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Policy needs, HOLAS II and setting the scene



The BSAP

No further specific mentions of 
pelagic habitats in subsequent 
HELCOM Ministerial Declarations.



The updated Baltic Sea Action Plans 2021

• Note this is a provisional formulation and is not yet approved by HELCOM 
HOD.

Description of current state: Most species of fish, birds and marine mammals as 
well as benthic and pelagic habitats in the Baltic Sea are currently not in a 
healthy state. 

Latest version of actions under updated BSAP:
By [2024] develop a roadmap to fill gaps to enable a holistic assessment 
for all relevant ecosystem components and pressures and, by [2030] at 
the latest, develop and fully operationalise a set of indicators fulfilling 
HELCOM’s needs, including the need to provide a regional platform for 
the MSFD.



The EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD)

• Relevant for HELCOM Contracting Parties that are also EU Member 
States.

• Primary criteria to be addressed first (HOD 57, document 4-20)



Primary criteria
Theme Pelagic habitats (relating to Descriptor 1) 

Criteria elements Criteria Methodological standards 

Pelagic broad habitat types 
(variable salinity (1), coastal, 
shelf and oceanic/beyond 
shelf), if present in the region 
or subregion, and other habitat 
types as defined in the second 
paragraph. Member States may 
select, through regional or 
subregional cooperation, 
additional habitat types 
according to the criteria laid 
down under ‘specifications for 
the selection of species and 
habitats’. 

D1C6 — Primary: The condition of the 
habitat type, including its biotic and abiotic 
structure and its functions (e.g. its typical 
species composition and their relative 
abundance, absence of particularly 
sensitive or fragile species or species 
providing a key function, size structure of 
species), is not adversely affected due to 
anthropogenic pressures. Member States 
shall establish threshold values for the 
condition of each habitat type, ensuring 
compatibility with related values set under 
Descriptors 2, 5 and 8, through regional or 
subregional cooperation. 

Scale of assessment: Subdivision of region 
or subregion as used for assessments of 
benthic broad habitat types, reflecting 
biogeographic differences in species 
composition of the habitat type. Use of 
criteria: The extent to which good 
environmental status has been achieved 
shall be expressed for each area assessed 
as: (a) an estimate of the proportion and 
extent of each habitat type assessed that 
has achieved the threshold value set; (b) a 
list of broad habitat types in the 
assessment area that were not assessed. 

(1) Retained for situations where estuarine plumes extend beyond waters designated as Transitional Waters under Directive 2000/60/EC. 



Additional specifications

• Specifications and standardised methods for monitoring and assessment 
relating to theme ‘Pelagic habitats’ 

• 1. ‘Coastal’ shall be understood on the basis of physical, hydrological and 
ecological parameters and is not limited to coastal water as defined in 
Article 2(7) of Directive 2000/60/EC. 

• 2. Assessments of the adverse effects from pressures, including under 
D2C3, D5C2, D5C3, D5C4, D7C1, D8C2 and D8C4, shall be taken into 
account in the assessments of pelagic habitats under Descriptor 1. 

• Units of measurement for the criteria: 
• — D1C6: extent of habitat adversely affected in square kilometres (km2) 

and as a proportion (percentage) of the total extent of the habitat type. 



Additional specifications

• From MSFD D5:
• The outcomes of the assessments shall also contribute to 

assessments for pelagic habitats under Descriptor 1 as follows: — the 
distribution and an estimate of the extent of the area (as a proportion 
(percentage)) that is subject to eutrophication in the water column 
(as indicated by whether the threshold values for criteria D5C2, D5C3 
and D5C4, when used, have been achieved);

• D5C2 - Chlorophyll a in the water column, D5C3 - Harmful algal 
blooms (e.g. cyanobacteria) in the water column, D5C4 - Photic limit 
(transparency) of the water column.



Additional specifications
• Specifications for the selection of species and habitats under Themes ‘Species groups of marine birds, 

mammals, reptiles, fish and cephalopods’, ‘Pelagic habitats’ and ‘Benthic habitats’ The selection of species 
and habitats to be assigned to the species groups and pelagic and benthic broad habitat types shall be based 
on the following: 

• 1. Scientific criteria (ecological relevance): 
• (a) representative of the ecosystem component (species group or broad habitat type), and of ecosystem functioning (e.g. 

connectivity between habitats and populations, completeness and integrity of essential habitats), being relevant for 
assessment of state/impacts, such as having a key functional role within the component (e.g. high or specific biodiversity, 
productivity, trophic link, specific resource or service) or particular life history traits (age and size at breeding, longevity, 
migratory traits); L 125/72 EN Official Journal of the European Union 18.5.2017 

• (b) relevant for assessment of a key anthropogenic pressure to which the ecosystem component is exposed, being sensitive 
to the pressure and exposed to it (vulnerable) in the assessment area; 

• (c) present in sufficient numbers or extent in the assessment area to be able to construct a suitable indicator for 
assessment; 

• (d) the set of species or habitats selected shall cover, as far as possible, the full range of ecological functions of the 
ecosystem component and the predominant pressures to which the component is subject; 

• (e) if species of species groups are closely associated to a particular broad habitat type they may be included within that 
habitat type for monitoring and assessment purposes; in such cases, the species shall not be included in the assessment of 
the species group. 

• 2. Additional practical criteria (which shall not override the scientific criteria):
• (a) monitoring/technical feasibility; 
• (b) monitoring costs; 
• (c) adequate time series of the data. The representative set of species and habitats to be assessed are likely to be specific to

the region or subregion, although certain species may occur in several regions or subregions.



How were pelagic habitats addressed in 
HOLAS II?
• ‘For pelagic habitats, the majority of open sea areas do not have good 

integrated status.’
• ‘The biodiversity core indicators were supplemented with selected 

HELCOM eutrophication core indicators to cover some of the aspects 
of pelagic and benthic habitats for which no corresponding 
biodiversity indicators were yet available.’





What is needed from a management 
perspective?
• How can management utilise and respond to the assessment made?
• Can it be linked to pressures or activities?
• Can it be linked to responses or measures that can improve the 

situation?
• How can the evaluation/assessment be interpreted (including by non-

scientists)?
• Needs to be robust (reflect a confidence in the assessment).
• Even initial assessments and pointers may allow managers to take 

positive action if clearly utilisable.



How to implement improvements?

• What can be achieved by HOALS III vs what is longer-term goal?
• Fully operational zooplankton and Phytoplankton indicators
• Test cases/proof of concept for full pelagic approach?

• Integrate existing indicators?
• New methodology?
• Harmonisation and texting of existing methodology?

• Appropriate scale of assessment?
• Threshold values - how to devise and implement threshold values?
• Policy and ecological relevance? 
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