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Background 
Based on the resolutions at the last Conference of the Parties of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD), the Parties decided to move towards development of the post 2020 Biodiversity Framework.  
Regional Consultative workshops are being organized for this purpose. As described in the Review of Future 
Projections of Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (CBD/SBSTTA/21/INF/2), marine and coastal biodiversity 
may have a different scenario for future changes from terrestrial biodiversity. As such, there is a dire need 
to include discussions focusing on marine and coastal biodiversity in the post 2020 Biodiversity Framework.  

In relation to the ongoing discussion on the post 2020 biodiversity framework under the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD), the  CBD secretariat will convene a thematic consultation on marine and coastal 
biodiversity for the post-2020 global biodiversity framework from 6 to 8 November 2019 in Montreal, 
Canada. The consultation is being convened as a component of the 2020 Ocean Pathways Week, (4 to 8 
November 2019). This consultation is intended to elicit views on elements related to marine and coastal 
biodiversity for inclusion in the post-2020 global biodiversity framework. The outputs of this consultation 
will form the basis of a report and which will serve as input to the formal process and deliberations under 
the Convention on the post-2020 global biodiversity framework. 

UNEP, as the organisation mandated to coordinate regional seas programmes, is intended to provide a 
regional seas consolidated input to this process. UNEP believes that a regional seas scale is the appropriate 
ecosystem scale to make assessment of ecosystem status and functions and to jointly manage, among the 
littoral countries, the shared ecosystem resources and services for benefits of involved stakeholders. 
Furthermore, for the Regional Seas programmes, the governance mechanisms (institutional, legal/policy 
and financial frameworks) have been established. Under the regional seas programmes, many regions 
already included biodiversity related regional objectives and targets and there have been coordinated 
national action to achieve them. These regional objectives and targets are closely linked, and in many 
regions aligned, with the global targets and goals such as the Biodiversity Strategy: 2011-2020 and its Aichi 
Biodiversity Targets relevant to marine and coastal biodiversity and Sustainable Development Goal 14.  

In response to the United Nations Environment Assembly resolution 2/10 on Oceans and Seas, UNEP 
developed a new Marine and Coastal Strategy for 2021-2030. Within this strategy, the regional seas 
programmes are recognised as a mechanism to advance global marine environmental agenda and 
implement global norms and action.  

In order to contribute to the post 2020 Biodiversity Framework discussion, UNEP intends to submit a paper 
on the achievement of the Regional Seas programmes in meeting their regional targets and objectives, 
which are linked with the marine related Aichi Biodiversity Targets. For this purpose, UNEP requested that 
each of the regional seas programmes provide a case studies of their activities and achievements for their 
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specific regional seas biodiversity targets and objectives and their monitoring of the progress by the 
regional seas and their member countries. The collected and collated information will be included in a 
paper to be submitted to the planned marine thematic workshop of the post 2020 biodiversity framework 
as well as to the third global dialogue with the regional seas organisations and regional fisheries bodies to 
achieve Aichi Biodiversity targets and Sustainable Development Goals. In the case studies focus will be 
placed on four themes: sustainable fisheries (Aichi Biodiversity Target 6); pollution and water quality (Aichi 
Biodiversity Target 8); coral reef and other vulnerable ecosystems (Aichi Biodiversity 10); and marine 
protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures (Aichi Biodiversity Target 11). UNEP 
will later carry out a desk top analysis on the actual roles of the regional seas programmes for achieving the 
global marine biodiversity objectives and targets and their level of contribution, which will produce 
recommendations to the CFBD Contracting Parties on the roles of the Regional Seas programmes in the 
post 2020 biodiversity framework. 

In line with the request by the UNEP the HELCOM Secretariat produced a draft case study which was 
submitted on 15 September 2019. This document contains the collated information in the form of the 
submitted case study.  

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- take note of the collated information and the case study
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Regional Seas programme and biodiversity related instruments  

The Helsinki Convention 

The Convention on the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area, known as the Helsinki 
Convention, functions as the basis for the independent regional seas programme in the Baltic Sea. The aim 
of the programme is to protect the marine environment of the Baltic Sea through intergovernmental 
cooperation. The Convention covers the whole of the Baltic Sea area, including inland waters as well as the 
water of the sea itself and the sea-bed. Measures are also taken in the whole catchment area of the Baltic 
Sea to reduce land-based pollution. In addition to addressing sources of pollution from land, sea and air, 
the convention commits the signatories to take measures to conserve habitats and biological diversity and 
to ensure the sustainable use of marine resources. 
 
The original Convention was signed in 1974 by the Baltic Sea coastal countries and was updated in 1992 to 
take into account the geopolitical changes and new emerging environmental challenges in the region. The 
1992 Helsinki Convention entered into force on 17 January 2000. The Convention is amended when 
deemed necessary, e.g. following developments in international environmental and maritime laws. The 
latest amendment entered into force on 1 July 2014. 
 

Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 

HELCOM (Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission - Helsinki Commission) is the governing body 
of the Helsinki Convention. The Contracting Parties are Denmark, Estonia, the European Union, Finland, 
Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russia and Sweden. 

HELCOM presents itself as:

 

• an environmental policy maker for the Baltic Sea area by developing common 
environmental objectives and actions 

• an environmental focal point providing information about the state of and trends in the 
marine environment, the efficiency of measures to protect it and common initiatives and 
positions, which can form the basis for decision-making in other international fora 

• a body for developing, according to the specific needs of the Baltic Sea, recommendations of 
its own and recommendations supplementary to measures imposed by other international 
organisations 

• a supervisory body dedicated to ensuring that HELCOM environmental standards are fully 
implemented by all parties throughout the Baltic Sea and its catchment area 

• a coordinating body, ascertaining multilateral response in case of major maritime incidents. 
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HELCOMs work encompasses several levels, from the experts scientific and technical levels (represented 
by Expert groups and Networks), through the science-policy interface (Working Groups) to the policy and 
management level (Heads of Delegation, Commission). For an overview of the institutional arrangements 
within the HELCOM structure please see Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1. HELCOM structure and institutional arrangements. 

 
A broad range of topics related to biodiversity are encompassed at the technical and expert level in 
HELCOM. These include the expertise covered by the: 
 

• Expert Group on Marine Mammals 
• Zooplankton Expert Network 
• Phytoplankton Expert Network 
• Joint Working Group on Seabirds (together with OSPAR and ICES) 
• Expert Network on Benthic Habitats 
• Expert Group on Surgeon Remediation 
• MPA Management Network 
• Correspondence Group on Fisheries Data 
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In addition to HELCOMs internal work Contracting Parties use HELCOM as a platform to coordinate the 
regional implementation of ocean-related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the Baltic Sea and have 
identified how SDG targets, Aichi targets and HELCOM targets are linked with each other, demonstrating 
both complementarity and alignment (HELCOM 2017a). The implementation of the commitments and their 
effect is continuously measured by e.g. the “State of the Baltic Sea report” (HELCOM 2018a). Its most recent 
iteration shows mixed signals for biodiversity as some species and communities are improving while others 
are not, and that the environmental impacts on species in the Baltic Sea reach all geographic areas and all 
parts of the food web. 

HELCOM has been working for the regional implementation of the Aichi targets also by producing 
comprehensive Red Lists of Baltic Sea species and biotopes (HELCOM 2013a, 2013b), enhancing co-
operation in the fisheries-environmental sector, prioritizing pollution control including input of nutrients to 
the sea, and bringing forward marine transport issues such as harmonized implementation of the IMO 
ballast water management convention. Continuing work on these topics has resulted in new HELCOM 
Recommendations, enhanced co-operation and research, and a falling trend in inputs of nutrients into the 
Baltic Sea, among others.  

HELCOM MPAs are the flagship product of HELCOM biodiversity conservation efforts and in 2010 the Baltic 
Sea achieved the 10% of the coastal and marine area being protected, with further ambitions to reach the 
target also in each individual sub-basin. A MPA network coherence assessment was finalized in 2016 
(HELCOM 2016a) and indicating gaps in coherence, management and spatial data coverage, which will 
require further work. 

Baltic Sea Action Plan 

HELCOM's vision for the future is: 

 
To reach its objectives HELCOM adopted the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) in 2007 (HELCOM 2007). The 
BSAP is HELCOM’s strategic programme of measures and actions for good status of the Baltic Sea 
environment. It provides a concrete basis for HELCOM work and strives to incorporate the latest scientific 
knowledge and innovative management approaches into strategic policy implementation. This is done with 
the aim of stimulating goal-oriented multilateral cooperation around the Baltic Sea region. The BSAP is 
regularly expanded on through commitments agreed on in HELCOM Ministerial Meetings. 

The Plan’s current focus areas are eutrophication, hazardous substances, maritime activities and 
biodiversity, with the three first action areas all inherently supporting the fourth. The current Baltic Sea 

A healthy Baltic Sea environment with diverse biological components functioning in 
balance, resulting in a good ecological status and supporting a wide range of sustainable 
economic and social activities 

http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Baltic%20sea%20action%20plan/BSAP_Final.pdf
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Action Plan is set to come to an end in 2021. However, the ecological objectives of the BSAP are unlikely to 
be fully achieved by 2021, and the Baltic Sea will most likely not reach good environmental status by this 
time. Nevertheless, various trends are pointing towards improvements. Having produced tangible results, 
the BSAP has been instrumental in these advances. 

Following a mandate received at the 2018 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting in Brussels, Belgium, the BSAP will 
be updated in 2021 (HELCOM 2018b). An evolution rather than a revolution, the BSAP update seeks to 
become an even more fit-for-purpose and effective tool, addressing the shortcomings of the current plan 
and taking into account emerging issues. The update is an opportunity to take into account or improving 
on the current approach for:  

• The efficiency of current measures and adapting them if found necessary 
• New issues such as underwater noise, marine litter and climate change. 
• Economic and social benefits of achieving the BSAP objectives  
• Ecosystem approach 
• Water and ocean related SDGs, the Aichi targets, and MSFD descriptors (for EU countries) 

 
The adjustments will allow for increasing the integration of cross-cutting issues, such as the ecosystem 
approach, reaching good environmental status, and climate change. It will also better reflect topics that 
have been introduced in HELCOM work quite recently such as marine litter, underwater noise, seabed loss 
and disturbance, and conservation measures for biodiversity, as well as facilitate the inclusion of ocean-
related SDGs, post 2020-targets and MSFD descriptors. 

Examples of Stakeholder engagement 

In the Baltic Sea Action Plan processes 

One of the highlights of the elaboration of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan has been the active 
participation of all major stakeholder groups in the region. Such participation ensures that the work is 
relevant and can be effectively implemented in practice. The common vision of the healthy Baltic Sea is 
thus defined together with all participating stakeholders – from governments, through industry and NGOs, 
right down to individual citizens, including older and younger generations, and organisations in both the 
private and the public sectors. 

Today, many stakeholders are engaged in implementation of the current version of the Action Plan, and 
the approaches and principles of the BSAP have for instance been utilized when developing the EU Strategy 
for the Baltic Sea Region. 

In the currently ongoing process to update the Baltic Sea Action Plan a broad range of stakeholders, 
including international projects and HELCOM Observers, have been invited to prepare synopses outlining 
proposals for new actions or measures to be considered for the updated Action Plan. A stakeholder 
conference focusing on the update of the Baltic Sea Action Plan is planned to take place in early 2020. 
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In the Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea Environment Process 

The first version of the current ’State of the Baltic Sea’ report was made publicly available in June 2017. The 
launch of the first version of the report marked the culmination of a 2.5 year working process by 
the HELCOM HOLAS II project, involving more than three hundred topical experts and national 
representatives from marine management authorities around the Baltic Sea. 

During the intersession between the publication of the first and the final version of the report, which was 
published in June 2018, the report was subject to public consultations: national consultations were 
organized by a number of Contracting Parties, while the HELCOM Secretariat organized a regional 
consultation as agreed by HELCOM Heads of Delegation. 

The regional consultation was directed towards HELCOM Observers and a number of additional 
international stakeholders working with a Baltic Sea perspective. 

HELCOM cooperation with other regional or global sectoral bodies. 

At the HELCOM Ministerial Meeting of 2018, HELCOM countries and the EU committed to a number of 
actions to enhance cooperation, policy coherence and coordination, in particular between marine 
environment, land-based activities, fisheries management measures, and maritime spatial planning 
(HELCOM 2018b). In response to ever growing challenges in the Baltic Sea region, HELCOM Contracting 
Parties have also agreed to strengthen and expand the cross-sectorial, regional and inter-regional 
partnerships, in the region, Europe and globally. HELCOM will collaborate with other Baltic Sea 
organisations, such as the Council of the Baltic Sea States, as well as with OSPAR and other Regional Seas 
Conventions and Action Plans to draw from each other’s experience on global issues. Overall, cooperation 
with other Regional Sea Conventions is a constant feature in HELCOM work, resulting in frequent exchanges 
with its sister organizations including OSPAR Convention (North-East Atlantic), the Black Sea Convention, 
and the Barcelona Convention (Mediterranean).  
 
