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Background 
STATE & CONSERVATION 10-2019 invited Germany to compile an overview of monitoring programmes for 

seabirds at sea within HELCOM and present the information at STATE & CONSERVATION 12-2020.  

This document contains an overview of offshore seabird monitoring programmes of HELCOM Contracting 

Parties and relevant archived data from previous studies in the HELCOM region as of December 2019. The 

overview was prepared by Nele Markones (Germany), contact person for the HELCOM Guidelines for seabirds 

at sea monitoring.  

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information. 
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Overview of offshore seabird monitoring programmes in the HELCOM region: status and 

previous studies in the single Contracting Parties 

All HELCOM Contracting Parties (CPs) have been engaged in at-sea survey activities and several, but not all 

of them, are running a regular monitoring programme. Building on national efforts, coordinators of national 

monitoring programmes have formed a network to collaborate on joint large-scale survey activities to 

provide the basis for indicator work, for overall population estimates and trends, as well as for distribution 

and sensitivity maps. In early 2016, national survey efforts of all HELCOM CPs except for Russia have been 

combined and synchronized to cover major parts of the Baltic Sea. Data has been collated and external 

datasets of covariates for the modelling process have been collected. First results have been presented at 

the 2019 annual meeting of the Joint OSPAR/HELCOM/ICES Working Group on Seabirds (JWGBIRD) in 

Sept/Oct 2019 in Tartu, Estonia (report in preparation). A second joint survey has been commenced in early 

2020. Due to regionally unfavourable weather conditions, aerial surveys could not be carried out in some 

parts of the Baltic Sea and several countries (i.e. Estonia, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania) had to postpone their 

survey efforts to midwinter 2021. Conditions in other countries were much more favourable and allowed a 

comprehensive coverage. Survey status and an approach for the successful completion probably including 

resampling to account for internannual variation will be discussed at the JWGBIRD 2020 meeting. 

Finland 

The national monitoring programme comprises aerial surveys that cover the regularly ice-free areas during 

winter. 

Previous studies: Four monitoring routes in the Åland Sea and Archipelago Sea are regularly covered by 

ship. Three of the routes have started in the early 1970s and have been carried out yearly since 1996. The 

total length of these three routes is ca. 200 km. The fourth route is placed in the middle of the Archipelago 

Sea along the ship route from mainland to Åland. This has been carried out regularly since 1994 and is ca. 

80 km long. 

Contact: Pekka Rusanen, Markku Mikkola-Roos 

Estonia 

The national monitoring programme started with the full coverage aerial survey in winter 2015/2016. 

Monitoring surveys will be carried out by plane in spring, summer (moulting period, August) and winter. A 

full coverage survey cycle is scheduled once per six year period in winter (next: 2019/2020). Geographically 

floating partial coverage surveys will be carried out in the remaining years and seasons. 

Previous studies: ESTMAR (2011), GORWIND (2011/2012), MARMONI (2014), NEMA (2016), PÕÕSASPEA 

migration (2004-2019), 

Contact: Leho Luigujõe 

Latvia 

The national monitoring programme started with the full coverage aerial survey in winter 2015/2016. 

Monitoring surveys in autumn and winter will be carried out by plane and surveys in spring by ship. Full 

coverage aerial surveys are scheduled two times per six-year period in autumn (October/November) and 

three times per six-year period in winter (next winter survey probably 2021). Ship-based surveys in spring 

will cover SPA sites two times per six-year period. 
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Previous studies: Aerial surveys have been carried out in the Gulf of Riga in spring, summer, autumn and 

winter in the GORWIND project (2011/2012) and in winter in the MARMONI project (2014). Most part of 

the Latvian territorial waters have been covered in different seasons by ship surveys in Baltic MPA project 

(2006–2008). 

NB: The biodiversity monitoring programme has been underfunded, so there is no guarantee to have 

funding for the planned activities. 

