A32]: SE comment: ”Better if the tables 
are shown before figure 2.” 

Commented [A33]: SE comment: ”Since the 
abbreviation is inserted, use GES consistently.” 

Commented [A34]: SE comment: ”Does it refer to 
"individual animals" or "each species"?” 

Commented [A35]: SE comment: ”Change the capitals 
to "Maximum allowable noise level".” 

Commented [A36]: SE comment: ” Change to "the 
International Maritime Organization, IMO", or delete 
"the".” 
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Table 2. Regional input for defining levels of impulsive underwater noise consistent with GES for sound-sensitive species 

Species Principles for defining levels of impulsive underwater noise consistent with GES  
Harbour porpoise  
 

− Individuals should not be exposed to anthropogenic noise levels high enough 
to induce injury. 

− 1Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided.  

− Noise level should not affect the energy budget of individual animals nor 
breeding to a degree likely to affect the population significantly; particular 
emphasis should be on calving and nursing grounds. 

Harbour seal 
 

− Individuals should not be exposed to anthropogenic noise levels high enough 
to induce permanent hearing loss injury.  

− 2Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided.  

− Noise level should not affect the energy budget of individual animals nor 
breeding to a degree likely to affect the population significantly; particular 
emphasis should be on haul-outs sites. 

Ringed seal − Individuals should not be exposed to noise levels high enough to induce 
permanent hearing loss injury.  

− 3Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided.  

− Noise level should not affect the energy budget of individual animals nor 
breeding to a degree likely to affect the population significantly; particular 
emphasis should be on haul-outs sites. 

Grey seal − Individuals should not be exposed to noise levels high enough to induce 
permanent hearing loss injury.  

− 4Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided. 

− Noise level should not affect the energy budget of individual animals nor 
breeding to a degree likely to affect the population significantly; particular 
emphasis should be on haul-outs sites. 

Cod − Noise levels high enough to induce significant behavioural disruption at a 
population level should be avoided in spawning areas at critical timing.  

Sprat − Noise levels high enough to induce significant behavioural disruption at a 
population level should be avoided in spawning areas at critical timing.  

Herring − Noise levels high enough to induce significant behavioural disruption at a 
population level should be avoided in spawning areas at critical timing.  

  

                                                           
1 Danish suggestion (e-mail 20.12.2016) in order to make the principles consistent in terms of wording: ‘Noise level that 
induce significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of time that is likely to affect population 
should be avoided.’ 
2 Danish suggestion (e-mail 20.12.2016) in order to make the principles consistent in terms of wording: ‘Noise level that 
induce significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of time that is likely to affect population 
should be avoided.’ 
3 Danish suggestion (e-mail 20.12.2016) in order to make the principles consistent in terms of wording: ‘Noise level that 
induce significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of time that is likely to affect population 
should be avoided.’ 
4 Danish suggestion (e-mail 20.12.2016) in order to make the principles consistent in terms of wording: ‘Noise level that 
induce significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of time that is likely to affect population 
should be avoided. 

Commented [A37]: SE comment: ”All levels are related 
to a risk of a probability. Should be clarified better, e.g. 
in the table text, so that the wording any principles 
could be worded without a "likely".” 

Commented [A38]: SE comment: ”GES or threshold 
values?” 

Commented [A39]: SE comment: ”Key aspects?” 

Commented [A40]: SE comment: ”perhaps when it is 
more definitions per species, better to begin with a 
phrase that "Levels of anthropogenic noise should not 
affect ..: 
 - bla bla bla 
- bla bla bla"” 

Commented [A41]: SE comment: ” Better wording, like 
"Antropogenic noise should not cause significant loss of 
habitat on a population level, through displacement for 
a critical period of time. 
As well, it is not clear to what sound variable this refer 
to like pressure level, energy, power or exposure.   
Maybe” 

Commented [A42]: DE proposal for rephrasing: “Noise 
level that induce either significant loss of habitat or habitat 
loss for a significant period of time through displacement 
which is likely to affect the population should be avoided.” 

Commented [A43]: DE proposal 

Commented [A44]: DE proposal for rephrasing: “Noise 
level that induce either significant loss of habitat or habitat 
loss for a significant period of time through displacement 
which is likely to affect the population should be avoided.” 