Baltic Sea countries also work together in the implementation of commitments made under global sectoral 
bodies such as the Ballast water management convention of the International Maritime Organization. 
Furthermore, cooperation under the auspices of UN Environment has led to HELCOM contributing to the 
development of global indicators on the ocean-related SDG14.  
 

With regards to the UN Regular Process for Global Reporting and Assessment of the State of the Marine 
Environment, including Socioeconomic Aspects (Regular Process), the HELCOM HOLAS II assessment and 
the resulting HELCOM State of the Baltic Sea report already cover the majority of the aspects foreseen to 
be included in the ongoing World Ocean Assessment II (WOA II).The HELCOM Secretariat and HELCOM 
countries are engaged in the WOA II assessment via providing expertise to the writing teams and pool of 
experts, participation in WOA II workshops and offering synthetized information for the use in the 
assessment. 

http://www.helcom.fi/about-us/observers/
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/
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Regional targets, objectives and indicators relevant to marine biological diversity  

Measures to improve the Baltic Sea environment are undertaken by many actors and at many levels; jointly 
at the regional level through HELCOM, by countries at national, county and local levels, and by initiatives in 
the private sector. The measures also differ in type, including technical improvements to minimise impact, 
economic and legislative measures, and measures directed towards raising awareness and incentives for 
changes in behaviour. In the Baltic Sea, where the transboundary aspects of environmental problems are 
highly evident, HELCOM plays a central role in coordinating the management objectives and their 
implementation in line with the Helsinki Convention. 
 
The overarching aim of the BSAP is to reach good environmental status by 2021 and the more specific goals 
of the BSAP are to reach:  

 
- Baltic Sea unaffected by eutrophication  
- Baltic Sea undisturbed by hazardous substances  
- Environmentally friendly maritime activities  
- Favourable status of Baltic Sea biodiversity.  
 

For each goal a number of more specific objectives and actions are agreed through the BSAP and 
supplemented by HELCOM Ministerial Declarations The attachment on achievements to date includes 
information on a sub-set of the actions agreed in HELCOM 
 
The Baltic Sea Action Plan and the HELCOM Ministerial Declarations contain agreements on nearly 180 
concrete actions for achieving the regionally agreed objectives (HELCOM 2007, 2010b, 2013c). A little more 
than half of those actions are carried out jointly in HELCOM, meaning they are implemented in cooperation 
through HELCOM subsidiary bodies and HELCOM projects.  
Other actions are implemented at the national level, for example through national legislation or national 
restoration activities. Achievement of selected agreements are included in the tables for each Aichi Targets. 
For more specific information please see section on Monitoring level of implementation in this report. 
 
HELCOM Recommendations, which are joint agreements on approaches or measures to address certain 
activities and pressures or areas of concern, function as important additional regional agreements for 
achieving the goals set by the HELCOM Contracting Parties. Today, 126 HELCOM Recommendations are 
implemented to support a regionally coherent marine management. For example, HELCOM countries have 
agreed to take measures to improve the status of threatened species, habitats and biotopes according to 
the HELCOM Red List (HELCOM 2013a, HELCOM 2016b, HELCOM 2019). Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
are also recognized as important tools to conserve both species and habitats in the Baltic Sea. This is 
expressed through a HELCOM Recommendation to establish an ecologically coherent and effectively 
managed network of HELCOM MPAs (HELCOM 2014). 

http://helcom.fi/baltic-sea-action-plan
http://helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/ministerial-declarations
http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/recommendations/
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Achievement of selected Recommendations related to biodiversity are included in the tables for each Aichi 
Targets.  
 

HELCOM Core Indicators 

HELCOM core indicators have been developed to assess the status of selected elements of biodiversity and 
human-induced pressures on the Baltic Sea and thus support measuring the progress towards regionally 
agreed targets and objectives. The core indicators are selected according to a set of principles including 
ecological and policy relevance, measurability with monitoring data and linkage to anthropogenic pressures 
(HELCOM 2013d). The observed status of HELCOM indicators is measured in relation to a regionally agreed 
threshold values, in many cases using data from regionally coordinated monitoring under the auspice of 
HELCOM. The status of an indicator is expressed as failing or achieving the threshold value. Hence, the 
results indicate whether status is good or not according to each of the core indicators. 

The current set of HELCOM core indicators and associated threshold values have been developed and 
agreed in HELCOM over the last decade (see e.g. HELCOM core indicators, or overview of threshold values 
used in the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report (HELCOM 2018a)). Through the HELCOM coordinated work of 
hundreds of experts, so far thirty regionally agreed core indicators have been made operational and are 
included in the latest assessment to reflect the status of the Baltic Sea environment, together with five 
indicators included as test. For an overview of current HELCOM core indicators please see figure 2. 

http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends/indicators/core-indicators
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Figure 2 Overview of current HELCOM core indicators. 
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For some topics identified as to be included in the holistic assessment of the state of the Baltic Sea 
environment, there is not yet any agreement on core indicators. This is the case for example for marine 
litter, underwater sound, and loss and disturbance of benthic habitats, and thus, no quantitative status 
assessment is yet available for these pressures. There are however candidate and pre-core indicators at 
varying levels of development that address these, as well as other emerging issues. 

Threshold values 

The indicator threshold values are set according to common principles, increasing the comparability across 
regions and indicators. However, due to variability in indicator properties and restrictions in underlying 
data, the identification of threshold values has been challenging, leading to variable approaches, and in 
some cases, it has not been possible to identify fully quantitative threshold values. In some cases, the 
desired direction of change (trend) has been agreed on as the best available approach. Threshold values 
for each indicator are thus developed to ensure they function suitably for the specific component being 
assessed. Furthermore, while applying a common principle, threshold values are commonly defined 
separately for each assessment unit (see section on spatial scale below) in which the indicator is applied, 
ensuring biological or environmental gradients and specificities are incorporated into the assessment 
appropriately. For more information on the threshold values see Annex 1.  

Spatial scale 

To achieve regional coherence in HELCOM monitoring and assessment, including for indicators, the Baltic 
Sea is sub-divided into defined assessment units representing different levels of detail, in a regionally 
agreed hierarchical, nested system with four assessment unit levels. The assessment unit levels currently 
used in HELCOM range from coastal water bodies to the entire region, and enable assessing each core 
indicator at its most relevant spatial scale, as well as making comparisons across indicators and 
geographical areas. The appropriate assessment scale for e.g. each core indicator is agreed on based on 
ecological relevance. The assessment units can also be further aggregated within one assessment scale. For 
example, several sub-basins at scale taken together may comprise the assessment unit with respect to a 
certain indicator. This approach is applied for example in the case of core indicators representing the 
abundance and distribution of seal populations. Maps showing the delineation of assessment units at each 
of these scales are presented in attachment four of the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy 
(HELCOM 2013e).  

Biodiversity core indicators 

The threshold values for biodiversity core indicators have been developed by HELCOM experts on benthic 
and pelagic habitats, coastal fish, seals and waterbirds, and agreed on by the HELCOM countries. In the 
integrated assessment, information on the threshold values is used together with indicator-specific 
minimum and maximum values in order to provide estimates of status which are quantitatively comparable 
across indicators, so called biological quality ratios (BQR). For more information on the HELCOM 
biodiversity indicators please see the HELCOM Thematic assessment of biodiversity 2011-2016 (HELCOM 
2018d) and for the use of the indicators for integrated assessment see also Annex 2. 
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Other HELCOM indicators 
In addition to the core indicators other products and results of HELCOM work are used as indicators of 
progress towards established targets. With regards to biodiversity these include the number and spatial 
coverage of marine protected areas (MPAs), number of MPAs under management, representation, 
replication, adequacy and connectivity of the HELCOM MPA network, as well as the HELCOM Red List 
assessments, both for species and for habitats.  

Monitoring of the progress in achieving the regional objectives and targets  

Monitoring 

In order to comprehensively assess the progress towards set objectives and targets, two types of 
monitoring and assessment need to be conducted. One relates to the level of implementation of the agreed 
measures, i.e. have action been taken to improve the state of the environment and to what degree? The 
second is related to the actual effects these measures have on the marine environment, which in turn 
requires access to extensive temporal and spatial monitoring data, collected in a comparative fashion for 
the entire region. HELCOM strives to account for both types of monitoring in order to get as accurate an 
overview of progress as possible. 

Monitoring of level of implementation 

One of the duties of the Helsinki Commission is to keep the implementation of the Helsinki Convention 
under continuous observation. Implementation of the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) has been followed up 
on a number of occasions and reporting on the implementation of HELCOM Recommendations is carried 
out regularly. The focus of the monitoring is on actions involving concrete measures to improve the 
environmental status or regional coordination of management of the Baltic Sea.  
 
For the purpose of reporting all HELCOM actions have been categorized according to five different types: 
measures, management coordination, monitoring and assessment, data and information, and knowledge. 
For each of these actions HELCOM Working Groups have developed criteria for assessing when the 
individual action should be considered as accomplished. The criteria represent three levels of achievement: 
accomplished, partly accomplished, and not accomplished. ‘Partly accomplished’ is in general assigned 
when there is an ongoing activity to achieve the action while ‘Not accomplished’ means that there is no 
ongoing activity.  
Also, national actions are assessed in terms of accomplishment on the regional level. In this case, the 
number of countries that have implemented the action is considered, in the simplest case, according to the 
following: 
 
 - Accomplished: All Contracting Parties have implemented the action,  
- Partly accomplished: Some Contracting Parties have implemented the action,  
- Not accomplished: No Contracting Party has implemented the action.  
 



 
 

12 
 

Thus, a national action is only assessed as ‘Accomplished’ when implemented by all Contracting Parties 
while ‘Partly accomplished’ means that at least one Contracting Party has implemented the action. The is 
also how the information is presented in the Aichi target table in this report. 
 
In 2016 the HELCOM Explorer was launched, a web-based platform that provides information on the level 
of implementation of agreements under BSAP, as well as HELCOM Ministerial Declarations in 2010 and 
2013. The HELCOM Explorer currently also covers a limited number of HELCOM Recommendations with 
the aim being to fully develop the follow-up system also for Recommendations in the future. 
 
It is worth noting that a majority of the HELCOM actions are linked to the biodiversity segment of the BSAP, 
including both conservation and management measures. Of the actions carried out jointly in HELCOM, 54% 
of the actions related to biodiversity have been accomplished and 68% on average across all BSAP 
segments. Biodiversity is also dominating the HELCOM actions that are implemented nationally. Currently 
23% of national actions have been accomplished, meaning that they have been implemented by all 
HELCOM countries. An additional 62% have been partly accomplished, meaning that one or more countries 
have implemented the action. The national reporting is based on a self-evaluation made in 2016. 
More information on the assessment on level of implementation of measures can be found in the HELCOM 
report outlining results of the reporting on the level of implementation of the Baltic Sea Action Plan in 2018 
(HELCOM 2018c). 

Monitoring of environmental and ecological responses 

Environmental monitoring is a well-established function in HELCOM, with countries following commonly 
agreed procedures and collating data in centralized databases. 

Monitoring of physical, chemical and biological variables of the Baltic Sea open area started already in 1979 
and monitoring of inputs of nutrients and hazardous substances was initiated in 1998. Today there are 12 
agreed HELCOM monitoring programmes covering sources and inputs of human pressures and various 
variables reflecting the state of the environment. HELCOM monitoring programmes are compiled in 
the HELCOM Monitoring Manual. 

The HELCOM monitoring programmes are the source of data for indicator-based assessments of the state 
of the marine environment, pressures on the marine environment, as well as the analysis of long-term 
trends.  

Current monitoring and assessment activities are guided by the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment 
Strategy which was adopted in 2013. The HELCOM Monitoring Manual in turn was developed to support 
the implementation of the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy. Principles of the HELCOM 
Monitoring and Assessment Strategy are as follows: 

1. National monitoring programmes use the principles of the Joint Monitoring System to achieve a 
high degree of coordination, cooperation, sharing and harmonization.  

2. The Joint Monitoring System feeds a Data Pool that is the basis for the Assessment System.  

http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual
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
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-and-assessment-strategy
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-and-assessment-strategy


 
 

13 
 

3. This system produces assessments of the health of the Baltic Sea that can be used by HELCOM 
countries as well as EU, observers, stakeholders, etc.  

HELCOM cooperates with several international organizations to deliver and store monitoring data and 
information, including the Co-operative Programme for the Monitoring and Evaluation of Long-range 
Transmission of Air Pollutants in Europe (CLRTAP/EMEP), the International Council for the Exploration of 
the Sea (ICES), the European Environmental Agency (EEA), and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA). 

