
Pelagic habitats – a Work Plan for future work on HELCOM indicators 
This topic has not been strongly addressed as an overall topic within HELCOM previously, though 
some relevant work on independent components has progressed (e.g. initial work on zooplankton or 
phytoplankton). This discussion represents an starting point that would be valuable to foster and 
develop within HELCOM so that aspects related to pelagic habitas (and possibley building further in 
the future towards ecosystems and food webs) can be better represented in HOLAS III and beyond. 

Recommendation:  
Establishment of an expert or correspondence group for pelagic experts by combining the expertise 
within the existing project-based groups of PEG (Phytoplankton Expert Group) and ZEN (Zooplankton 
Expert Network). This should ensure a stronger direction when developing a common method and 
approach towards an integrated pelagic assessment. Ideally, it should be based on data in the 
HELCOM COMBINE database hosted by ICES, but progress to align current data reporting and 
improve the usability of the data is an important issue to address (e.g. via planned HELCOM 
COMBINE Workshop).  

What is the optimal assessment? 
The condition of the habitat type assessment should include biotic and abiotic structure and its 
functions (e.g. its typical species composition, size structure, their relative abundance and 
community structure/function), and identify what is adversely affected due to anthropogenic 
effects. Relevant abiotic components (e.g. acidification) should also be considered, the how to 
combine these components should be the focus of longer-term work and discussion. 

For biotic components, the assessment should, in addition to planktonic groups currently covered by 
the indicators, also include ciliates and microzooplankton for the future perspective. 

An optimal assessment is not achievable by HOLAS III as there is a need for method developments 
and the construction of a conceptual view for how to incorporate microzooplankton in the 
assessment.. Possibly, it can be used as a supplementary indicator representing the microbial food 
web. Cooperation with OSPAR (exchange of information) is needed. 

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

• Fully operationalise the ‘Seasonal succession of dominating phytoplankton groups’ indicator. 
• Fully operationalise the ‘Zooplankton mean size and total stock’ indicator. 
• More scientifically stringent testing of existing and planned indicators and linkages between 

the phyto- and zooplankton indicators. 
• Consider a tied approach to pelagic habitats similar to what is used in OSPAR, looking at 

nested levels of biological organisation (e.g. community, function and diversity). 
• Several countries have experienced difficulties extracting data from ICES. Improved data 

flows for common reporting of pelagic data (e.g. zooplankton and phytoplankton) to ensure 
more functional data flows to that support effective regional indicator evaluations. 

Biotic components - Phytoplankton 
By HOLAS III 

• Improved spatial coverage and complete application of threshold values for the Seasonal 
succession of dominating phytoplankton groups. By December 2020 the indicator will be 
expanded to include all sub-basins. Reference conditions should be set along periods with 



low variability. Proposed threshold values will be submitted for to State & Conservation 13-
2020 and approval to HOD 59-2020. 

• Evaluate the applicability of the diatom/dinoflagellate indicator for pelagic habitat 
assessment and relation to pressures. In the future, this indicator could be incorporated and 
used within a lifeform index, also including zooplankton (OSPAR and McQuatters-Gollop et 
al. 2019). However, the life forms suitable for the entire Baltic Sea are not currently available 
and should be established via discussions among the experts. Similarly to OSPAR, such an 
index could function as a surveillance indicator, representing disturbance events in the 
system.  

• Eutrophication indicators should not be included in the biotic part of the HOLAS III pelagic 
habitats assessment to avoid double use of indicators. The biotic part of pelagic habitats 
assessment should reflect the quality and structure of the pelagic community. 

In the long term: 
• Explore the possibility to use chlorophyll to carbon ratio as an indicator to represent the 

availability of nitrogen. For this, e.g., summer mean could be used. 
• Consider how to better use the data on diversity and/or species composition being produced 

by the Phytoplankton Expert Group. What are the possibilities to use the data for a 
taxonomic indicator? Could it be used for size structure indicator, for the pairing exercise 
and/or for the food web indicator? 