Contact: Ainars Aunins 

Lithuania 

Starting in 2017, a new State environment monitoring programme has come into force that includes 

surveys of seabirds in marine Natura 2000 sites. Three ship-based surveys should be carried out in 

December–March period, once in three years. The first surveys are planned for the wintering season 2019–

2020, with the tendering procedure still ongoing as of mid-December 2019. No separate monitoring of 

wintering seabirds under the implementation of MSFD requirements is currently foreseen – it is expected 

that monitoring of marine Natura 2000 sites will satisfy the needs of MSFD as well. 

Previous studies: Aerial surveys (approximating total counts) were carried out since the late 1980s (for 

several years also the Russian waters of the Kaliningrad Region were included), but they covered only 

coastal waters and ended in the early 2000s. Offshore areas were surveyed from various ships by G. Vaitkus 

in 1993–1997 for his doctoral thesis. Another offshore ship-based survey was carried out in March 1999. 

NB: The monitoring programme is known to be underfunded so there is no guarantee to have funding for 

the planned activities. 

Contact: Mindaugas Dagys 

Russia 

At present no official fixed seabird monitoring scheme (ship/plane) is carried out in the Kaliningrad region 

and the Gulf of Finland. 

In the Gulf of Finland, two aerial surveys have been carried out in spring 2016 for “Nord Stream 2 AG”. 

These have been the first surveys of that kind for the region. 

In the Kaliningrad region, seabird monitoring was conducted in previous years to evaluate the impact of oil 

extraction by "Lukoil - Kaliningradmorneft". Currently, these works are not carried out and are not planned. 

The database and Geographic Information System «Ecomorneft» for the study period from 2003 to 2015 is 

owned by “Lukoil - Kaliningradmorneft”. A further study was carried out in summer 2016 (June-September) 

for “Lukoil - Kaliningradmorneft”. 

Contact: Julia Bublichenko (Gulf of Finland), Gennady Grishanov (Kaliningrad region 2003-2015), Julia 

Loshchagina (Kaliningrad region since 2016) 

Poland 

The national monitoring programme started in 2011. It comprises yearly ship-based surveys in January 

along a fixed route. Most of the important areas for wintering seabirds are covered. The polish part of 

Southern Middle Bank is not covered by monitoring, which is partly in the Polish EEZ and was indicated by 

Skov et al. 2011 as an important wintering site e.g. for Long-tailed duck. 

Contact: Włodzimierz Meissner, Dominik Marchowski 
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Sweden 

Sweden has no long-term monitoring scheme for air- or ship-based seabird surveys of offshore areas. In 

2016 Sweden participated in the joint Baltic Sea survey, and it is likely that Sweden will take part in the 

survey 2020 as well. However, financial issues are still to be solved. 

Data are at the moment in a PARADOX database but it will be changed into another format as Paradox is no 

longer supported. The development of a new database structure will be influenced by what exchange 

formats that will be available for international reporting. 

Previous studies: Offshore surveys with differing coverage have been carried out since 2007 (large-scale in 

2009 and 2016). 

Contact: Fredrik Haas, Leif Nilsson 

Denmark 

The national monitoring programme started in the year 2000. It currently comprises a full coverage of inner 

Danish waters and with some irregularity also good parts of the North Sea every third winter as well as 

reduced parts in summer every six years for moulting surveys. National midwinter surveys were conducted 

in 2000, 2004, 2008, 2013, 2016 and 2020, and summer surveys were conducted in 2006, 2012 and 2018. 

Deviation from the "every three winter" intension was caused for administrative reasons and due to 

weather constrains. In addition, annual total counts and line transect surveys are derived for a subset of 

areas for trend analyses (three days of aerial surveys plus land-based counts). 

The monitoring schedule for 2020-2026 has recently been set. The present monitoring scheme for 

wintering and moulting waterbirds will continue with minor changes. Monitoring requirements in relation 

to the MSFD are also carried out, but under a different scheme. 

In Denmark there is access to seabird monitoring data from a number of offshore wind farms. Such data, 

collected in restricted areas and with a high temporal frequency, have proven valuable in combination with 

more large-scale surveys at lower temporal frequency. 