Assessment 
Today HELCOM regularly carries out a number of both thematic and holistic, data-driven assessments to 
evaluate progress towards the goals and objectives set for the Baltic Sea environment. The HELCOM 
assessment products are the basis for taking sound decisions to restore the Baltic Sea ecosystem, to 
support the implementation of the HELCOM objectives and actions, and to identify emerging 
environmental problems. Coordinated monitoring programmes at the regional Baltic Sea level are central 
for these activities. 

Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea Environment: State of the Baltic Sea Report 2018 
In 2018, HELCOM, for the second time, published a report which assessed the ecosystem health of the 
entire Baltic Sea. The State of the Baltic Sea report provides an update on the environmental situation in 
the Baltic Sea for the period 2011–2016.  
 
The assessment provides updated information on the status of the marine environment and cumulative 
pressures and impacts from major human activities. In 2018, social and economic analysis was 
incorporated in the assessment, giving insight regarding the contribution of the Baltic Sea to economic 
activities and human well-being as well as the costs of the degradation of the marine environment.  
Overall, the work demonstrates improved application of the ecosystem approach on a sea basin scale as 
well as a regional baseline situation for future implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals and 
their ocean-related targets. 
 
The assessment , in terms of pressures as well as ecosystem components, is based on the HELCOM core 
indicators. For biodiversity, eutrophication, and hazardous substances, there are, in addition to the 
individual core indicators, integrated assessments carried out for the Baltic Sea region. In this case, the 
indicators are combined in a systematic way to provide an overall status assessment for the respective 
theme. The summary State of the Baltic Sea report is supplemented by 6 thematic assessment reports 
giving method descriptions and 30 core indicator reports to reflect the status of the Baltic Sea environment. 
While the stated HELCOM core indicators form the basis for the assessment, trends over time and spatial 
aspects are also included, as far as data are available, in order to indicate potential future developments 
and geographic areas of key importance for the assessed themes. Dozens of spatial data sets on human 
activities, pressures, and ecosystem components are included and support the assessment of human 
activities and cumulative impacts. Please see figure 3 for an overview of the structure of the assessment. 

http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends
http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/
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Integrated assessment 

A basic criterion for HELCOM core indicators is that their underlying monitoring data and assessment 
approaches are comparable across the Baltic Sea. Hence, they are also suited for the integrated 
assessment. The integrated assessments are made using the BEAT (biodiversity), HEAT (eutrophication) and 
CHASE (hazardous substances) assessment tools, developed for this purpose by HELCOM. The integrated 
tools were also used in the initial holistic assessment (HELCOM 2010b) and have been developed further 
in the second holistic assessment. The integrated assessments, in addition to presenting whether status is 
good or not, also indicate the distance to good status by use of five categories; two representing good 
status and three representing not good status. 
 
For more information on the assessment process, please see the concept example of biodiversity 
assessment provided in annex 2. 

 

Actual achievements to date  
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Aichi Biodiversity Target 6 By 2020 all fish and invertebrate stocks and aquatic plants are managed and 
harvested sustainably, legally and applying ecosystem based approaches, so 
that overfishing is avoided, recovery plans and measures are in place for all 
depleted species, fisheries have no significant adverse impacts on threatened 
species and vulnerable ecosystems and the impacts of fisheries on stocks, 
species and ecosystems are within safe ecological limits 

Aichi Biodiversity target 6 
indicators 

Trends in certified 
sustainable fisheries 

MSC certified catch 

Trends in proportion 
of depleted, target 
and bycatch species 
with recovery plans 

Number of countries with regulations requiring 
recovery of depleted species 

Proportion of depleted stocks with rebuilding plans in 
place 

Trends in population 
and extinction risk in 
target and bycatch 
species 

Red List Index (harvested aquatic species) 

Number of countries with policies that make 
adequate provisions to minimize the impacts of 
fisheries on threatened species 

Proportion of fisheries with regular monitoring and 
reporting of impacts on threatened species 

Proportion of threatened species for which mortality 
rate due to fisheries is decreasing 

Number of countries with policies to secure that 
mortalities are accounted for and kept within safe 
biological limits 

Trends in population of non-target species affected 
by fisheries 

Red List Index (impacts of fisheries) 

Living Planet Index (trends in target and bycatch 
species) 

Trends in fishing 
practices 

Global effort in bottom trawling 

Progress by countries in the degree of 
implementation of international instruments aiming 
to combat illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing (indicator for SDG target 14.6) 

Amount (spatial extent, gear type, intensity) of 
fishing effort within vulnerable habitats 

Number of countries with ecosystem impact 
monitoring and/or assessment programmes 
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Number of countries with legislation allowing for 
actions for the protection of vulnerable habitats 
(including VMEs), and addressing threats to 
ecosystem structure and function 

Coverage of fisheries with management measures to 
effectively manage bycatch and reduce discards 

Number and coverage of stocks with adaptive 
management systems / plans 

Trends in proportion 
of fish stocks outside 
safe biological limits 

Proportion of fish stocks within biologically 
sustainable levels (indicator for SDG target 14.4) 

Trends in catch per 
unit effort 

Estimated fisheries catch and fishing effort 

Progress by countries in the degree of application of 
a legal/regulatory/policy/institutional framework 
which recognizes and protects access rights for 
small-scale fisheries (indicator for SDG target 14.b) 

Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

Article 15 of the Helsinki Convention:  
The Contracting Parties shall individually and jointly take all appropriate 
measures with respect to the Baltic Sea Area and its coastal ecosystems 
influenced by the Baltic Sea to conserve natural habitats and biological 
diversity and to protect ecological processes. Such measures shall also be 
taken in order to ensure the sustainable use of natural resources within the 
Baltic Sea Area. To this end, the Contracting Parties shall aim at adopting 
subsequent instruments containing appropriate guidelines and criteria. 
 
Baltic Sea Action Plan: 
Therefore WE AGREE to increase knowledge on and protection of Baltic Sea 
marine habitats, communities and species by the promotion of research 
aiming at developing additional methods for the assessment of, and reporting 
on, the impacts of fisheries on biodiversity; 
 
WE FURTHER REQUEST the competent authorities, in co-operation with the 
Baltic Regional Advisory Council (RAC) under the EU Common Fisheries Policy 
and HELCOM, to collaborate closely with the Contracting Parties in 
developing and implementing management measures for fisheries inside 
marine protected areas in the Baltic Sea area in order to fulfil conservation 
targets by 2010, 
 
WE AGREE that the Baltic Sea shall become a model of good management of 
human activities, and recommend that all fisheries management be 
developed and implemented based on the Ecosystem Approach in order to 
enhance the balance between sustainable use and protection of marine 
natural resources, 
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WE AGREE that coastal fish constitute an imperative part of the Baltic Sea 
total biodiversity and have a structuring role in coastal food webs. 
Furthermore, coastal fisheries are of great importance to the society from 
both a socio-economic and a cultural point of view, WE ACKNOWLEDGE that 
a substantial part of the coastal fish community of the Baltic Sea consists of 
freshwater species, only managed at a national level. 

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

HELCOM has agreed on a number of overarching objectives and associated 
indicators with targets or threshold values. There are currently no specific 
objectives related to fish but those related to biodiversity are also relevant 
for fish: 

 Thriving and balanced communities of plants and animals 

 Viable populations of species 

The objectives are followed-up through indicators and associated threshold 
as listed in Annex 1  

Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

See Annex 1 for information on threshold values. 
 

- Abundance of key coastal fish species 
- Abundance of coastal fish key functional groups 
- Abundance of sea trout spawners and parr 
- Abundance of salmon spawners and smolt 
- Spawning stock biomass (cod, dab, sole, herring, sprat), based on 

data from ICES 
- Fishing mortality (cod, dab, sole, herring, sprat), based on data from 

ICES 
- Cumulative impacts on benthic habitats (includes fishing effort) 
- By-catch indicators 

 
Status of implementation of individual commitments under the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (HELCOM Explorer) – nr of countries that have enacted the 
commitment – see achievement to date. 

Achievement to date 
Text in column refers to 
existing agreements 

Regional level National level 

Competent authorities to take 
immediate action for 
development of long-term 
management plans for 
commercially exploited fish 
stocks so that they are within 
safe biological limits and reach 
agreed targets, such as 

Partly accomplished 
 

Implemented by 2 out of 9 
countries. 
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maximum sustainable yield, 
improve their distribution and 
size/age range (salmon)   

Competent authorities to take 
immediate action for 
development of long-term 
management plans for 
commercially exploited fish 
stocks so that they are within 
safe biological limits and reach 
agreed targets, such as 
maximum sustainable yield, 
improve their distribution and 
size/age range (sea trout) 

Partly accomplished 
 

Implemented by 2 out of 9 
countries. 
 

Competent authorities to take 
immediate action for 
development of long-term 
management plans for 
commercially exploited fish 
species (pelagic species: sprat 
and herring) so that they are 
within safe biological limits  

Accomplished Implemented by 9 out of 9 
countries. 

Competent authorities to take 
immediate action for 
development of long-term 
management plans for 
commercially exploited fish 
species (flatfish) so that they are 
within safe biological limits  

 

Accomplished Implemented by 9 out of 9 
countries. 

Competent authorities to take 
action to implement existing 
long-term management plans 
for cod 

 

Accomplished Implemented by 9 out of 9 
countries. 

Implement existing long-term 
management plans for eel to 
improve their distribution 
size/age-range 

 

Ongoing Ongoing 

Implemented long-term 
management plans for cod to 
improve their distribution 
size/age-range 

 

Ongoing Ongoing 

A joint submission by EU 
Member States to the 2012 

Accomplished 
 

(only regional action) 
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review of EU Common Fisheries 
Policy 
 
Continue to work to develop 
common procedures to facilitate 
the sharing of aggregated data 
on fisheries activities in the Baltic 
Sea in an applicable format for 
the purpose of assessing 
pressures on marine and coastal 
ecosystems e.g. to be applied in 
maritime spatial planning 
 

Partly accomplished 

A joint ICES/HELCOM call for VMS data in 
2014 resulted in this data becoming available 
to HELCOM. Next calls will make it possible to 
update and improve data  

 

(only regional action) 

Development and 
implementation of fisheries 
management measures for 
fisheries inside marine protected 
areas 

 

Partly accomplished 

This action is in a first step taken forward 
jointly under the Fish Group that has the task 
to test and use of the tools when 
implementing sustainable fishing methods 
and practices into MPA management plan. 

(only regional action) 

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM working groups  

Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

HELCOM Explorer, periodical indicator evaluations and integrate 
assessments, reporting on progress to implement Recommendations. 

Any other information to be 
noted 

As the most recent step in this field, the 
HELCOM Contracting Parties agreed in 
December 2016 to initiate a formal 
arrangement for closer cooperation 
between HELCOM and other fisheries 
related regional bodies, as part of the 
HELCOM plan on marine environment 
and fisheries management in the Baltic 
Sea. This was inspired by the ongoing 
global processes and momentum to bring 
fisheries and marine environment 
management closer in line with the 
Ecosystem Approach within Sustainable 
Ocean Initiative. The initiative supports 
achieving a number of fisheries related 
targets of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals as well as the Aichi 
Biodiversity Targets under the Convention 
on Biological Diversity. 
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Aichi Biodiversity Target 8 By 2020, pollution, including from excess nutrients, has been brought to levels 
that are not detrimental to ecosystem function and biodiversity 

Aichi Biodiversity target 8 
indicators 

Trends in pollutants Trends in emissions, NOX 

Trends in emissions, SOX 

Trends in emissions, POPs 

Trends in mercury emissions 

Trends in pesticide use 

Index of Coastal Eutrophication (ICEP) and Floating 
Plastic debris Density (indicator for SDG target 14.1) 

Mortality rate attributed to household and ambient 
air pollution(indicator for SDG target 3.9) 

Mortality rate attributed to unsafe water, unsafe 
sanitation and lack of hygiene (exposure to unsafe 
WASH services) (indicator for SDG target3.9) 

Mortality rate attributed to unintentional poisoning 
(indicator for SDG target3.9) 

Trends in extinction 
risk and populations 
driven by pollution 

Red List Index (impacts of pollution) 

Trends in ecosystems 
affected by pollution 

Water Quality Index for Biodiversity 

Trends in nutrient 
level 

Trends in nitrogen deposition 

Trends in loss of reactive nitrogen to the environment 

Trends in global surplus of nitrogen 

Proportion of bodies of water with good ambient 
water quality (indicator for SDG target 6.3) 

Percentage of wastewater safely treated (indicator 
for SDG target6.3) 

Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

Helsinki Convention: 

Article 3 Fundamental principles and obligations  

1. The Contracting Parties shall individually or jointly take all appropriate 
legislative, administrative or other relevant measures to prevent and 
eliminate pollution in order to promote the ecological restoration of the Baltic 
Sea Area and the preservation of its ecological balance. 
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3. In order to prevent and eliminate pollution of the Baltic Sea Area the 
Contracting Parties shall promote the use of Best Environmental Practice and 
Best Available Technology. If the reduction of inputs, resulting from the use of 
Best Environmental Practice and Best Available Technology, as described in 
Annex II, does not lead to environmentally acceptable results, additional 
measures shall be applied. 