• Further develop a common statistical tool to work with imbalanced datasets, making it 
regionally applicable. 

• Explore the possibility for total biomass of phytoplankton indicator (annual mean/annual 
summer mean). 

• Explore the applicability for a zooplankton MSTS approach also for phytoplankton. 

Biotic components - Zooplankton 
By HOLAS III: 

• Improved spatial coverage and complete application of threshold values for the MSTS 
Zooplankton indicator. In HOLAS III, the indicator should have full regional coverage. 
Threshold values to be set by sub-basin, which is largely already accomplished. In some 
basins, the application may require adapting the period of assessment to include peak 
season observed in national monitoring data. Proposed threshold values will be submitted 
for to State & Conservation 13-2020 and approval to HOD 59-2020. 

Abiotic factors 
Acidification and eutrophication have been identified as highly relevant components but the 
incorporation of these abiotic components into an overall assessment requires developments of the 
conceptual framework and approach. This should be persued in longer-term work within the group. 

What aspects of the identified work represent the highest priority? 
Improving the ecological relevance of the assessment by, e.g., complementing with supporting 
indicators and striving to adequately represent the long-term dynamics and interlinkages of the 
pelagic community. The above described steps will contribute to an improved assessment by HOLAS 
III, based both on the indicators identified and supporting contextual information. 



Is the proposed assessment policy relevant and ecologically relevant? 
Ecological relevance 
While it is apparent that the two indicators proposed to be included in the assessment do not cover 
the full extent of diversity and functioning of the pelagic plankton communities, they are both in and 
by themselves ecologically relevant. However, this could be further improved by coupling the 
information underlying the two indicators, e.g., through lifeform pairs (as outlined in the discussion 
paper), if we will be able to establish such pairs for Baltic communities. Yet, the experience from 
OSPAR is to move from integrated toward using individual life form pairs, which may prompt a 
better coupling to pressures, and there is in the expert group some concerns of the feasibility to 
form an operational life form index. Overall, for pelagic habitats, a functional group approach could 
improve the ecological relevance and understanding of the indicator behaviour.  

Policy relevance 
The steps proposed above will improve the policy relevance and spatial scale of assessment carried 
out. Further work outlined here, and requiring designated discussion and work, will also further 
benefit the policy relevance of future assessments. 

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)? 
By HOLAS III 
Phytoplankton: 
3 person-months from leads for updating (expanding into new areas and associated TVs). 

Zooplankton. 
3 person-months from leads for updating; need to be discussed with the responsible experts. 

Abiotic indicator linking to eutrophication (see below). 
6 person-months from leads for developing and reporting; need to be discussed with the responsible 
experts. 

What integration of the indicators (i.e. those defined in question 2) is foreseen in 
HOLAS III? 
Potentially problematic when integrating indicator results for biotic indicators with results from 
indicators representing abiotic aspects. This should be an aspect of discussion and development 
during the progress towards HOLAS III, within the expert or correspondence group. 

What across-theme issues exist (e.g. links between biodiversity and eutrophication) 
and how will these be considered in future assessments? 
Evaluate possibilities of an ecological network analysis (ENA) for inter-linkages of pelagic habitats 
and food web. Similar to plans in the OSPAR area, pilot studies could be undertaken in different 
areas including pelagic data. 

Greater detail on this aspect is provided in the work plan related to Interlinkages between 
Eutrophication-Biodiversity and proposed development related to foodweb assessments. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2012%20Discussion%20paper_Initial%20idea%20on%20pelagic%20habitats%20and%20food%20webs_plus%20comments.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2012%20Discussion%20paper_Initial%20idea%20on%20pelagic%20habitats%20and%20food%20webs_plus%20comments.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%2012%20Discussion%20paper_Initial%20idea%20on%20pelagic%20habitats%20and%20food%20webs_plus%20comments.pdf
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