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Attachment 3 - Responses from the regional consultation related to the 
planning for HOLAS III, for consideration by the State and Conservation 
Working Group 
Background 
The ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report was subject to 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 (full list available here).  

The regional consultation on the report ‘State of the Baltic Sea – first version 2017’ was carried out in 
October-December 2017. Background information and a summary of the consultation is provided in 
document 4-1 to GEAR 18-2018.  

This document includes a sub-set of comments from the regional consultation that address suggestions 
related to the strengths and weaknesses of the 2017 State of the Baltic Sea report and improving the 
assessment for HOLAS III, mainly from a technical perspective. The comments include proposals on expanding 
or adding new topics to the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report but also reflections that could be of interest to 
consider for future HELCOM work.  

Please note that the comments were provided for the 2017 version of the State of the Baltic Sea report, and 
as a result some of the weakness identified in Annex 1 have been considered in the HOLAS II update process 
and the 2018 State of the Baltic Sea report. 

This document summarizes the main reflections made by the respondents to the regional consultation 
regarding the main strengths and weaknesses of HOLAS II (2017 version of the State of the Baltic Sea report) 
and improvements of HOLAS III and. 

What are the main strengths of the Second Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea? 
The assessment report is in general well received with several respondents highlighting the usefulness of 
such comprehensive report as a reference document to the state of the Baltic Sea. 80% of the respondents 
agrees unreservedly that the assessment provides good direction for the protection and sustainable use of 
the Baltic Sea and 87% that the assessment results are useful for their work (Figures 1 and 2). 

Respondents are in agreement that the main strength of the report is its holistic approach, the broad scope 
of topics, and the large amount of data and information that is used to support the assessments. Many 
respondents also recognize and appreciate that the assessments are based on up to date knowledge and 
research. The vast number of experts that have been involved in and consulted in the production of the 
report is also recognized as a strength. 

Individual elements that are highlighted as welcome include the expansion of social and economic analyses 
compared to the initial HELCOM holistic assessment, the focus on additional pressures such as marine litter 
and underwater sound, and that an evaluation of confidence is included for the status assessments. 

Please see Annex 1 for more in depth on technical comments on the strengths of the assessment. 

Quotes on main strengths: 

“Comprehensive overview of the knowledge available at this stage” 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2018-2018-525/MeetingDocuments/4-1%20HOLAS%20II%20regional%20consultation%20summary.pdf
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“The shear scope of the report and amount of data sources, expert consulted and work put is its biggest 
strength” 

“The state-of-the-art integrative tools and use assessment indicators and indexes” 

“We welcome the extensive report about the status of the Baltic Sea, which will give us useful base facts 
for our future activities and priorities” 

“It is actually very impressive to read a document that encompasses such a wide range of issues, with many 
different sources of scientific information/ methods and different countries, and still provide a clear 
overview of the State of the Baltic”  

 

Figure 1. Response to the question “The overall assessment provides good direction for the protection and sustainable use of the Baltic 
marine environment” 

 

Figure 2. Response to the question “The assessment results are useful for my work”. 
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What are its main weaknesses? 
The majority of responses on weaknesses of the report are related to limited coverage of data. Indeed, 
although a vast dataset has been used, there are evident gaps for specific species, pressures, sub-basins and 
countries. These weaknesses are also demonstrated in the respondents view on how well the report covers 
information on pressures and their impact: 60% agrees unreservedly that the assessment sufficiently covers 
existing and emerging pressures on the marine environment (Figure 3) and only 47% that it sufficiently covers 
problems associated with the pressures (Figure 4).  

Another data related issue that is raised is the ‘age’ of data where in particular the data on fish stocks is 
highlighted as being rapidly outdated due to the dynamics of fish stocks, thus underlining the need of interim 
update of results between main HELCOM assessments. 

The information on decrease in pressures on the Baltic Sea and signs of improvement in some sub-basins are 
highlighted as important for motivation by sector organizations. Several respondents would however like for 
the report to include a clearer explanation as to why the effects of reduced pressures are not yet seen in the 
results of the integrated status assessments. 