Commented [A45]: DE proposal 

Commented [A46]: DE proposal for rephrasing: “Noise 
level that induce either significant loss of habitat or habitat 
loss for a significant period of time through displacement 
which is likely to affect the population should be avoided.” 

Commented [A47]: FI: propose ”breeding sites” instead. 

Commented [A48]: DE proposal 

Commented [A49]: DE proposal for rephrasing: “Noise 
level that induce either significant loss of habitat or habitat 
loss for a significant period of time through displacement 
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Table 3.  Regional input for defining levels of continuous underwater noise consistent with GES for sound-sensitive species 

Species Principles for defining levels of continuous underwater noise consistent with 
GES 

Harbour porpoise − Individuals should not be exposed to anthropogenic noise levels high enough 
to induce injury 

− Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided.  

− Noise level should not affect the energy budget nor breeding  reproduction 
to a degree likely to affect the population significantly; particular emphasis 
should be on calving and nursing grounds 

− Noise should not be at levels that induce masking leading to significant 
negative change in population growth rate 

Harbour seal/Ringed 
seal/Grey seal 

− Individuals should not be exposed to anthropogenic noise levels high enough 
to induce injury 

− Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided.  

− Noise level should not affect the energy budget nor breeding  reproduction 
to a degree likely to affect the population significantly; particular emphasis 
should be on breeding and areas around haul outs 

− Noise should not be at levels that induce masking leading to significant 
negative change in population growth rate; particular emphasis should be on 
mating sites and areas around haul outs.  

Cod/herring/sprat − Individuals should not be exposed to anthropogenic noise levels high enough 
to induce injury 

− Significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period of 
time that is likely to affect population should be avoided.  

− Noise in spawning areas at critical timing should not be at levels that induce 
significant behavioural disruption and/or masking leading to significant 
negative change in population growth rate. 

 

Guiding Ddecision support trees as a contribution to CPs /EU MS for setting environmental 
targets for ambient  continuous and impulsive noise5 
Since there is a risk of degradation in environmental status, in particular in relation to activities known to 
cause significant pressures on the environment, e.g. pile driving, it is proposed that environmental targets 
are defined, based on a risk based approach, even if the status and impacts are not fully known. 
Environmental targets are only proposed to be defined for areas at risk, i.e. in those areas where sound 
sensitive species prevail.  

Decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for impulsive noise and continuous noise have 
been developed in HELCOM (Figure 3 and 4). 

Risk-based decision support trees are meant as a tool that countries can choose to use for identifying 
areas/situations where environmental targets is needed. The risk based approach involves focusing on areas 
where there is a current presence of a noise sensitive species which is not in GES and a noise generating 
anthropogenic event with noise levels exceeding guidance levels or range of acceptable noise. For full 
implementation, guidance levels should be defined based on the proposal in Table 2. 

 

                                                           
5 Denmark alternative proposal for the title (e-mail 20.12 2016): ‘Decision support trees that may be used by member 
states as a guidance on how to establish environmental targets for ambient and impulsive noise when appropriate.’ 
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Figure 3. Decision support tree to be used for establishing environmental targets for impulsive noise events. In the situations where knowledge is pending, no environmental target can be established at present, but 
will be re-evaluated when new information (e.g. guidance levels becoming defined) becomes available. The status assessment on population level is done based on HELCOM core indicators ‘Populations trends and 
abundance of seals’ and ‘Distribution of Baltic seals’. 
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1 SE comment: “Questions have been made on what is meant with assessment region in all the boxes” 

2 SE comment: “threshold values in all the boxes?” 

 

 

Figure 4. Decision support tree to be used for establishing environmental targets for continuous noise events. In the situations where knowledge is pending, no environmental target can be established at present, 
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but will be re-evaluated when new information (e.g. guidance levels becoming defined) becomes available. The status assessment on population level is done based on HELCOM core indicators ‘Populations trends 
and abundance of seals’ and ‘Distribution of Baltic seals’.  
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Attachment 2 - Distribution maps of herring and sprat older than one year as provided by Finland 
as a proposal to be included in Figure 3 (doc 4-7) ‘preliminary biologically sensitivity areas’ map 
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