6. The Contracting Parties shall use their best endeavours to ensure that the 
implementation of this Convention does not cause transboundary pollution in 
areas outside the Baltic Sea Area. Furthermore, the relevant measures shall 
not lead either to unacceptable environmental strains on air quality and the 
atmosphere or on waters, soil and ground water, to unacceptably harmful or 
increasing waste disposal, or to increased risks to human health 

Article 5 Harmful substances  

The Contracting Parties undertake to prevent and eliminate pollution of the 
marine environment of the Baltic Sea Area caused by harmful substances 
from all sources, according to the provisions of this Convention and, to this 
end, to implement the procedures and measures of Annex I.  

Article 6 Principles and obligations concerning pollution from land-based 
sources  

1. The Contracting Parties undertake to prevent and eliminate pollution of the 
Baltic Sea Area from land-based sources by using, inter alia, Best 
Environmental Practice for all sources and Best Available Technology for point 
sources. The relevant measures to this end shall be taken by each Contracting 
Party in the catchment area of the Baltic Sea without prejudice to its 
sovereignty.  

2. The Contracting Parties shall implement the procedures and measures set 
out in Annex III. To this end they shall, inter alia, as appropriate co-operate in 
the development and adoption of specific programmes, guidelines, standards 
or regulations concerning emissions and inputs to water and air, 
environmental quality, and products containing harmful substances and 
materials and the use thereof.  

3. Harmful substances from point sources shall not, except in negligible 
quantities, be introduced directly or indirectly into the marine environment of 
the Baltic Sea Area, without a prior special permit, which may be periodically 
reviewed, issued by the appropriate national authority in accordance with the 
principles contained in Annex III, Regulation 3. Contracting Parties shall 
ensure that authorized emissions to water and air are monitored and 
controlled.  

4. If the input from a watercourse, flowing through the territories of two or 
more Contracting Parties or forming a boundary between them, is liable to 
cause pollution of the marine environment of the Baltic Sea Area, the 
Contracting Parties concerned shall jointly and, if possible, in co-operation 
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with a third state interested or concerned, take appropriate measures in order 
to prevent and eliminate such pollution. 

Article 7 Environmental impact assessment 

3. Where two or more Contracting Parties share transboundary waters within 
the catchment area of the Baltic Sea, these Parties shall cooperate to ensure 
that potential impacts on the marine environment of the Baltic Sea Area are 
fully investigated within the environmental impact assessment referred to in 
paragraph 1 of this Article. The Contracting Parties concerned shall jointly 
take appropriate measures in order to prevent and eliminate pollution 
including cumulative deleterious effects. 

Article 8 Prevention of pollution from ships  

1. In order to protect the Baltic Sea Area from pollution from ships, the 
Contracting Parties shall take measures as set out in Annex IV.  

2. The Contracting Parties shall develop and apply uniform requirements for 
the provision of reception facilities for ship-generated wastes, taking into 
account, inter alia, the special needs of passenger ships operating in the Baltic 
Sea Area. 

Article 9 Pleasure craft  

The Contracting Parties shall, in addition to implementing those provisions of 
this Convention which can appropriately be applied to pleasure craft, take 
special measures in order to abate harmful effects on the marine environment 
of the Baltic Sea Area caused by pleasure craft activities. The measures shall, 
inter alia, deal with air pollution, noise and hydrodynamic effects as well as 
with adequate reception facilities for wastes from pleasure craft. 

Article 12 Exploration and exploitation of the seabed and its subsoil  

1. Each Contracting Party shall take all measures in order to prevent pollution 
of the marine environment of the Baltic Sea Area resulting from exploration 
or exploitation of its part of the seabed and the subsoil thereof or from any 
associated activities thereon as well as to ensure that adequate preparedness 
is maintained for immediate response actions against pollution incidents 
caused by such activities.  

2. In order to prevent and eliminate pollution from such activities the 
Contracting Parties undertake to implement the procedures and measures set 
out in Annex VI, as far as they are applicable.  

Article 13 Notification and consultation on pollution incidents  

1. Whenever a pollution incident in the territory of a Contracting Party is likely 
to cause pollution to the marine environment of the Baltic Sea Area outside 
its territory and adjacent maritime area in which it exercises sovereign rights 
and jurisdiction according to international law, this Contracting Party shall 
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notify without delay such Contracting Parties whose interests are affected or 
likely to be affected.  

2. Whenever deemed necessary by the Contracting Parties referred to in 
paragraph 1, consultations should take place with a view to preventing, 
reducing and controlling such pollution.  

3. Paragraphs 1 and 2 shall also apply in cases where a Contracting Party has 
sustained such pollution from the territory of a third state. Article 14 Co-
operation in combatting marine pollution The Contracting Parties shall 
individually and jointly take, as set out in Annex VII, all appropriate measures 
to maintain adequate ability and to respond to pollution incidents in order to 
eliminate or minimize the consequences of these incidents to the marine 
environment of the Baltic Sea Area. 

Article 20 The duties of the Commission 

The duties of the Commission shall be:  

d) to define pollution control criteria, objectives for the reduction of pollution, 
and objectives concerning measures, particularly those described in Annex III; 

Article 24 Scientific and technological co-operation 

2. Without prejudice to Article 4, paragraph 2 of this Convention the 
Contracting Parties undertake directly, or when appropriate, through 
competent regional or other international organizations, to promote studies 
and to undertake, support or contribute to programmes aimed at developing 
methods assessing the nature and extent of pollution, pathways, exposures, 
risks and remedies in the Baltic Sea Area. In particular, the Contracting Parties 
undertake to develop alternative methods of treatment, disposal and 
elimination of such matter and substances that are likely to cause pollution 
of the marine environment of the Baltic Sea Area 

Article 29 Relation to other Conventions  

The provisions of this Convention shall be without prejudice to the rights and 
obligations of the Contracting Parties under existing and future treaties which 
further and develop the general principles of the Law of the Sea underlying 
this Convention and, in particular, provisions concerning the prevention of 
pollution of the marine environment. 

See also Annex II, III, IV and VI to the Convention 

Baltic Sea Action Plan 

Nutrients 

The overall goal of HELCOM is to have a Baltic Sea unaffected by 
eutrophication. Eutrophication is a major problem in the Baltic Sea. Since the 
1900s, the Baltic Sea has changed from an oligotrophic clear-water sea into 
a eutrophic marine environment.  
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An important agreement from the BSAP the maximum allowable input (MAI) 
of nutrients to reach good environmental status of the Baltic Sea which is 
also translated into country allocated nutrient reduction targets (CART). The 
MAI and CART were revised through the HELCOM 2013 Ministerial Meeting. 

Hazardous Substances  

The overall HELCOM goal is to achieve a Baltic Sea with life undisturbed by 
hazardous substances. Pollution caused by hazardous substances refers to a 
massive number of different anthropogenic substances ending up in the 
marine environment including substances that do not occur naturally in the 
environment and substances occurring at concentrations exceeding natural 
levels.  

Pollution stemming from maritime activites 

The main negative environmental effects of shipping and other activities at 
sea include pollution to the air, illegal and accidental discharge of oil, 
hazardous substances and other wastes, and introduction of alien organisms 
via ships’ ballast water and hulls.  

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

The relevant objectives are listed here while targets and threshold values for 
indicators are included in Annex 1. 

HELCOM has adopted the following ecological objectives to describe the 
characteristics of a Baltic Sea, which is unaffected by eutrophication:  

- Concentrations of nutrients close to natural levels,  

- Clear water, 

 - Natural level of algal blooms, 

- Natural distribution and occurrence of plants and animals, 

- Natural oxygen levels.  

The agreed goal of HELCOM on hazardous substances is a Baltic Sea 
undisturbed by hazardous substances. The goal is described by four 
ecological objectives: 

 - Concentrations of hazardous substances close to natural levels,  

- All fish safe to eat  

- Healthy wildlife,  

- Radioactivity at pre-Chernobyl level. 

 

HELCOM a specific goal to reach ‘Environmentally friendly maritime 
activities’. To reach the goal the following management objectives have been 
agreed upon:  
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- Enforcement of international regulations  

- No illegal discharges 

 - Safe maritime traffic without accidental pollution  

- Efficient emergency and response capability  

- Minimum sewage pollution from ships  

- Minimum air pollution from ships 

 - Zero discharges from offshore platforms  

- Minimum threats from offshore installations  

Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

The relevant objectives are listed here while targets and threshold values for 
indicators are included in Annex 1. 

Eutrophication: 

- Nitrogen (DIN) 
- Phosphorous (DIP) 
- Chlorophyll-a 
- Water clarity 
- Oxygen debt 
- Total nitrogen (TN) 
- Total phosphorous (TP) 
- Cyanobacterial bloom index 
- Inputs of nutrients to the sub-basins  

 

Hazardous substances: 

- Hexabromocyclodecane (HBCDD) 
- Metals (Cd, Pb, Hg) 
- Polybrominated biphenylethers (PBDE) 
- Perfluorooctane sulphonate (PFOS) 
- Polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and their metabolites 
- Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB) and dioxins and furan 
- TBT and imposex 
- Radioactive substances 
- White-tailed eagle productivity 

 
Maritime activities : 

- Operational oil-spills from ships 
 
In addition to these indicators with associated threshold values or pressure 
targets HELCOM regularly assess trends in a majority of the indicators. 
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Status of implementation of individual commitments under the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (HELCOM Explorer) – nr of countries that have enacted the 
commitment. 

Achievement to date 
Text refers to existing 
agreements 

Regional level National level 

Advanced municipal waste 
water treatment under 
HELCOM Recommendation 
28E/5   

Partly accomplished 
 
For 10 years, the Baltic Sea countries have 
been implementing stricter HELCOM 
requirements for waste water treatment. 
There are recommendations for both 
municipal waste water treatment plants 
and smaller units like small businesses or 
single family homes. The strictest 
requirements apply for waste water 
treatment plants with a load of more than 
100,000 person equivalents. In the largest 
plants, at least 90% of phosphorus and 
70-80% of nitrogen should be removed. 
 
Countries around the Baltic Sea have 
made significant progress in upgrading 
their waste water treatment plants to 
meet adequate environmental standards 
and improved waste water treatment has 
cut nutrient discharges to the Baltic Sea.  

Accomplished by 3 out of 9 
countries 

Achieving Country Allocated 
Nutrient Reduction Targets: 
Nitrogen 

Partly accomplished  
 
The Country-Allocated Reduction Targets 
(CART) are a part of the 
HELCOM nutrient reduction scheme, 
indicating how much nutrient inputs the 
HELCOM countries need to reduce by 
2021, compared to the reference period 
(1997–2003), for a clean Baltic Sea. The 
targets were first included into the Baltic 
Sea Action Plan in 2007 and then 
updated in the Copenhagen Ministerial 
Declaration 2013. 
 
The progress assessment is based on the 
evaluation of nutrient net 
input reduction towards to the net input 
ceilings.  

Implemented by 1/9 countries 

http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-action-plan/nutrient-reduction-scheme
http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-action-plan/nutrient-reduction-scheme
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Baltic%20sea%20action%20plan/BSAP_Final.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Baltic%20sea%20action%20plan/BSAP_Final.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration
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Achieving Country Allocated 
Nutrient Reduction Targets: 
Phosphorous 

Not accomplished Implemented by 0/9 countries 

Implement and enforce the 
provisions of part 2 of Annex 
III "Prevention of pollution 
from agriculture" of the 1992 
Helsinki Convention 

Partly accomplished 
 
 

Implemented by 4/9 countries 

Enhance the recycling of 
phosphorus (especially in 
agriculture and wastewater 
treatment) and to promote 
development of appropriate 
methodology 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 3/9 countries 

Establish national guidelines 
or standards for nutrient 
content in manure with the 
view to fully utilize nutrient 
content of manure in 
fertilization practices and to 
avoid overfertilization 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 5/9 countries 

Promote and advance 
towards applying annual 
nutrient accounting at farm 
level, taking into account soil 
and climate conditions, in 
areas critical to nutrient 
losses as a first step and with 
an aim to apply it region-wise 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 4/9 countries 

Aim for elimination of 
remaining Hot Spots under 
the HELCOM JCP 

Partly accomplished 
 
Over 70 % of the 162 pollution hot spots 
in the Baltic have been deleted since their 
identification in 1992. The progress has 
been greatest in municipal sites, as four 
out of five waste water treatment 
facilities has been upgraded to meet 
HELCOM standards. 
 