The respondents have also highlighted a number of elements that they would have liked to see more of, for 
example: 

- information on several additional sectors and activities with current limited information e.g. 
transport, tourism, recreational fisheries, fisheries, 

- measures still needed to achieve the goals of the BSAP and way forward, 
- a more comprehensive comparison with the initial HELCOM holistic assessment, 
- more explanation on internal nutrient cycling, 
- reflection on the HELCOM/OSPAR approach and why the HELCOM and OSPAR assessments are 

different in the Kattegat area.  
The lack of indicators for some topics is also noted and stressed as important to finalize as soon as possible, 
e.g. on the number of drowned mammals and birds in fishing gear, cumulative impacts on benthic biotopes, 
and marine litter. 

Please see Annex 1 for more in depth on technical comments on the weaknesses of the assessment. 

Quotes on main weaknesses: 

“There are significant data gaps and a lack of time series data which makes it difficult to assess the 
effectiveness of the management measures applied since the last assessment” 

“In parts it not comprehensive enough, data for many species or sub basins are missing and it is not always 
explained why the data is missing, some important indicators are not operational yet” 

“Lack of analysis of regional environmental policy impact on progress towards good environmental status” 

“Missed opportunity to outline what actions should be done in the future to achieve the original goals of 
the BSAP” 
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Figure 3. Responses to the question “The assessment sufficiently covers existing and emerging pressures on the marine environment”. 

 

 

Figure 4. Responses to the question “The assessment sufficiently covers problems associated with the pressures on the marine 
environment“. 

Improvements for HOLAS III 
As part of the regional consultation the respondents were invited to answer the question “If a new, Third 
Holistic Assessment were to be carried out in a few years, what should that assessment do differently?” 

To this question, numerous proposals on what to include in the next assessment have been provided. 
Considering the main weaknesses expressed, to improve availability of data has been highlighted as an 
obvious task for future. Other proposals for a future assessment include to; 

- ensure comparability of results between assessment periods so that improvements can be assessed,  

- put more emphasis on implementation of necessary measures, 

- relate results to the delivery of SDG objectives and describe the extent to which the region, 
contributes to SDG14 and other relevant goals, 
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- provide linkages to EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region, 

- rank pressures and impacts clearly, 

- focus on pressures and impacts of climate change on biodiversity and the marine environment that 
could prevent achievement of a good environmental status of the Baltic Sea, 

- focus more on the results and leave out some of the background/enrichment information and 
highlight even more the key findings, 

- regional reporting of relevant indicators from the Contracting Parties to UN custodian agencies and 
facilitate joint implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

To remedy that data is quickly getting old, it is also proposed to set up a supplementary website, where 
indicator evaluations and associated information are provided in "living" tables, updated frequently during 
the years between Holistic Assessment.  

One respondent proposes that the next HELCOM holistic assessment could include a "get involved"-button 
during the assessment stage to clarify how stakeholders can contribute and share ideas. 
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Annex 1. General technical related comments regarding 2017 State of the Baltic Sea report 

This Annex focuses on the main strengths and weakness of the 2017 State of the Baltic Sea report highlighted 
in the regional consultation. The answers are clustered according to coverage/scope, science/knowledge, 
communication and new additions. The full list of technical comments, organised by chapter, can be found 
here. 

What are the main strengths of the Second Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea? 
Summary of response to open-ended question: What are the main strengths of the Second Holistic 
Assessment of the Baltic Sea? 
Organisatio
n 

Related to 
coverage/Scope  

Related to 
scientific/knowledge 
based  

Related to 
communication 

Related to new 
additions  

NGO-
Environmen
t 

Good coverage of the 
different pressures in 
the Baltic Sea 

      

NGO-
Environmen
t 

  Scientific and 
systematic 
assessment overview 
Up-to-date 
knowledge  
Underscores where 
there is data missing 
for the indicators, 
giving good basis for 
future research 

Most of the 
chapters are 
concise, the 
images and layout 
are good and 
improve the 
readability of the 
overall report.  

