
HELCOM indicator functionality questionnaire 
Additions made at the meeting highlighted in yellow. 

Questionnaire to indicator leads, co-leads, and hosting expert groups. 

This questionnaire forms the initial stage in the HELCOM process to evaluate the status of HELCOM 
indicators and is intended to be filled in in conjunction with the template on indicator overviews. 
The information gathered in this step will be reviewed at the HELCOM Working Group level and 
based on discussion at those levels be used to create the defined priorities and follow up work 
required. This step should thus be seen as an opportunity for HELCOM experts to provide input on 
both the scientific needs and policy match related to each HELCOM indicator. 

The process is overseen by the GEAR working group, in close collaboration with other technical 
working groups such as State and Conservation, FISH and PRESSURE. The purpose of this process is 
to evaluate the HELCOM indicator catalogue, to ensure the indicators match the requirements of 
Contracting Parties and their policy needs, and to plan directed future work on HELCOM indicators. 
A broader overview is provided in HOD 54, document 4-5.  

Please fill in the questionnaire and associated table and return it to the Secretariat 
(owen.rowe@helcom.fi) by Wednesday 10 October. Please return one completed document per 
indicator – i.e. a consolidated response from the indicator leads/co-leads and hosting expert group 
per indicator.  

Please complete this questionnaire with clear answers (not just yes or no answers) that provide 
defined steps or approaches that can be incorporated into future development work on HELCOM 
indicators. The aim is to define needs for development/adjustment, identify existing gaps and 
barriers to development, create proposals to fill those gaps and overcome the barriers, and to define 
approaches to enhance the purpose and functionality of HELCOM indicators.  

Please use as much space as needed in response to each question 

 

Practical information: Name, contact email address and role (e.g. indicator lead, on behalf of 
hosting expert group) of person(s) filling in the questionnaire/ 

NOTES:  This information is provided so that the Secretariat can take contact and discuss or clarify aspects, if needed, 
during the process. 

Name: Markus Ahola 

Email address: markus.ahola@nrm.se 

Role: indicator lead 

 

Question 1: Indicator name and assessment scale (e.g. HELCOM assessment units scale 1-4).  

Population trends and abundance of seals (assessment unit scale 2: subbasin scale) 

NOTES:  The major focus of this current survey is to examine the indicators that are core, pre-core, are undergoing active 
current development, were used in the final State of the Baltic Sea report, or were defined as major pressures in the final 
State of the Baltic Sea report. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2054-2018-535/MeetingDocuments/4-5%20Draft%20HELCOM%20work%20plan%20for%20indicators.pdf
mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi


 

Question 2: Is this indicator considered to be operational or are their gaps in coverage or 
improvements required? 

This indicator is considered operational. 

NOTES: Operational indicators are those with agreed threshold values, agreed methodological processes and sufficient 
data to carry out an indicator evaluation (generally those published on the HELCOM indicator website) and used in the 
State of the Baltic Sea report. There are some exceptions to this where indicators are tested within the State of the Baltic 
Sea report and do not meet the criteria above and where indicators are used descriptively in the report but not published 
on the indicator website. 

 

Question 3: Is the indicator applicable in all areas of the Baltic Sea, and is it applied in all areas 
where applicable? 

This indicator is applied throughout the HELCOM area. 

NOTES: Please state exceptions where the indicator is not deemed applicable and inform of areas where it is applicable but 
currently not applied or not adequately monitored. Please define the areas using clear terms that relate to the HELCOM 
Monitoring and Assessment Strategy (see Annex 4). The aim is to determine where focussed development and discussion is 
needed for each indicator. 

 

Question 4: What is lacking that makes the indicator incomplete (not fully operational)? 

NOTES: For example, why is coverage incomplete – due to: data requirements, methodological aspects, resources, defined 
leads, expert input, lack of agreement on thresholds, or lack of hosting expert group. 

 

Question 5: Please define further work needed to make the indicator fully operational. 

NOTES: Please provide practical solutions that would enable progress on this indicator. 

 

Question 6: Please outline a brief plan/suggestion on how to further the work required, and the 
workload/resources related to this.  

Although this indicator is considered operational and applied throughout the HELCOM area, the 
availability and frequency of data differs between seal species and regions. It has been calculated 
that due to variation in the observed fraction of the population in annually collected data it takes 
several years to detect moderate changes in the population trend. Decreasing the frequency of the 
data collection in some areas makes both abundance and trend estimates less reliable.  

The abundance and trend estimates are derived from number of hauling out seals during the peak 
moulting period. However, estimates for hauling out fractions and thus for the total population 
sizes are rough. More accurate total population estimates would be needed for both management 
and conservation purposes. For them, better understanding on demography of timing distribution 
and duration of moult, individual haulout rhythm and duration as well as effects of weather 
circumstances and disturbance are needed. These can be gained in separate research projects and, 
according to their results, by possible additional monitoring methods, which are to be developed. 

http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Action%20areas/Monitoring%20and%20assessment/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Action%20areas/Monitoring%20and%20assessment/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy.pdf


NOTES: For the purpose of this plan, please consider the following provisional time frame. The first stream of work would 
be the operationalization of existing core and pre-core indicators with a target of 2020 (i.e. in advance of the update of the 
BSAP, 2021). The second stream of work would have a target of early 2022 so that development is completed in advance of 
the third holistic assessment (timetabled in 2023). This plan would ensure indicator development took place in advance of 
the assessment and reporting period. An indication of workload and resources (for example hours and costs of the work) 
will be valuable in defining practical issues when discussed within the HELCOM Working Groups. This plan should be set 
out as a series of steps or milestones. 