 

Target the elimination of 
phosphorus in laundry 
detergents for consumer use 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 8/9 countries 
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as soon as possible but not 
later than by 2015 

New HELCOM 
Recommendation on 
sustainable aquaculture 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Joint proposal by the Baltic 
Sea countries to the IMO 
applying for a NOx Emission 
Control Area (NECA) status 
for the Baltic Sea 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Create a joint “Green 
Technology and Alternative 
Fuels Platform for Shipping” 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Joint submission to IMO in 
order to amend Annex IV to 
MARPOL 73/78 with 
requirements on nutrient 
discharges in sewage 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

HELCOM countries to report 
to IMO, that adequate [port 
reception] facilities are 
available for the regulation to 
enter into force by 1 January 
2016 for new ships 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Ratification of Annex VI of 
MARPOL 73/78 Convention 

Accomplished Implemented by 9/9 countries 

Implement the HELCOM 
Roadmap for upgrading port 
reception facilities for sewage 
in passenger ports in the 
Baltic Sea Area 

Partly accomplished Implemented in 4/5 of priority 
ports and ¼ in secondary ports 

Introduction of ban on the 
use, production and 
marketing of endosulfan, 
pentabromodiphenylether 
(pentaBDE) and 
octabromodiphenylether 
(octaBDE) 

Accomplished Implemented by 9/9 countries 

Implementation of the 
Globally Harmonised System 
(GHS) on classification and 

Accomplished Implemented by 9/9 countries 
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labelling of chemicals and to 
take into account guidelines 
for preparing safety data 
sheets 

Ratification of the Stockholm 
POPs Convention 

Accomplished Implemented by 9/9 countries 

Ratification of the AFS 
Convention (International 
Convention on the Control of 
Harmful Anti-fouling Systems 
on Ships, 2009) 

Accomplished Implemented by 9/9 countries 

Establish an ad hoc HELCOM 
Expert Group on dumped 
chemical munitions in the 
Baltic Sea 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Joint submissions to IMO to 
tighten regulations 
concerning SOx emissions 
from ships within the revision 
of Annex VI to MARPOL 73/78 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

National programmes to 
eliminate hazardous 
substances 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 6/9 countries 

Ratification of the UNEP 2013 
Minamata Convention on 
Mercury 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 7/9 countries 

Develop a regional action 
plan on marine litter 

Accomplished 
 
In 2016, HELCOM agreed on a Regional 
Action Plan on Marine Litter (RAP ML), 
adopted as HELCOM Recommendation 
36/1. 

(only regional action) 

Develop common indicators 
and associated targets 
related to quantities, 
composition, of marine litter, 
including riverine inputs 

Partly accomplished (only regional action) 

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM Working Groups, HELCOM 
Expert Groups 
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Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

HELCOM Explorer, periodical indicator evaluations and integrate 
assessments, reporting on progress to implement Recommendations. 

Any other information to be 
noted 

Input of nutrient: 
The evaluation of nutrient input to the 
Baltic Sea in 2012-2014 shows a 
significant decrease in input of nitrogen in 
the majority of sub-basins and significant 
decrease in input of phosphorus to some 
sub-basins compared with the reference 
period. Still, in the same period, Maximum 
Allowable Input for nitrogen was only 
achieved in three sub-basins and for 
phosphorus only in one sub-basin. The 
‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report, 
furthermore, shows that the Baltic Sea is 
still substantially affected by 
eutrophication, with concentrations of 
nutrients even increasing in some sub-
basins compared with the period 2007- 
2011. 
 
HELCOM regularly assesses the progress 
in reducing nutrient load to the Baltic Sea 
by producing a Pollution Load 
Compilation (PLC). 
 
Marine Litter 
in 2017 data available covering the time 
period either 2012 to 2016 or 2015 to 
2016 for eight countries has been 
compiled giving an indication of the 
spatial distribution of marine beach litter 
along the Baltic Sea coastlines (HELCOM 
2017b). An analysis of amounts of marine 
litter recorded in trawl hauls under the 
Baltic international trawl surveys (BITS) 
monitoring programme, during the years 
2012-2016, including an analysis of 
trends at sub-basins level (HELCOM 
2017c) have also been compiled. An 
overview of the present activities on 
microlitter in the Baltic Sea has, 
furthermore, been prepared (HELCOM 
2017d). 
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In 2019 HELCOM approved regional 
monitoring guidelines on beach litter, the 
first HELCOM monitoring guidelines for 
litter to be ready for use. 
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Aichi Biodiversity Target 10 By 2015, the multiple anthropogenic pressures on coral reefs, and other 
vulnerable ecosystems impacted by climate change or ocean acidification are 
minimized, so as to maintain their integrity and functioning 

Aichi Biodiversity target 10 
indicators 

Trends in extent and 
condition of coral 
reefs 

Trends in proportion of live coral cover 

Trends in extinction 
risk and populations 
of coral and coral-
reef dependent 
species 

Red List Index (reef-building coral species) 

Trends in pressures 
on coral reefs 

Average marine acidity (pH) measured at agreed 
suite of representative sampling stations (indicator 
for SDG target 14.3) 

Trends in responses 
to reduce pressures 
on coral reefs 

No specific indicators identified 

Trends in extent and 
condition of other 
vulnerable 
ecosystems impacted 
by climate change or 
ocean acidification 

No specific indicators identified 

Trends in species 
extinction risk and 
populations or 
condition of other 
vulnerable 
ecosystems impacted 
by climate change or 
ocean acidification 

Climatic Impact Index for birds 

Red List Index (impacts of climate change) 

Trends in pressures 
on other vulnerable 
ecosystems impacted 
by climate change or 
ocean acidification 

No specific indicators identified 

Trends in responses 
to reduce pressures 
on other vulnerable 
ecosystems impacted 
by climate change or 
ocean acidification 

No specific indicators identified 
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Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

 

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

WE DECIDE to better prepare and adapt policies in response to the impacts of 
climate change on the Baltic Sea ecosystem and its services, taking necessary 
measures in areas such as agriculture and forestry, informed by modelling 
practices and assessments of the effects of climate change on the Baltic Sea 
ecosystem, its catchment and the resulting inputs of nutrients to the sea 
(MM2013) 

 

WE AGREE to strengthen the protection of biodiversity, including an 
improvement of the network of the Baltic Sea Protected Areas, in such a way 
that Baltic Sea biodiversity will effectively contribute to the resilience and 
buffering capacity of the ecosystem in the face of external stressors, and that 
biodiversity can optimally contribute to mitigation of global climate change 
by storing and absorbing carbon; (MM2013) 

 

WE COMMIT to increasing the protection and restoration of biodiversity, to 
intensifying regional, subregional and cross-sectoral cooperation, and to 
preserving and promoting the ecological balance of the Baltic Sea area with 
strengthened resilience, also as streamlined response to adaptation needs 
stemming from human-induced climate change (MM2018) 

 

WE STRESS the need for research and adaptive management to strengthen 
the resilience of the Baltic Sea in the face of climate change impacts. WE 
AGREE to increase HELCOM’s preparedness to respond to climate change 
impacts, by taking foreseen climate change impacts into account when 
updating the BSAP and by exploring the needs and possibilities to further 
adapt HELCOM’s policies and recommendations 1) in line with existing 
objectives of protection of the marine environment and sustainable use of 
marine resources, also under the changing climate, and 2) to maximise the 
capacity of the Baltic Sea ecosystem to contribute to mitigation of climate 
change through blue carbon storage; (MM2018) 

 

WE EMPHASIZE the need to further strengthen the scientific understanding of 
the impacts of climate change together with multiple other stressors on the 
Baltic Sea marine environment, and AGREE that HELCOM should take action 
to bridge this knowledge to policy and practice. (MM2018) 
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Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

Status of implementation of individual commitments under the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (HELCOM Explorer) – nr of countries that have enacted the 
commitment. 

Achievement to date Regional level National level 

   

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM Working Groups, HELCOM 
Expert Group 

 

Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

HELCOM Explorer, periodical indicator evaluations and integrate 
assessments, reporting on progress to implement Recommendations. 

Any other information to be 
noted 

In 2018 HELCOM established an Expert 
Network on Climate Change jointly with 
Baltic Earth. In the Baltic Sea region Baltic 
Earth functions as a focal point for 
technical marine climate change 
information and expertise. HELCOM in 
turn is a proven route for addressing 
issues of regional concern and for 
delivering high quality products with a 
regional policy level impact. Close 
cooperation under a coordinated 
framework between the two actors 
provides the opportunity for in depth 
understanding of the complexity of 
marine climate change impacts and 
collective consideration of appropriate 
adaptation responses. 
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Aichi Biodiversity Target 11 By 2020, at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland water, and 10 per cent 
of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, are conserved through effectively and 
equitably managed, ecologically representative and well connected systems 
of protected areas and other effective area-based conservation measures, 
and integrated into the wider landscapes and seascapes 

Aichi Biodiversity target 11 
indicators 

Trends in area of 
terrestrial and inland 
water areas 
conserved 

Percentage of terrestrial and inland water areas 
covered by protected area 

Percentage of terrestrial and inland water areas and 
or marine and coastal areas covered by other 
effective area-based conservation measures 

Number and extentof important sites for biodiversity 
that are covered by other effective area-based 
conservation measures 

Trends in the appropriate recognition of other 
effective area-based conservation measures areas 
and appropriate support provided to them 

Trends in area of 
coastal and marine 
areas conserved 

Percentage of marine and coastal areas covered by 
protected areas 

Coverage of protected areas in relation to marine 
areas (indicator for SDG target 14.5) 

Trends in areas of 
particular importance 
for biodiversity 
covered 

Protected area coverage of Key Biodiversity Areas 
(including Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas, 
Alliance for Zero Extinction sites) 

Trends in areas of 
particular importance 
for ecosystem 
services conserve 

No specific indicators identified 

Trends in ecological 
representativeness of 
areas conserved 

Protected area coverage of terrestrial and marine 
ecoregions 

Species Protection Index 

Protected Area Representativeness Index 

Trends in 
effectiveness and/or 
equitability of 
management of 
conserved areas 

Protected area management effectiveness 

The Wildlife Picture Index (disaggregated by 
protected area) 
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Trends in connectivity 
and integration of 
conserved areas 

Protected Area Connectedness Index 

Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

Article 15 of the Helsinki Convention:  
The Contracting Parties shall individually and jointly take all appropriate 
measures with respect to the Baltic Sea Area and its coastal ecosystems 
influenced by the Baltic Sea to conserve natural habitats and biological 
diversity and to protect ecological processes. Such measures shall also be 
taken in order to ensure the sustainable use of natural resources within the 
Baltic Sea Area. To this end, the Contracting Parties shall aim at adopting 
subsequent instruments containing appropriate guidelines and criteria. 
 
Baltic Sea Action Plan 
WE FURTHER REQUEST the competent authorities, in co-operation with the 
Baltic Regional Advisory Council (RAC) under the EU Common Fisheries Policy 
and HELCOM, to collaborate closely with the Contracting Parties in 
developing and implementing management measures for fisheries inside 
marine protected areas in the Baltic Sea area in order to fulfil conservation 
targets by 2010, 
 
RECOGNISING that the network of Baltic Sea Protected Areas forms an 
integral part of the broad-scale spatial planning, WE STRESS that the 
Contracting Parties must fulfil their obligations under the joint 2003 
HELCOM/OSPAR Marine Protected Areas Working Programme by 2010, 

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

The relevant objectives are listed here:. 

 Natural marine and coastal landscapes 

 Thriving and balanced communities of plants and animals 

 Viable populations of species 

 

Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

Proportion of transboundary rivers catchment areas with operational 
agreements on coordination of river management plans. 
 
Coherence of HELCOM MPA network. 
 
Status of implementation of individual commitments under the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (HELCOM Explorer) – nr of countries that have enacted the 
commitment. 

Achievement to date Regional level National level 

Development and 
implementation of fisheries 
management measures for 

Partly accomplished 

This action is in a first step taken forward 
jointly under the Fish Group that has the task 
to test and use of the tools when 

(only regional action) 
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fisheries inside marine protected 
areas 

 

implementing sustainable fishing methods 
and practices into MPA management plan. 

Revise by 2014 HELCOM 
Recommendation 15/5 
“System of coastal and 
marine Baltic Sea protected 
areas (BSPAs)” 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

A least 10% of the marine 
area in all sub-basins of the 
Baltic Sea including the EEZ 
areas beyond territorial 
waters is covered by MPAs 
where scientifically justified 

Party accomplished 
 
The target of 10% MPA coverage was 
achieved in 2010. However, not for all 
sub-basins and not for EEZ. 
 