 Important addition: 
socio-economic 
analysis of costs/loss 
to overall human 
well-being as well as 
addressing new 
pressures 

NGO-
Environmen
t 

Scope of the report 
and amount of data 
sources 

Many experts 
consulted 

    

NGO-
Environmen
t 

  Indicator based 
approach 

  Integration of socio-
economic dimension 
into the ecosystem 
health assessment 

Intergovern
mental 

Combined regional 
and holistic 
approach. 

      

NGO-
Environmen
t 

  Comprehensive 
overview of the 
knowledge available 
at this stage.    

Options to get a 
quick summary on 
each topic, or to 
dive into in-depth 
information, 
methodology, 
background etc. in 
supporting 
documents. 
Illustrations 
pedagogical 

  

Intergovern
mental 

A wide area in 
comparable levels of 
detail. 

  Well written and 
the findings are 
clearly presented. 
The narrative is 
objective and 
invites a 
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Summary of response to open-ended question: What are the main strengths of the Second Holistic 
Assessment of the Baltic Sea? 
Organisatio
n 

Related to 
coverage/Scope  

Related to 
scientific/knowledge 
based  

Related to 
communication 

Related to new 
additions  

collaborative 
approach. 

Intergovern
mental 

Holistic approach The state-of-the-art 
integrative tools and 
use assessment 
indicators and 
indexes. 

It is a well balanced 
report in terms of 
text, textboxes, 
maps, Tables and 
Figures.  

  

Intergovern
mental 

Many long term data 
sets  

      

Network of 
local 
authorities 

  Comprehensive data 
and research that 
underlies the report 

    

Network of 
regional 
authorities 

        

Partnership 
and 
cooperation 
framwork 

Wealth of 
information, wide 
spectrum of aspects 
of sustainable 
development 

      

NGO-sector Broad perspective Many experts have 
been involved and 
consulted in 
producing this report 

    

NGO-sector Comprehensive and 
provides a lot of 
information.  

      

NGO-sector Comprehensive 
overview, most of 
aspects included 

      

Network of 
local 
authorities 

    Successful in 
combining the data 
used with reader-
friendly 
illustrations, 
figures and 
graphics. 

  

Partnership 
and 
cooperation 
framwork 

Useful base facts for 
our future activities 
and priorities 

      

NGO-sector An impressive 
amount of data  
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What are its main weaknesses? 
Summary of response to open-ended question: What are its main weaknesses? 
Organisatio
n 

Related to data Related to 
indicators 

Related to 
communication 

Related to missing 
information or topics 

NGO-
Environme
nt 

Data for many 
species or sub 
basins are 
missing  
Not always 
explained why 
the data is 
missing,  

Some important 
indicators are 
not operational 
yet (e.g. by-
catch). 

    

NGO-
Environme
nt 

    Main problems are 
not spelled out with 
sufficient clarity. It is 
difficult for the 
reader to get an 
understanding from 
the report as to why 
the status of the 
Baltic Sea has not 
improved enough.   
Information is often 
presented in figures 
and maps but not 
reflected enough in 
the text. Develop to 
appeal to the reader 
in a narrative style 
and not just be a 
summary of the 
associated 
descriptive 
results.Some terms 
should be better 
defined, for example 
“not good status”      
Importance to put 
greater weight and 
emphasis on the 
communicative 
language of this 
grounded scientific 
report in the 
executive summary 
and overall 
conclusion.  
Choice of what and 
how to present in the 
figures (for example 
to portray fishing 
pressure by fish 
species and not by 