 

Question 7: Please define any obstacles or issues that need to be addressed to ensure successful 
development/adjustment of the indicator. 

See answer to question 6 above. The needed research for better population estimate requires 
funding and other resources. Monitoring programmes alone do not cover all aspects and research 
should complement the understanding overall. 

NOTES: Please consider major aspects such as: resources required, working arrangements, reviewing within the hosting 
expert group, known sticking points for development, and data storage and flow issues. 

 

Question 8: Please give a proposal on the most appropriate update frequency for the indicator. 

Detecting changes in abundance trends is estimated to require nearly ten successive data points. 
With availability of annual data points and an evaluation period of at least ten years, a reasonable 
update frequency would be 3-5 years. The update frequency should be synchronized with at least 
distribution indicator, but preferably also with health indicators. 

NOTES: Please also briefly define the scientific and/or policy reasoning behind the proposed frequency. 

 

Question 9: Is the indicator assessment scale currently applied appropriate? 

The assessment in management unit / (sub)population scale is transferred to the applied subbasin 
scale due to HELCOM practises. Better linkages with seal management/biological/ecological units 
should be discussed for seal purposes within SEAL EG. 

 

NOTES: Please confirm that the scale is deemed most appropriate by the experts, or if not then what would be more 
appropriate. 

 

Questions 10 to 15 (inclusive) should consider the indicator in the current state. Where the answer is 
no, details should be provided on how to adapt the indicator to meet the requirements (i.e. concrete 
development steps). 

 

Question 10: Please confirm that the pre-filled policy/match table (document 2b. HELCOM 
Indicator policy match 190918) has been reviewed and that the information provided matches to 
the lead/co-lead/expert group understanding. 



The table is reviewed. The monitoring of the population abundance and trends of seals has been 
sufficiently covering the haulout distributions. The change in frequency of the grey seal monitoring 
in Finland from 2018 will, however, considerably decrease the quality of the data.  

NOTES: Please see associated table provided and pre-filled by the Secretariat and add any pertinent details that may be 
required here.  

 

Question 11: Does this indicator suitably address the Baltic Sea Action Plan commitments under 
which it is assigned? Does it cover all required aspects? 

Yes. 

NOTES: Is the indicator correctly aligned and addressing suitable issues and pressures within the marine environment. Is 
the policy section (objective/goal) sufficiently addressed. 

 

Question 12: Does this indicator suitably address the EU MSFD related Commission Decision (EU) 
2017/848 descriptor and criteria to which it is assigned? Does it cover all required aspects? 

So far yes.  

NOTES: Does the indicator in question meet the policy requirements set out.  Is the policy section (objective/goal) 
sufficiently addressed. 

 

Question 13: Does this indicator address the relevant species and compound lists required in 
association with the Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848? Does it cover all required aspects? 

So far yes. 

NOTES: Does the indicator in its current from enable the appropriate integration to be carried out. Is the policy section 
(objective/goal) sufficiently addressed. 

 

Question 14: Is the indicator established and operational in a way to enable the integration rules 
associated with the Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848 to be applied? Does it cover all required 
aspects? 

So far yes. 

NOTES: Does the indicator in its current from enable the appropriate integration to be carried out. Is the policy section 
(objective/goal) sufficiently addressed. 

 

Question 15: Does this indicator correspond with a UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 
and indicator? Which SDG target (and SDG indicator) does it address? 

NOTES: Does the indicator correspond with and SDG target and indicator and does the HELCOM indicator match the 
requirements of that SDG target/proposed SDG indicator? 

 

Question 16: Please list this indicator (named in question 1) with other related indicators (e.g. 
existing candidate) or new proposals, and assign importance (high, intermediate, low) to them. 



Population trends and abundance of seals should be rated together with distribution for 
management purposes. Understanding regional variation in trends and factors behind the 
differences is important for management. 

NOTES: Consideration for this stage should be given to the following aspects: relevance to policy initiatives (e.g. the BSAP, 
the MSFD (and new Commission Decision) and the UN SDGs) and to definable scientific or environmental concerns. 
Importance should be used to define the perceived importance/priority for the development work to follow. Please also 
define proposals on indicators required to fill gaps identified in the preceding questions and identify to which policy 
objective/goal each is relevant. 

 

Question 17: What is the most appropriate body (or formulation of institutions/groups) 
considered most optimal for further development, and are synergies with other organisations (e.g. 
OSPAR) practical for this named indicator? 

The Population team of HELCOM SEAL EG is the most appropriate body to work on this indicator. 
The work should be coordinated with OSPAR. 

NOTES: Please define the most appropriate forum for developing the named indicator and determine if cooperative work 
would benefit this indicator. Please provide practical suggestions and details of the relevant organisations so that these can 
be considered in the planning process. 

 

Question 18: Please indicate major design and presentation aspects where improvements could be 
made in the indicator website and template. 

A clear statement of the type and quality of data available for each assessment (including a 
statement regarding data that are not available) would benefit the text. 

NOTES: Please consider this question in the light of a standardised approach that needs to suit all the indicators, how they 
are hosted, and how they are accessed. 

 

Question 19: Please comment on aspects where greater/different support from the Secretariat 
could assist with the process. 

NOTES: The Secretariat (and via the indicator planning process) will consider these comments and try to implement aspects 
that are practical and can be applied to all indicator processes. 

 

Question 20: Any other factors? 

This questionnaire indicates a very ambitious plan for refining and updating indicators. In this 
regard, it must be recognised that funding to devote time and resources to this work is severely 
limited for most experts, and that ambitions or national need to be adjusted accordingly. 

NOTES: Please feel free to add any further information or comments you feel would assist with the process at hand. 

 

 

Thank you for your time and the valuable information provided. 

 