In a new approach, survey data are used to calculate bird days per area in selected SPAs, allowing to 

estimate food consumption of benthic feeding seaducks and thus relate bird occurrence more closely to 

management requirements (Petersen et al., 2016). 

Contact: Ib Krag Petersen 

Germany 

The national Natura 2000/MSFD offshore monitoring programme started in 2008 (in 2004 in the Schleswig-

Holstein offshore area). Large-scale aerial surveys are complemented by ship-based surveys (dedicated 

surveys as well as usage of ships of opportunity). Full-coverage aerial surveys of the German Baltic Sea and 

North Sea waters are carried out 2–3 times per six-year period in winter, late summer and autumn. A 

subset of the most important areas is covered in the years between as well as during other seasons. The 

monitoring programme includes digital surveys for covering windfarm areas and surroundings. 

Performance of digital survey methods is currently evaluated and compared to observer-based surveys. 

Previous studies: A comprehensive dataset comprising ship-based survey data from 1990 onwards for the 

German North Sea and from the year 2000 onwards for the German Baltic Sea as well as large-scale aerial 

survey data of both seas from 2002 onwards is maintained using an ESAS compatible data structure. 
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Contact: Nele Markones, Stefan Garthe 

 

 

Figure 1. Survey design of running Seabirds-at-Sea monitoring programmes and (in the case of Norway, Spain 
and Portugal) survey effort of recent years respectively in the OSPAR and HELCOM regions. Not yet depicted 
are recent monitoring efforts of Ireland. Portugal covered large areas during the years of 2004–2018. Major 
parts are not shown in the map as they probably do not correspond to future monitoring efforts. 
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Table 1. Overview of national offshore seabird monitoring programmes in the HELCOM region as of 

December 2019. 

 FI EE LV LT RU PL SE DK DE 

Status monitoring programme 
(running R; in prep. + survey concept 
available PC; in prep. + no formal plans 
yet PN; no plans N; other O) 

R R R R N R R R R 

Start year monitoring 2016 2016 
2016 

(2011) 
2019 

(2012) 
- 2011 (2007) 2000 

2008 
(2002) 

Does monitoring include winter 
surveys? (NO / FULL coverage / 
PARTs covered) 

PART PART 
FULL 

+ 
PART 

PART NO PART FULL 
(almost) 

FULL 
+ 

PART 

FULL 
+ 

PART 

Interval of winter surveys (No. of 
surveys per 6 year period) 

1 1 

FULL: 
1, 

PART: 
5 

2 0 6 
FULL: 

1? 

FULL: 
2, 

PART: 
6 

FULL:
2, 

PART: 
4 

Other seasons during which monitoring 
takes place (spring SP, summer SU, 
autumn AU) 

 
SP, 
SU, 
AU 

(SP, 
AU) 

SP    SU 
SP, 
SU, 
AU 

Platform (ship S, plane P) P (S) P (S) P (S) S S/P S P P P (S) 

Line transect LT / strip transect ST / 
other O 

 LT LT LT  LT ST LT LT 

Shape of transect lines or study area 
available? (Y/N) 

Y Y Y Y  Y Y Y Y 

Archived data of earlier Seabirds at sea 
studies available? (N/ give sampling 
years) 

1970-
now 

2011/ 
2012, 
2014 

2011/ 
2012 
2014 
2016 
2019 
plane; 
earlier 
ship 
data 

1993-
1997 
1999 

2006–
2008 

2012–
2013 
2016 

2003–
2016 

 
2007–
2016, 
… 

 

NS: 
1990–
now, 
BS: 

2000–
now 

Database management system / data 
format 

 xls 
XLS 
MDB 

xls, 
mdb 

 xls 
Para-
dox 

 
Oracle

csv, 
xls,… 

Data structure? (compatible with ESAS / 
Other O) 

 ESAS ESAS ESAS   
ESAS

? 
 ESAS 

Data is / will be transferred to ESAS / 
HELCOM db (Y/N) 

Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y 

 