 

(only regional action) 

HELCOM MPAs,inter 
alia,provide specific 
protection to those species, 
habitats, biotopes and 
biotope complexes included 
in the HELCOM Red Lists, by 
considering these in the site 
selection procedure 

Party accomplished (only regional action) 

When selecting new areas, 
ensure that the network of 
HELCOM MPAs is ecologically 
coherent and takes into 
account connectivity 
between sites including for 
example migration routes, 
species mobility and areas of 
special ecological significance 
such as spawning areas 

Ongoing 
 
In 2016 HELCOM produced a MPA 
network coherence assessment. 

(only regional action) 

Designate new sites as 
HELCOM MPAs where 
ecologically meaningful, 
especially in offshore area 
beyond territorial waters 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 2/9 

Develop and apply by 2015 
management plans or 
measures for all existing 
HELCOM MPAs 

Partly accomplished 67% implemented management 
plans in 2016 
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Recommendation 35/1 on 
system of coastal and marine 
Baltic Sea protected areas  
 

Partly accomplished  

Recommendation 28E/9 on 
Baltic Sea Broad-scale 
maritime spatial planning 
principles 

  

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM Working Groups and HELCOM 
Expert Groups. 

 

Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

HELCOM Explorer, periodical indicator evaluations and integrate 
assessments, reporting on progress to implement Recommendations. 

Any other information to be 
noted 
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Other Aichi Biodiversity 
Target you would like to 
report 

Target 5: By 2020, the rate of loss of all natural habitats, including forests, is 
at least halved and where feasible brought close to zero, and degradation and 
fragmentation is significantly reduced. 
 

Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

Article 15 of the Helsinki Convention:  
The Contracting Parties shall individually and jointly take all appropriate 
measures with respect to the Baltic Sea Area and its coastal ecosystems 
influenced by the Baltic Sea to conserve natural habitats and biological 
diversity and to protect ecological processes. Such measures shall also be 
taken in order to ensure the sustainable use of natural resources within the 
Baltic Sea Area. To this end, the Contracting Parties shall aim at adopting 
subsequent instruments containing appropriate guidelines and criteria. 
 

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

HELCOM has agreed on a number of overarching objectives which are listed 
here: 

• Natural marine and coastal landscapes 

 Thriving and balanced communities of plants and animals 

In addition HELCOM Recommendation 40/1 on Conservation and Protection 
of Marine and Coastal Biotopes, Habitats and Biotope Complexes categorized 
as Threatened According to the HELCOM Red List recommends HELCOM 
Contracting Parties: 

- that those activities that may significantly affect, destroy or damage 
threatened biotopes, habitats or biotope complexes should be 
prohibited or limited. Therefore, in such cases when new plans and 
projects may significantly affect the threatened biotopes, habitats or 
biotope complexes, they should be evaluated in an EIA or similar 
procedure, in accordance with national legislation, and hereby be 
mapped by the applicant if such maps do not already exist for the 
planning area, 

- that derogations from such prohibitions shall only be granted for 
activities of significant public interest or when the negative impacts 
can be remedied by appropriate mitigation or compensation 
measures for the benefit of nature conservation,  

- that threatened biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes, if 
feasible, be identified and mapped preferably by using the HELCOM 
HUB classification system for underwater biotopes and appropriate 
classification systems for coastal biotopes such as the HELCOM 
classification system in BSEP No. 75 in order to support general 
management of human activities and maritime spatial planning 
based on the ecosystem approach, 

- to monitor, as far as possible, the range, spatial coverage as well as 
structure and function of HELCOM threatened marine biotopes, 
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habitats or biotope complexes and the pressures and/or impacts that 
cause threats to them, and to improve the exchange of respective 
data with HELCOM and other international and national bodies in 
order to create synergies, 

In relation to halting the loss of habitats HELCOM Recommendation 35/1 on 
the system of coastal and marine Baltic Sea protected areas (HELCOM MPAs) 
in turn recommends that Contracting Parties (amongst other things): 

-review whether new coastal and marine areas justify being selected as 
HELCOM MPAs, and to designate new sites as HELCOM MPAs where 
ecologically meaningful, especially in offshore area beyond territorial waters; 

-harmonise the designation of neighbouring HELCOM MPAs in 
transboundary marine areas, and where appropriate to join forces between 
neighbouring states when setting up management plans or measures for 
such HELCOM MPAs; 

-include HELCOM MPAs as areas of particular ecological significance in 
coastal and maritime spatial planning processes and incorporate their 
management provisions in spatial plans and Integrated Marine and Coastal 
Management Strategies, respectively; 

-continuously report the most recent numerical and descriptive data on 
HELCOM MPAs to HELCOMs data systems (HELCOM MPA database, GIS 
based map and data service);  

-regularly assess the status and development of HELCOMs MPAs according 
to the time tables set by HELCOM and to ensure that the assessments are 
applicable for corresponding EU and global reporting; 

 

Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

- State of soft bottom macro fauna communities 
- Cumulative impacts on benthic habitats (under development)) 

 
Status of implementation of individual commitments under the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (HELCOM Explorer) – nr of countries that have enacted the 
commitment. 

Achievement to date Regional level National level 

Take measures so that by 
2020, regionally, 

a) the loss of all red listed 
marine habitats and biotopes 
in the Baltic Sea will be halted 

b) red listed marine habitats 
and biotopes have largely 
recovered, and that 

The evaluation will be based on the 
outcome of the next HELCOM Red list 
assessments, preliminarily planned for 
2024. The most recent red list 
assessment was published in 2013; Red 
List of Baltic Sea underwater biotopes, 
habitats and biotope complexes. 

 

http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP138.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP138.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP138.pdf
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degradation and 
fragmentation have been 
significantly reduced, the 
progress of which will 
measured with a core 
indicator to be produced; 

Develop a new classification 
system for Baltic Sea 
underwater biotopes and 
habitats 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Develop by 2015 regional 
targets for the 
implementation of the 
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity, 
including the development of 
a set of HELCOM core 
indicators for biodiversity and 
their monitoring 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Develop by 2015 a new 
HELCOM Recommendation 
on conservation plans for 
species which are at risk of 
extinction 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Develop by 2015 a new 
HELCOM Recommendation 
on conservation plans for 
habitats and biotopes which 
are at risk of extinction 

Partly accomplished (only regional action) 

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM Working Groups  

Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

Reporting on Recommendations,  

Any other information to be 
noted 

  

 
 
Other Aichi Biodiversity 
Target you would like to 
report 

Target 9 By 2020, invasive alien species and pathways are identified and 
prioritized, priority species are controlled or eradicated, and measures are in 
place to manage pathways to prevent their introduction and establishment 
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Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

 −WE AGREE to strengthen cooperation on ship hull fouling solutions with 
regard both to preventing the introduction of invasive alien species and to 
hazardous substances in anti-fouling systems; (MM 2018) 
 
- WE AGREE to strengthen the fruitful cooperation with OSPAR on 
transboundary issues and common challenges to gain efficiency and 
effectiveness in the implementation of SDGs such as ballast water 
management and introduction of invasive alien species, the issue of 
underwater noise, micro-plastic, migratory birds, MPA network and 
management, and threatened and endangered species; (MM 2018) 

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

The relevant management objective is listed here while thresholds for the 
indicator is included in Annex 1. 

- No introductions of alien species from ships  

 

Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

- Trends in arrival of new non-indigenous species 
 

Achievement to date Regional level National level 

Apply the Guidance to 
distinguish between 
unacceptable high risk scenarios 
and acceptable low risk 
scenarios – a risk of the spread of 
alien species by ships on Intra-
Baltic voyages, when applying 
for, or granting, exemptions to 
the requirements of ballast 
water management of the 
Ballast Water Management 
Convention to ships operating 
within the Baltic Sea 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Implementation of HELCOM 
Ballast Water Road Map -
joining OSPAR to request 
vessels to conduct on a 
voluntary basis ballast water 
exchange before arriving at 
the OSPAR or HELCOM area 
and to undertake a similar 
initiative for vessels leaving 
the Baltic and transiting 
through the OSPAR area 

Accomplished (only regional action) 
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Develop, based on an 
overview of the situation, a 
comprehensive regional Baltic 
Sea implementation plan for 
the IMO Ballast Water 
Management Convention 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Ratification of the Ballast 
Water Management 
Convention 

Accomplished (only regional action) 

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM Working Groups  

Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

HELCOM Explorer and results of indicator assessment 

Any other information to be 
noted 

  

 

 

Other Aichi Biodiversity 
Target you would like to 
report 

Target 12 By 2020 the extinction of known threatened species has been 
prevented and their conservation status, particularly of those most in decline, 
has been improved and sustained. 
 

Relevant regional seas 
convention articles, action 
plan paragraphs or protocols 

Article 15 of the Helsinki Convention:  
The Contracting Parties shall individually and jointly take all appropriate 
measures with respect to the Baltic Sea Area and its coastal ecosystems 
influenced by the Baltic Sea to conserve natural habitats and biological 
diversity and to protect ecological processes. Such measures shall also be 
taken in order to ensure the sustainable use of natural resources within the 
Baltic Sea Area. To this end, the Contracting Parties shall aim at adopting 
subsequent instruments containing appropriate guidelines and criteria. 
 

Relevant regional seas 
objective(s) and target(s) 

HELCOM has agreed on a number of overarching objectives and associated 
indicators with targets or threshold values. There is currently no specific 
objective related to red-listed species. 

Relevant indicator(s) under 
the regional seas programme 
concerned 

There is not specific index for red-listed species in HELCOM but several red-
listed species are part of existing HELCOM core indicators. The threat status 
according to HELCOM Red List of Baltic Sea species in risk of becoming extinct 
(2013) is indicated within brackets. 

http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP140.pdf
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- Distribution of Baltic seals – includes the assessment of ringed seals 
(Phoca hispida botnica, VU) and harbor seals (Phoca vitulina vitulina, 
Kalmarsund population VU, Southern Baltic sub-population LC). Grey 
seals are currently abundant in the Baltic Sea but regularly assessed 
as being on of the key top predator in the Baltic Sea (Halichoerus 
grypus, LC) 

- Population trends and abundance of seals – species and threat status 
as above. 

- Abundance of salmon spawners and smolt (Salmo salar – VU) 
- Abundance of seatrout spawners and parr (Salmo trutta – VU) 
- Abundance of waterbirds in the breeding season – the indicator is an 

index based on 26 species out of which 7 are red-listed (VU or EN). 
Assessment of status and trends can also be retrieved for the 
individual species. 

- Abundance of waterbirds in the wintering season - the indicator is an 
index based on 22 species out of which 2 are red-listed (VU or EN). 
Assessment of status and trends can also be retrieved for the 
individual species. 
 

HELCOM is also developing an indictor for habour porpoise but it is not yet 
operational (Phocoena phocoena, Southern Baltic subpopultion CR, Western 
Baltic subpopulation, VU). 
 
Status of implementation of individual commitments under the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (HELCOM Explorer) – nr of countries that have enacted the 
commitment. 

Achievement to date Regional level National level 

Take decisive action to work 
towards a favourable 
conservation status of the 
harbor porpoise based on 
implementation of the CMS 
ASCOBANS Jastarnia Plan for 
the harbor porpoise in the 
Baltic Sea, in particular by 
addressing the pressing 
problem of by-catch 

Not accomplished (only regional action) 

HELCOM Recommendation 
37/2: ‘Conservation of Baltic 
Sea species categorized as 
threatened according to the 
2013 HELCOM Red List’ 
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HELCOM Recommendation 
17/2 ‘Protection of harbour 
porpoise in the Baltic Sea’ 

  

Common practices for 
breeding, rearing and 
releasing salmon and sea 
trout as reintroductions in 
potential salmonid rivers  

Not accomplished. (only regional action) 

Recommendations for 
riverine and estuarine 
management and 
conservation measures, such 
as fishways for up and down 
migration, restoration and 
protection of spawning 
grounds, concerning fisheries 
within rivers and estuaries 
(Target year: 2015 

Not accomplished. (only regional action) 

National restoration plans to 
reinstate migratory fish  

Partly accomplished Implemented by 7/9 countries 

Conserve at least ten wild 
salmon river populations 

Accomplished  

Reintroduce native salmon in 
at least four potential salmon 
rivers 

Accomplished  

Consider additional measures 
if necessary, such as reducing 
fishing mortality in 
accordance with the ICES 
advice, removing migration 
barriers, and re-stocking in 
eel-safe river systems  

Partly accomplished Implemented by 3/9 countries 

Enhance co-ordination of 
measures to conserve eel 
stocks within the Baltic Sea, as 
well as with other European 
countries 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 5/9 countries 

Develop national programs 
for the conservation of eel 
stocks as a contribution to a 
Baltic coordinated 
programme to ensure 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 7/9 countries 
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successful eel migrations 
from the Baltic Sea drainage 
basin to national spawning 
grounds 
Implement national programs 
for the conservation of eel 
stocks as a contribution to a 
Baltic co-ordinated 
programme to ensure 
successful eel migrations 
from the Baltic Sea drainage 
basin to national spawning 
grounds 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 8/9 countries 

Finalisation of national 
management plans for 
harbour seals 

Accomplished Implemented by 2/2 countries 

Implementation of national 
management plans for 
harbour seals 

Accomplished Implemented by 2/2 countries 

Finalisation of national 
management plans for ringed 
seals 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 2/4 countries 

Implementation of national 
management plans for ringed 
seals  

Partly accomplished Implemented by ¼ countries 

Finalisation of national 
management plans for grey 
seals 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 4/6 countries 

Implementation of national 
management plans for grey 
seals 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 4/6 countries 

Protect ringed seal in the Gulf 
of Finland 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 1/3 countries 

Implementation of non-lethal 
mitigation measures for 
seals-fisheries interactions 

Partly accomplished Implemented by 2/9 countries 

Means of implementation 
(coordinated action at the 
regional or national levels) 

HELCOM Working Groups, HELCOM 
Expert Groups 

 

Means of monitoring of 
actual progress 

HELCOM Explorer, reporting on Recommendations 
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Any other information to be 
noted 

The development of recommendations on 
management and conservation measures 
have not started but will be implemented 
through the RETROUT project (start 
October 2017), with HELCOM as a 
partner. 
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Lessons learnt 

A conclusion from the result of HELCOMs latest holistic assessment on environmental status is that the 
measures currently in operation have not been sufficient to reach a good overall status in all areas of the 
Baltic Sea. The results of the latest holistic assessment reflect that several HELCOM action areas lag behind 
in implementation, and only three years remain to reach the deadline of 2021 for the current Baltic Sea 
Action Plan. However, we should also recall what the state the Baltic Sea environment could have looked 
like without the currently existing regional agreements. As a results of these, for example, we see that 
inputs of nutrients and several hazardous substances are decreasing, as well as the number and volume of 
illegal oil spills, and that several previously prevailing pollution hot spots have been removed. 

