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Background 

HOD 57-2019 took note of document 4-20 on future work on HELCOM Indicators, considered the 
indicators identified to be of high priority by the first indicator workshop (outlined in table 2 with 
dark grey colour), considered the topic specific workplans and associated resource requirements 
(also outlined in table 2), and agreed on the areas of priority where development work is to be 
carried out for HOLAS III. HOD 57-2019 approved the work outlined in Step 5 of the future work on 
HELCOM indicators process, in line with the agreed prioritization and plans outlined under each topic 
(Outcome of HOD 57-2019, paras. 4.46-4.47 and 4.51). The table below (Table 1) reflects the section 
on marine litter indicators (extracted from table 2 of document 4-20 to HOD 57-2019): 

 

Indicator name/topic Policy relevance 
(prioritization, see colours) 

Proposed development Resource needs (further details on 
work involved provided in the 
workplans) 

Litter Beach litter BSAP – ‘Hazardous 
substances’ 
(Pollution/Hazardous 
substances and litter) 
MSFD – D10C1 

Operational indicator is 
the aim 

• Guidelines (1 week per national 
expert) 

• Maintained participation in expert 
groups and ideally participation of 
common persons at all relevant 
expert for a 

• Threshold value finalization 
(coordinated with EU TG ML) 

• Methodology for historical data 
from different monitoring 
approaches (1-2 weeks per expert in 
a smaller group) 

• Longer-term work on biological 
impacts 

 Litter on the 
seafloor 

BSAP – ‘Hazardous 
substances’ 
(Pollution/Hazardous 
substances and litter) 
MSFD – D10C1 

Operational indicator is 
the aim (at least where 
monitoring exits) 

• As above 

 Microlitter in 
the 
watercolumn 
(sediments) 

BSAP – ‘Hazardous 
substances’ 
(Pollution/Hazardous 
substances and litter) 
MSFD – D10C2 

Possible descriptive 
information based on 
data available 

• Microlitter guideline 

• Microlitter workshop 

• Longer-term work on biological 
impacts 

Table 1.- Extract of table 2 of document 4-20 to HOD 57-2019 on litter indicators. Please note that green 

indicates the aim/expectation to achieve an operational indicator by autumn 2021. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/4-20%20Future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20Indicators.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2057-2019.pdf
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Following HODs decisions, the EN-Marine Litter considered the workplan for litter and commented 

on the section on “An operational beach litter indicator” as follows:  

- the process of conducting an assessment of beach litter in the Baltic Sea could be based on 
the use of the previously agreed seven categories of litter material in the Baltic Sea. The next 
step would be to have a common database, since currently data are hosted nationally or 
provided to HELCOM on an ad-hoc data call (e.g. SPICE project). Then, there is a need to 
establish baseline and threshold values, which following the discussions at EU level, would be 
the total litter items/100 m beach. Additionally, it may be relevant to compile information on 
specific litter items which could be of benefit for the evaluation of the implementation of 
specific actions in the RAP on Marine Litter;  

- the EU ‘joint litter category’ list adopted at the last MSCG meeting (according to the draft 
outcome of the meeting) could be used in the Baltic Sea region. However, there is a need to 
further work on the aggregation of categories at subcategory level, since at this stage there is 
not a 1 to 1 match of the litter items in the EU list to the litter lists in use in the Baltic Sea;  

The meeting agreed that the lead on the beach litter indicator (Poland) together with the co-lead 

countries (Denmark and Sweden) will discuss ways forward on the work on the indicator and provide 

a document containing their proposals to the network for their contribution aiming at submitting it 

to STATE & CONSERVATION 12-2020 for consideration. The lead and co-leads of the indicator shared 

a first draft with their proposals with the EN-Marine Litter on 28 February. Input was provided by 

Denmark, EU, Germany and Sweden. In particular, EU indicated preferring a variant of the proposed 

scenario “c” towards a harmonized Baltic Sea wide monitoring and assessment of beach litter, i.e. 

that HELCOM countries agree on using the same harmonized protocol for identifying beach litter 

items in all parts of the Baltic Sea, based on EUs revised Joint category list for marine litter items. This 

should also include all items with link to relevant HELCOM RAP and EU actions (e.g. on SUPs, fishery-

related waste, EPS/EXP items etc.) within the monitoring protocol, so that monitoring data can better 

support the assessment of effectiveness of HELCOM and EU (such as MSFD, SUP) actions. 