The element of protection of 
the marine ecosystem is 
currently lacking in some 
chapters, especially Chapter 3 
 Chapter 7 focuses on what 
HELCOM has done for the 
Baltic Sea so far, but missed 
the opportunity to outline 
what actions should be done 
in the future to achieve the 
original goals of the BSAP. 
 Short on addressing the gaps 
that still need to be tackled to 
deliver on an improved state 
of the Baltic Sea as well as 
sufficiently outlining what the 
countries across the Baltic 
need to do to change the 
negative trends of the main 
pressures identified.  
Missing is a vision and a way 
forward to the conclusion of 
this extensive work.  
The report would benefit 
from making a comparison to 
the HOLAS I report on what 
has improved, what has been 
less successful and most 
importantly why. 
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Summary of response to open-ended question: What are its main weaknesses? 
Organisatio
n 

Related to data Related to 
indicators 

Related to 
communication 

Related to missing 
information or topics 

fishing gear or 
excluding fishing in 
the cumulative 
impacts) could leave 
readers with very 
different 
understanding and 
interpretation of the 
report analysis and 
perceived impact of 
the human activities 
to the Baltic Sea.   

NGO-
Environme
nt 

"Age" of data 
used. In case of 
fisheries 
management, 
on a stock basis 
a year or two 
can see a lot of 
change in the 
stock's and 
fisheries' 
dynamics 

      

NGO-
Environme
nt 

_incompletenes
s of data for 
certain 
Contracting 
Parties and 
pressures (e.g. 
fisheries) 

    lack of analysis of regional 
environmental policy impact 
on progress towards GES   

NGO-
Environme
nt 

Knowledge gaps 
and missing 
data. 
Information 
could be made 
available on why 
these no 
information/no 
data situations 
exist? What 
initiatives (if 
any) are ongoing 
to fix it? 

      

Intergovern
mental 

There are 
significant data 
gaps and a lack 
of time series 
data 
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Summary of response to open-ended question: What are its main weaknesses? 
Organisatio
n 

Related to data Related to 
indicators 

Related to 
communication 

Related to missing 
information or topics 

Intergovern
mental 

 Lack of 
sufficient 
detailed spatial 
and temporal 
data for both 
the pressures 
and impacts 
core indicators 

      

Intergovern
mental 

So much 
information that 
was not 
available. 

    Uneven use of references 
between chapters. 

Network of 
local 
authorities 

    There is a great deal 
of text which can be 
rather 
overwhelming. 
Perhaps more 
pictures/graphics in 
the main part could 
keep people more 
engaged. Also a 
glossary of terms 
might be helpful. 

  

Network of 
regional 
authorities 

    Even the holistic 
approach is very 
practical way to 
present the state of 
the environment, 
there may be a risk 
that it is not effective 
enough. It may be 
difficult to point out 
concrete suggestions 
for improvement.  

  

Partnership 
and 
cooperatio
n framwork 

    The report can 
contain conclusions, 
a summary or a 
separate fact sheet 
for policymakers.  

  

NGO-sector       Transport (shipping), Tourism 
and recreational fisheries  

NGO-sector     in some cases it is 
difficult to 
understand what 
these info-graphics. 
Consider a more 
concise summary. 

  

NGO-sector       Internal nutrient cycle 
missing 
The effect of climate change 
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Summary of response to open-ended question: What are its main weaknesses? 
Organisatio
n 

Related to data Related to 
indicators 

Related to 
communication 

Related to missing 
information or topics 
should be estimated at least 
on rough quantitative 
amount level, not only "will 
increase N runoff" etc. 

Specialized 
agency 

     The assessment is 
very long;  more 
efforts on key 
messages in the very 
beginning of the 
report. 

 Reflection on a joint 
HELCOM/OSPAR approach: 
also include an explanation of 
the reason as to why the 
HELCOM and OSPAR 
assessments are different in 
the Kattegat area. 
How the work support the 
effectiveness of EU policies 
e.g. with a separate section 
under the implementation of 
the BSAP. 

Partnership 
and 
cooperatio
n 
framework 

More data, 
knowledge and 
indicators 

  Many of the graphs 
presented quite 
complicated. 
Including too many 
variables in the same 
graph makes them 
very hard to 
understand. 
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