Overall the main benefits of the BSAP have been identified as the following: 

• All major environmental problems are addressed in a single plan, based on the best available 
knowledge.  

• In general, actions included are concrete and have deadlines. 

• The structure of the BSAP is relatively straight forward and its objectives are formulated in a clear 
and understandable manner. 

• Stakeholders are invited to, and do contribute to, the implementation of the plan. 

• There is a follow-up system to track progress. 

Ecological relevance and measurability 

In order for implemented measures to have the desired effect the ecological relevance of the measure 
needs to be properly considered prior to implementation. Similarly, if the intention is to follow up on the 
effect and level of implementation of a measure due consideration should be given to how to measure 
both parameters already prior to starting implementation, in order to optimize the process from 
identification of a measure through implementation to measuring results. 

Evaluating the sufficiency of measures 

In the course of HELCOMs work to assess progress it has become evident that in order to evaluate if current 
measures are sufficient to reach good environmental status, more accurate estimates of the foreseen 
effects of measures are needed.  

The sufficiency of existing measures to improve the status of the marine environment has not yet been 
fully evaluated HELCOM. This is partly due to knowledge gaps, and partly due to changes in the intensity 
and character of different pressures along with human development, highlighting the importance of regular 
follow-up on the implementation of actions and adapting policies based on the newest scientific 
knowledge. 

HELCOM is currently carrying out an analysis of sufficiency of measures to reach HELCOM objectives and 
targets, in support of the selection of new joint and national actions for the update of the BSAP. 
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Transdisciplinary development of regional business-as-usual scenarios will hopefully identify important 
management priorities when updating the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan. The work also includes foreseen 
ecological and socioeconomic development and different climate and global development scenarios, and 
considers management actions. 

Accounting for legacy  

Many key pressures from human activities have been acting on the Baltic Sea during recent decades. 
Legacies such as nutrients and contaminants accumulated in sediments are buried only slowly and will still 
show unacceptable levels in the marine environment long after their inputs have ceased. Ecosystem models 
show that responses to nutrient reductions act on the time scale of decades, but that responses are 
underway and implementation of the eutrophication objectives of the Baltic Sea Action Plan will lead to an 
improved marine ecosystem. In addition, some measures are very recent, such as the designation of the 
Baltic Sea as a nitrogen oxide emission control area for shipping, and the entry into force of the Ballast 
water management convention, but benefits are expected in the near future. These challenges need to be 
clearly presented when assessing progress towards an objective. 

Infrastructure and dataflows 

The implementation and monitoring of achieving the regional seas targets is no small endeavor and it is 
clearly facilitated by ensuring that the fit for purpose infrastructure (databases, reporting schemes, tools 
etc) are either in place or developed as part of the initial process. This is especially the case when the 
procedure is intended to go through several iterations (e.g. repeat assessments at given intervals). 

Positive messages 

Progress towards targets and objectives is often slow, either due to inaction or natural causes such as lag 
effects inherent in the ecosystem. In order to maintain momentum and spur stakeholders it is important 
to also identify and lift positive achievements, success stories and/or positive trends. 

The importance of showing trends 

Showing only results indicating current status of a given parameter has proven to be less informative when 
measuring progress towards an environmental target as this provides only a static picture which captures 
a ‘moment’ in the dynamic life history of the area. This information should preferably be presented 
together with information on long term trends to get a more holistic and realistic picture support an 
adaptive and regionally coordinated management to improve the environmental status. 

Comparability 

To the extent possible the monitoring data and consequent assessments should account for comparability 
between iterations, to allow highlighting trends and show progress in closing the distance to target. Or to 
alert the Contracting Parties to possible unidentified issues or need for further measure if no progress or 
deterioration is detected.  
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Sufficient time for review and approval processes 

As for any large-scale process adequate planning is vital for achieving a successful result. This includes 
planning for sufficient time not only for the actual assessment work but also for review of the assessment 
methods and consequent individual results, as well as for the approval process. 

Targets vs thresholds 

The difference between targets and thresholds should be clarified early in the process, and the aim set 
accordingly. A target can be ambitious but unlikely to be fully achievable (e.g. zero bycatch in fisheries), 
while the threshold for the indicator measuring progress can be less ambitious but both ecologically 
relevant and achievable. 

Holistic approach 

The state of biodiversity in a given area are affected by a multitude of factors, both internal and external. 
If the aim is to set achievable targets and objectives the need to take a holistic approach should be 
considered early in the target setting process in order to make them ecologically relevant. 

Proposed engagement of the regional seas programme in the post 2020 Biodiversity 
Framework 

The Baltic Sea region will be increasingly challenged by changes in climate, demography, and increasing 
demands for land use, food and energy provision in the catchment area. Looking at the cost of inaction, 
achieving a healthy Baltic Sea should be seen as an investment in the region’s sustainable economic and 
social development. 

The ability of societies around the Baltic Sea and its catchment to adapt to environmentally sustainable 
living is a key factor at all levels of governance. Opportunities for the Baltic Sea region are seen in knowledge 
and education, forming a basis for further ecological understanding, technical and social innovation, and a 
continued tradition for knowledge sharing, cooperation and interaction among institutes, organisations 
and local initiatives around the Baltic Sea, contributing to sustainable human activities and achieving a 
healthy Baltic Sea environment. 

The process to develop the second HELCOM holistic assessment has contributed to a vast sharing and 
development of knowledge on the state of the Baltic Sea environment. There is a clearer picture than ever 
before of where we are, how things are connected, and what still needs to be done. The key aim for the 
future is to incorporate this new knowledge in the ecosystem-based management of the Baltic Sea, as well 
as in measures nationally, regionally and globally, towards a sustainable future. 

Contribution to global processes 

SDG 

In 2017, the Contracting Parties agreed to use HELCOM as coordinating platform for the regional 
implementation of UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) that are related to oceans, in particular SDG 
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14 to ‘Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development’. 
Governments have a primary responsibility for implementing commitments to achieve these targets and 
goals, while Regional Seas Conventions are the natural home for considering any new regional actions and 
following up and reviewing the relevant SDGs. Regional Sea Conventions are also best suited to apply the 
ecosystem approach and to form multi-stakeholder partnerships, thus, enhancing inter-institutional 
cooperation and coordination. HELCOM can concretely contribute to achieving SDG 14 and targets 6.3., 
12.4 and 13.2. Also a number of targets under SDGs 2, 3, 6, 8, 9, 12 and 17 are also relevant to reaching 
the objectives of the Helsinki Convention. 66 out of 106 regional actions and 11 out of 68 national level 
actions of the Baltic Sea Action Plan have been fully implemented so far, with successes in setting up a 
nutrient reduction scheme, curbing airborne emission and discharges from shipping, tackling some 
hazardous substances, piloting ecosystem approach in maritime spatial planning, and covering 11.8% of 
the Baltic Sea with marine protected areas. All these examples showcase the added value of a regional 
approach, addressing more than one target of SDG 14 in a coherent way. Policy making based on commonly 
agreed principles and best available science, paired with a transparent and participatory stakeholder 
involvement, as well as partnerships for integrated management of human activities, are proven factors 
underlying these HELCOM achievements. 

HELCOM will intensify and focus its efforts towards SDGs addressing issues of regional concern and interest 
as part of the Baltic Sea Action Plan update. HELCOM aims to speed up the implementation of the marine 
litter regional action plan, continue its battle against eutrophication, especially to cut inputs of phosphorus, 
and start the elaboration of a regional action plan on underwater noise, to fulfil SDG 14.1. It will ensure 
close cooperation on any maritime spatial planning in the Baltic Sea area and management plans for all 
marine protected areas, to fulfil SDG 14.2 and 14.5. HELCOM will continue supporting more sustainable 
agricultural practices, to contribute to SDG 2.4, and ecosystem-related fishery measures, towards SDG 14.4 
and 14.6. HELCOM will strive for more resilient marine ecosystems to be better prepared for human-
induced climate change challenges. It will also promote further regional development of social and 
economic analyses to create tailor-made connecting points between implementation of different SDGs. 
Furthermore, the HELCOM holistic state of the Baltic Sea assessment serves as baseline scenario for SDG 
implementation. SDGs will also be used as guidance when reviewing and setting up new HELCOM priorities, 
as needed, until 2030, to fill in gaps, for instance, in relation to climate change adaptation and acidification 
issues, or on enhanced partnerships with sectorial bodies. 

Strengthened implementation of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan, based on the ecosystem approach 
and the commitment to achieve a Baltic Sea in good environmental status by 2021, is needed to fulfil the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and other international commitments in the Baltic Sea. 
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Annex 1 List of endorsed threshold values 
Oxygen debt Assessment unit threshold value  (mg L-1)  

Åland Sea 2.02 
Bothnian Sea 2.02 
Bothnian Bay 0.81 

 

Cyanobacterial 
blooms index 

Assessment unit (open sea) threshold value (unitless) 
Bay of Mecklenburg 0.92 
Arkona Sea 0.90 
Bornholm Basin 0.87 
Gdansk Basin 0.98 
Eastern Gotland Basin 0.84 
Western Gotland Basin 0.87 
Gulf of Riga 0.90 
Northern Baltic Proper 0.77 
Gulf of Finland 0.90 
Bothnian Sea 0.58 

 

Total nutrients Assessment unit threshold value  
(µmol l-1) TotP/TotN 

Kattegat 0.64/17.4 
Great Belt 0.95/21.0 
The Sound 0.68/17.3 
Gdansk Basin 0.60/18.8 
Western Gotland Basin 0.45/15.1 
Gulf of Riga 0.70/28 
Northern Baltic Proper 0.38/16.2 
Gulf of Finland 0.55/21.3 
Åland Sea 0.28/15.6 
Bothnian Sea 0.24/15.7 
The Quark 0.24/17.3 
Bothnian Bay 0.18/16.9 

 

State of the soft-
bottom 
macrofauna 
community 

Assessment unit (open sea) threshold value  (unitless) Comment on method1 
Kiel Bay 7.22/5.44/4.52 Subsets 2/3/4 

 
Bay of Mecklenburg 7.22/5.44/4.52 Subsets 2/3/4 
Western Gotland Basin 4.0 SE national approach 

(Leonardsson et al 2009)  
Northern Baltic Proper  4.0 SE national approac 

(Leonardsson et al 2009) 
Eastern Gotland Basin 1.81/2.1 (interim/test) Subsets 8/9 
Gulf of Riga 1.59/1.07 (interim/test) Subsets 12/13 
Gulf of Finland 0.93/1.07 (interim/test) Subsets 11/13 
Quark 1.5 SE national approach 

(Leonardsson et al 2009) 

                                                           
1 The subsets refer to the grouping of samples based on environmental- and sampling factors within the assessment units as specified in Schiele 
KS, Darr A, Zettler ML, Berg T, Blomqvist M, Daunys D, Jermakovs V, Korpinen S, Kotta J, Nygård H, von Weber M, Voss J, Warzocha J (2016) 
Rating species sensitivity throughout gradient systems – a consistent approach for the Baltic Sea. Ecological indicators 61:447-455. Doi: 
10.1016/j.ecolind.2015.09.046. 
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Bothnian Bay 1.5  
Åland Sea 4.0  
Bothnian Sea 4.0  

 

Zooplankton 
mean size and 
total stock 

Assessment unit threshold value  
mean size(µg wet weight ind-

1)/total stock(mg m-3) 
Northern Baltic Proper 5.0/220 
Gulf of Finland 8.6/125 
Åland Sea 10.3/55 
Bothnian Sea 8.5/84 
Bothnian Bay 23.7/161 

 

 
Biodiversity 
Metals All offshore assessment units 

 Matrix Threshold value Reference 
Cd Water 0.2 µg/l EQS 
 Secondary GES boundary: Mussels 960 µg/kg dw OSPAR BAC 
 Secondary GES boundary: Sediment 2.3 mg/kg QS from EQS dossier 
Pb Water 1.3 µg/l EQS 
 Secondary GES boundary: Mussels 1300 µg/kg dw OSPAR BAC 
 Secondary GES boundary: Fish liver 26 µg/kg ww OSPAR proxy BAC 
 Secondary GES boundary: Sediment 120 mg/kg QS from EQS dossier 

 

Abundance of coastal fish key 
functional groups 

Location specific. 
Modern baseline or trend depending on the length of 
the data series. 