A more elaborated draft addressing the input provided was again shared with the EN-Marine Litter 

for consideration.  

This document contains the proposals by the EN-Marine Litter on ways forward on the work on the 

beach litter indicator towards its operationalisation by HOLAS III, with the understanding that it 

would need to be approved, at the latest, in the fall State & Conservation meeting 2021. The 

proposals focus on four issues: 

1. Possible scenarios towards a harmonized Baltic Sea (BS) wide monitoring and assessment of 

beach litter; 

2. Revision of information on national monitoring program as contained in the HELCOM 

monitoring sub-programme of beach litter; 

3. The issue of a common database to host HELCOM beach litter monitoring data; and 

4. Options for the assessment of the indicator within HOLAS III. 

Action 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- discuss the proposed scenarios towards a harmonized Baltic Sea wide monitoring and 

assessment of beach litter and agree the scenario to choose in preparation for HOLAS III; 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%209%20Marine%20litter_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20Rev.1.docx
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- agree on the need for countries to update information on their national monitoring 

programs (e.g. number of stations, type of stations, monitoring frequency) as contained in 

the HELCOM monitoring sub-programme of beach litter;  

- agree on whether a separate HELCOM database should be created or whether some of 

existing databases can be used (e.g. EMODnet, EEA MLW or ICES DOME databases).; and 

- agree on options for the assessment of the indicator within HOLAS III. 
- approve  that the topic specific indicator development workplan is updated accordingly.   
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Plans for further work related to the development of the Beach litter 

Indicator  

Background: the role of HELCOM indicators 
HELCOM began to develop core indicators to enable the follow-up of the effectiveness of the Baltic 

Sea Action Plan and to measure the progress towards good environmental status of the Baltic Sea, 

including coastal and transitional waters. Core indicators form the critical set of indicators which are 

needed to regularly assess the status of the Baltic Sea marine environment against a definition of 

Good Environmental Status (GES) and targets set to achieve GES. 

A core indicator describes a scientifically sound phenomenon and is based on measurements, 
observations or validated models. Whenever ecologically relevant, core indicators are Baltic-wide. 
The area of applicability is expressed through HELCOM assessment units defined in the HELCOM 

Monitoring and Assessment Strategy1 [13]. They are commonly agreed among HELCOM countries 
based on commonly adopted quantitative threshold values or environmental targets. State core 
indicators evaluate the status against a quantitative threshold value, whereas pressure core 
indicators measure the progress towards an environmental target. The threshold value or 
environmental target, the indicator assessment protocol and the general indicator concept is 
described in detail in the core indicator report. A core indicator measures the progress towards 
reaching a Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) objective, which are defined for the four strategic goals of 
the BSAP (Figure 1). For those Contracting Parties that are also EU Member States, the core 
indicators can also be used to assess criteria under the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive 
(MSFD). 

 

 

Figure 1 Scheme representing the for strategic goals as contained in the Baltic Sea Action Plan. 

Pre-core indicators have been identified as necessary by the HELCOM Contracting Parties for BSAP 

and MSFD purposes. The indicator, usually under development, has not yet been agreed upon as a 

core indicator. 

Candidate indicators are indicators on which there is not yet sufficient understanding of the concept, 

but where a need for an indicator has been identified to cover gaps in the requirements of the BSAP 

or the MSFD. 

Status of beach litter monitoring  
The status of national beach litter monitoring in the Baltic Sea today is, that even though there is an 

adopted HELCOM monitoring sub-programme on beach litter and HELCOM monitoring guidelines on 

beach litter, countries use different monitoring protocols for identifying and reporting beach litter 

items, i.e. MARLIN/UNEP protocol, OSPAR protocol and to some extent nationally adapted protocols 

 
1 HELCOM (2013) HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy 
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration/Adopted_endorsed%20docume
nts/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy.pdf. Accessed 25 Feb 2020 

http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration/Adopted_endorsed%20documents/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration/Adopted_endorsed%20documents/Monitoring%20and%20assessment%20strategy.pdf
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to EU joint list for marine litter items. Thus, data are not fully harmonized and can in Baltic wide 

assessments mainly be compared at the material category level and not for specific type of litter 

items. An additional effort was made however when conducting the HOLAS II process, with the 

support of the EU Interreg SPICE project, to identify the top litter items in the region. For that 

purpose, an analysis and merging exercise of litter items in different monitoring protocols was 

conducted with the support of the EN-Marine Litter.  

In relation to the HELCOM pre-core indicator on beach litter as it is today, it is not adequate to 

support data that can be linked to specific measures in the Regional Action Plan on Marine Litter 

(RAP) in a uniform way in different Baltic Sea sub-basins. To follow up the accomplishment of specific 

measures in the RAP, the litter categories need to be on a more detailed level than grouped in 7 

material categories. Therefore, the following alternatives are identified:  

1. Possible scenarios towards a harmonized Baltic Sea (BS) wide monitoring and assessment of 

beach litter: 

a) National monitoring in the BS will continues as it is now using different protocols for 
identifying and reporting beach litter items, i.e. MARLIN/UNEP protocol, OSPAR protocol and 
some extent of nationally adapted protocols to EU joint list for marine litter items. 
Subsequently, data can in the Baltic wide assessment mainly be compared at the material 
category level and not for specific type of litter items. 

Pros: 

- Assessments using data from different applied monitoring protocols can relatively be 
performed as also presented by the SPICE project; 

- Assessment of amounts (and not composition of litter) can be performed using e.g. 
EN-ML generated (sub)regional baseline values and EU proposed threshold levels on 
total litter amounts per 100 m beach. The prerequisite would be that the defined 
data clean-up used for baseline and threshold is usable for the data of the different 
applied monitoring protocols too e.g. if cigarette butts and plastic and polystyrene 
fragments <2.5 cm were removed from some of the datasets, which needs to be 
checked. 

Cons: 

- Not fully harmonized protocols applied by countries in the Baltic Sea, and data for 
composition of litter are not all comparable; 

- Difficult to link to specific actions in the RAP in a uniform way in different Baltic Sea 
sub-basins. 

b) EN-Marine Litter agrees on a set of aggregated “B-codes” that can be used to define some 
comparative subgroups of beach litter items at a more detailed level than at the general 
material level – so it is possible to bridge between MARLIN/UNEP, OSPAR and EU’s revised 
joint list for marine litter items, e.g. evaluate those defined and applied in the JRC report on 
“Top Marine Beach Litter Items in Europe” (2017) (Table A1 in the document). This should 
include considerations if certain items with a link to relevant HELCOM RAP (and EU) actions 
(e.g. on SUPs, fishery-related waste, EPS/EXP items etc.) on combatting litter should be 
addressed on the item list (e.g. as sub-categories for specific items) within the monitoring 
protocol, so monitoring data can support the assessment of effectiveness of HELCOM 
actions.  

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC108181/technical_report_top_marine_litter_items_eur_29249_en_pdf.pdf
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EN-Marine Litter can develop a proposal on how the monitoring data resulting from the 
application of different protocols for beach litter used today can be harmonized, based on 
the Joint Litter Category list, and with HELCOM RAP and EU MSFD to fulfil the aim to follow 
up implementation of measures against litter in the Baltic Sea.  

This will, as a first step, imply an EN-Marine Litter exercise where all EU codes (i.e. G-codes 
from Joint litter category list) are matched with their respective codes for litter items used in 
the different protocols (i.e. UNEP/MARLIN, OSPAR, nationally adapted protocols) applied by 
countries in the Baltic Sea – and an evaluation of the possibilities for further aggregation of 
litter codes between applied monitoring protocols can then be performed as a second step. 
This exercise has not currently been included in the EU TG-ML and EMODnet work on 
developing a Joint litter category list. 