Abundance of key coastal fish 
species 

Location specific. 
Modern baseline or trend depending on the length of 
the data series. 

Abundance of salmon spawners 
and smolt 

75% potential smolt production capacity 

Abundance of sea trout 
spawners and parr 

>50% site specific reference potential 

Abundance of waterbirs in the 
breeding season 

75% of considered species not more than 30% below 
baseline (20% for species laying only one egg per year) 

Abundance of waterbirds in the 
wintering season 

75% of considered species not more than 30% below 
baseline (20% for species laying only one egg per year) 

Distribution of Baltic seals All historically identified and available haul-out sites 
used and no migration barriers 

Population trends and 
abundance of seals 

Populations 
at TRL 

No decline in population size or pup 
production exceeding 10% occurred over a 
period up to 10 years 

Populations 
below TRL 

3% below the maximum rate of increase, 
i.e. annual rate of increase; 
7% for grey seals and ringed seals,  
9% for harbour seals. 
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For GES to be achieved the population size of each 
management unit must in addition be >10,000 
individuals. 
 

 

Nutritional status of marine 
mammals 

Samples 
from 

Populations at 
exponential 
growth 

carrying capacity 

Hunted 
seals 

40 mm blubber 25 mm blubber 

By-caught 
seals 

35 mm blubber 25 mm blubber 

 

Reproductive status of marine 
mammals 

Species age class 
[year] 

pregnancy rate 

Grey seal  6 90% 
Ringed seal 
(tentative) 

6 90% 

Harbour seal 5 90% 
Harbour porpoise ? ? 

 

Number of drowned mammals 
and waterbirds in fishing gear 

General environmental target concept agreed, no 
specific boundaries are yet proposed. 

Zooplankton mean size and total 
stock 

Lower bound of the 95%-CI for the respective mean 
values during the reference time period 

Trends in arrival of new non-
indigenous species 

Long-term; no new introductions of NIS per assessment 
unit through human activities during a six year 
assessment period 
Additional mid-term goal; a decrease in the rate of new 
introductions 

Hexabromocyclododecane 
(HBCDD) 

EQS biota human health 167 µg/kg ww 
secondary: sediment 

Metals Cd: EQSwater (AA) 0.2 µg/l 
secondary: QSsediment 2.3 mg/kg dw 

 or biota BAC blue mussel 960 µg/kg dw 
Hg: EQSbiota secondary poisoning 20 µg/kg ww 
Pb: EQSwater  (AA) 1.3 µg/l 
secondary: QSsediment 120 mg/kg dw 

or biota BAC mussel 1300 µg/kg dw, BAC fish 26 
µg/kg 

Polybrominated biphenyl ethers 
(PBDE) 

EQS biota human health 0.0085 µg/kg ww 
secondary: sediment 

Perfluorooctane sulphonate 
(PFOS) 

EQS biota human health 9.1 µg/kg ww 
secondary: EQS water 

Radioactive substances: Cesium-
137 in fish and surface waters 

Pre-chernobyl level 
herring 2.5 Bq kg-1 

flounder and plaice 2.9 Bq kg-1 
seawater 15 Bq m-3 

 

White-tailed eagle productivity Productivity: 0.97 nestlings. 
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Brood size: 1.71 nestlings. 
Breeding success: 0.59 (59%) 
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Annex 2 Concept example: HELCOM holistic assessment of biodiversity 
methodology 

 

HELCOM Biodiversity Core Indicators 
The biodiversity assessment, to follow up on the goals of the Baltic Sea Action Plan, builds on work 
over many years in HELCOM to develop biodiversity core indicators for key species and species 
groups, including their abundance, distribution, productivity, physiological and demographic 
characteristics. Hitherto, ten regionally agreed biodiversity core indicators have been made 
operational, and an additional three were included in the latest holistic assessment (HELCOM 
2018a) for testing purposes. With the new core indicators and an updated integrated assessment 
approach, the latest holistic assessment represents a milestone in HELCOM development of 
monitoring and assessment.  
 
While the biodiversity assessment has been considerably strengthened since the initial holistic 
assessment done in 2010, there is still room for improvement. For example, the current set of 
biodiversity core indicators does not encompass the condition of habitats and biotopes, and only 
one, on zooplankton, represents the plankton community. Developments are ongoing in HELCOM 
in this regard. The long term aim of HELCOM countries is to continuously include more aspects of 
biodiversity in the Baltic-wide assessment, and to strengthen existing indicators. 

Integrated assessment of Biodiversity 
The integrated assessments for biodiversity were carried out using the BEAT tool, and was done 
separately for the five key ecosystem components: benthic habitats, pelagic habitats, fish, 
mammals, and water birds. The tool integrates individual indicator results into estimates of the 
overall status of each ecosystem component and assessment unit. A description of the tool and 
how to run it is given in the HELCOM Thematic assessment of biodiversity 2011-2016 (HELCOM 
2018d).  
 
The first version of BEAT was developed for the first HELCOM holistic assessment (HELCOM 2010b). 
At that time, one restriction to the assessment was the lack of commonly agreed Baltic-wide 
indicators. The first version of BEAT relied on indicators for which an acceptable deviation from a 
reference condition was defined to assess the status. The indicators were grouped according to 
the ecological objectives of the Baltic Sea Action Plan. The assessment was based on a set of 
national case studies, with the aim to present the concept and to initiate a further development of 
regional indicators and integrated assessments. Due to the development that has followed with 
respect to both indicators and the assessment approach, it is not possible to directly compare the 
integrated assessment results from the first Holistic Assessment with the current results.  
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For the 2018 holistic assessment the biodiversity core indicators were supplemented with 
additional (pressure based) core indicators in the biodiversity assessment, with the aim of achieving 
an evaluation that is as comprehensive as possible, and representative at Baltic Sea scale. E.g. 
selected core indicators of eutrophication were included in cases where no directly corresponding 
biodiversity indicators are currently available. In coastal areas, national indicators have been used 
for benthic and pelagic habitats. Results for commercial fish were obtained from the International 
council for exploration of the sea (ICES). Descriptions of the core indicators are found in the core 
indicator reports on the HELCOM indicator website. 
 
The results of the integrated assessment of biodiversity is presented by so called biological quality 
ratios (BQR). The biological quality ratios are used as a way to scale the indicators used to assess 
biodiversity and make them comparable with each other, as the indicators are originally assessed 
by a variety of assessment approaches and measured by different units. Biological quality ratios 
are presented in five equal-distance categories between 0 and 1, where values above 0.6 are 
interpreted as reflecting good integrated status (For details, see Thematic assessment: HELCOM 
2018b).  
 
The hierarchical nested structure and integration rules is an important feature of the biodiversity 
assessment tool used in the second HELCOM holistic assessment. In the tool each indicator is 
assigned to its relevant species group or species (or broad habitat type), and the indicators are 
integrated in a nested system. The default integration rule applied in BEAT is weighted averaging. 
However, the one-out-all-out principle can also be applied e.g. when adhering assessment rules of 
the Habitats Directive such as for marine animals. BEAT 3.0 follows a balanced structure, so that all 
groups at the same level in the structure are weighted equally, regardless of the number of 
indicators included (in order to ensure balance also in the case that some group is not represented 
at all, the elements are only included if they are represented by at least one indicator. No spatial 
aggregation is done within the BEAT tool. Instead, the results are presented directly at the 
ecologically relevant scales for each ecosystem component, and assessment results for the 
ecosystem components are presented separately.  
 

Normalization 
The indicators included in the biodiversity assessment are developed based on different 
approaches and different kinds of data, regarding the applied units and scales, for example. To 
accommodate for the different types of indicators among the HELCOM core indicators, the BEAT 
tool can handle various types of indicators: monotonic, unimodal, conditional and trend indicators.  
To enable inclusions of different types of data in the same assessment, the BEAT 3.0 tool first 
normalizes the indicators to a common scale and unit, and thereafter calculates the Biological 
Quality Ratio (BQR) for each indicator. The normalization transfers all indicator assessment values 
to a scale from 0 to 1, where the threshold value is set to 0.6. The normalization is based on 

http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends/indicators/core-indicators
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information that is imported to the BEAT tool together with the other indicator data. A key issue 
for the normalization is to identify minimum and maximum values of each indicator. Identifying 
these is straightforward when data covering the whole potential range of the indicator is available. 
In cases where only information on the minimum value is available, this can be used to derive the 
maximum value, provided that a linear response can be assumed 
 

Assessing confidence in results 
The BEAT tool produces an integrated confidence assessment in parallel to the status assessment. 
The confidence rating is based on estimates of confidence in the underlying indicators, as provided 
by national experts participating in the indicator development. The basic integrated confidence is 
calculated following the same assessment structure and integration rules as for the corresponding 
status assessment. Subsequently, the overall integrated confidence is given by additionally 
considering how well the total set of indicators represents important species and species groups 
for the assessed ecosystem component. For estimating confidence in the underlying indicators, the 
experts on each indicator were asked to consider four confidence aspects and classify these into 
‘high’, ‘intermediate’ or ‘low’, for each assessment unit, as far as possible based on quantitative 
information. Subsequently, the integrated confidence was calculated. The integrated confidence 
was calculated following the same assessment structure and integration rules as used in the 
corresponding biodiversity assessment for the concerned ecosystem component. For example, if 
averaging was used to assess integrated status, it was also used for assessing integrated 
confidence. To enable the integration, the confidence estimates originally provided in categorical 
form (as low, intermediate and high) were translated into numerical values (0, 0.5 and 1), where 
higher values mean higher confidence. The BEAT output gives the integrated results for all 
confidence aspects taken together. Finally, the overall assessment confidence was evaluated based 
on how well the indicators included were able to represent important species groups of the 
assessed ecosystem component. A penalty was applied if a critical species group was not 
represented by an indicator in the assessment unit, for example due to lack of agreed indicator or 
data.  
 


	2N-2 Cover Case study prepare for UNEP on activities and achievements for HELCOM biodiversity targets and objectives
	Background
	Action requested

	2N-2 Case study prepare for UNEP on activities and achievements for HELCOM biodiversity targets and objectives
	Assessing progress towards reaching biodiversity related regional objectives and targets under the Helsinki Convention.
	Table of Content
	Regional Seas programme and biodiversity related instruments
	The Helsinki Convention
	Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission
	Baltic Sea Action Plan
	Examples of Stakeholder engagement
	In the Baltic Sea Action Plan processes
	In the Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea Environment Process


	HELCOM cooperation with other regional or global sectoral bodies.

	Regional targets, objectives and indicators relevant to marine biological diversity
	HELCOM Core Indicators
	Threshold values
	Spatial scale
	Biodiversity core indicators

	Other HELCOM indicators

	Monitoring of the progress in achieving the regional objectives and targets
	Monitoring
	Monitoring of level of implementation
	Monitoring of environmental and ecological responses

	Assessment
	Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea Environment: State of the Baltic Sea Report 2018
	Integrated assessment



	Actual achievements to date
	Lessons learnt
	Ecological relevance and measurability
	Evaluating the sufficiency of measures
	Accounting for legacy
	Infrastructure and dataflows
	Positive messages
	The importance of showing trends
	Comparability
	Sufficient time for review and approval processes
	Targets vs thresholds
	Holistic approach

	Proposed engagement of the regional seas programme in the post 2020 Biodiversity Framework
	Contribution to global processes
	SDG


	References and weblinks

	Annex 1 List of endorsed threshold values
	Annex 2 Concept example: HELCOM holistic assessment of biodiversity methodology
	HELCOM Biodiversity Core Indicators
	Integrated assessment of Biodiversity
	Normalization
	Assessing confidence in results