Pros:  
- All countries can continue using the methodology and protocol they use today and 

there is no need to make a lot of efforts to translate historical data; 
- Since the Joint litter category list cannot be used for one-to-one comparison of 

different applied protocols in the Baltic Sea, because there will not be results on item 
level in all cases. Sub-categories must be developed if needed and some litter items 
may not be relevant for the evaluation of actions in the RAP. 

Cons:  
- Not all RAP-relevant items on the Joint litter category list can be specifically 

addressed. Scenario b) will miss details on e.g. several SUPs, EPS items and fishery 
related items etc., because not all of them are specifically included on the existing 
MARLIN and/or OSPAR lists for monitored litter items, but they will be registered as 
part of some broader group descriptions for litter categories. 

c) HELCOM countries agree on using the same harmonized protocol for identifying beach litter 
items in all parts of the BS, i.e. either the MARLIN/UNEP protocol, the OSPAR protocol or a 
partly or fully adapted protocol to EUs revised Joint category list for marine litter items. This 
could also include considerations if certain items with link to relevant HELCOM RAP (and EU) 
actions (e.g. on SUPs, fishery-related waste, EPS/EXP items etc.) on combatting litter should 
be addressed on the item list (e.g. as sub-categories for specific items) within the monitoring 
protocol (e.g. as subgroups to existing codes), so monitoring data can better support the 
assessment of effectiveness of HELCOM actions.  

To be able to compare with historical data, this will also imply as a first step to perform an 
exercise where all EU codes (i.e. G-codes from the Joint litter category list) are matched with 
their respective codes for litter items used in the different existing protocols (i.e. 
UNEP/MARLIN, OSPAR, nationally adapted protocols) applied by countries in the Baltic Sea. 

Pros:  

- The same protocol for all BS countries would make data comparable between 
countries, and all analyses of data will be much easier in the future. There would not 
be a need to do aggregations of data since data are currently at an acceptable level. 

Cons:  
- Countries will lose previous data – if a way to take care of historical data is not found, 

which is almost comparable with work done in the previous proposal to investigate 
how a translation between data can be done.  
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2. Revise information on current national monitoring programs: 

- Number of sites, their type including precise definitions of the types, length, GPS 

locations and other relevant station information 

- Number of surveys per year per beach, number of years with available monitoring 

data 

- Categorization method: EU TG-ML, OSPAR, MARLIN 

- Applicable QA/QC procedures on reported data 

The update of HELCOM monitoring sub-program on beach litter will be coordinated by the 

HELCOM Secretariat due to a lack of a leading country for the process. 

3. Discuss the issue of a common database: 

A common database for beach litter data is key to the possibility of carrying out assessments of the 

status of the marine environment in terms of this indicator. Therefore, it should be considered 

whether a separate database should be created or whether some of existing databases can be used 

(e.g. EMODnet, EEA MLW or ICES DOME databases). 

TGML has requested to send data from 2017 in the recommended EMODnet data formats. It is 
possible also for EN-Litter to use these database report formats assuming that all Baltic countries will 
prepare and allow EN-Litter access to their national data stored in this EMODnet database. However, 
it should be discussed who would deal with the data analyses for the Baltic area, if separate 
assessments are needed for the Baltic Sea, e.g. for the HOLAS III assessment. 
 

4. Options for the assessment of the indicator within HOLAS III 

As all countries carry out beach litter monitoring, there is adequate spatial and temporal data in the 

Baltic Sea region to assess the status of the environment in terms of this indicator. The threshold 

value proposal under consideration at EU level for beach litter refers only to the total amount of 

litter items per 100 m beach. Using national databases set up in accordance with the EU TG-ML 

recommendation will allow the assessment using the EU TG ML threshold value for those countries 

being EU members and also extension of information that may be combined with the RAP ML. Issues 

to consider are as follows: 

- At what level of detail should data be collected and recorded in the database is to be 

considered; 

- Given the assessment period 2016-2021, providing data to the database would take place in 

two stages: (i) data from 2016-2019 for initial processing and (ii) data from 2020 -2021;   

- The possibility of defining threshold values at regional level in accordance with the EU TG-ML 

methodology could be discussed; 

- It is necessary to specify the scale of the assessment (level 3, level 2 or national); 

- Data should be also discussed in terms of trends. 


