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Background 

This document summarises the recent development work on the abundance indicator for harbour 
porpoises by the indicator working group.  

Action 
 
The Meeting is invited to consider progress of indicator development and to discuss further 
development work in light of the HOLAS III timelines. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Summary on the abundance indicator development for 

harbour porpoises 

February 2021, Indicator working group 
Lead: Anita Gilles (DE), Julia Carlström (SE), National members: Michael Dähne (DE), Dominik 

Nachtsheim (DE), Olli Loisa (FI), Iwona Pawliczka (PL), Kylie Owen (SE), Signe Sveegaard (DK), Ida 

Carlén (ASCOBANS JG chair) 

Overview  

This core indicator evaluates whether the absolute abundance and the trend in abundance of harbour 
porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) in the Baltic Sea is adversely affected due to anthropogenic pressures, 

and whether its long-term viability is ensured. For harbour porpoises, abundance is one of the primary 
indicators for the species (D1C2: The population abundance of the species is not adversely affected 

due to anthropogenic pressures, such that its long-term viability is ensured). The current proposal for 
harbour porpoise abundance assessment will be based on key site as well as management unit level 

surveys (also see outcomes of 2019 HELCOM indicator workshop). Data from the latter should be 
available for HOLAS III. Threshold values may be developed for HOLAS III, depending on funding being 

made available, though supporting information and an initial assessment should be possible. 

There are two harbour porpoise populations within the HELCOM management area: the Belt Sea 

population and the Baltic Proper population. These two populations are separate management units 
that must be assessed separately. For the Belt Sea population, there are data available from dedicated 

visual surveys including SCANS (1994, 2005, 2016) and Mini-SCANS surveys (2012, 2020), as well as 
visual data from national monitoring programmes and passive acoustic data for some areas. For the 

Baltic Proper population, there are only passive acoustic data available, from the SAMBAH project 
(2011-2013) and national monitoring programmes. 

 

Progress since HELCOM EG MAMA 14 

Dataflow / HELCOM Biodiversity database: Two meetings have been held with HELCOM to discuss 
delivery of national acoustic monitoring data to the HELCOM Biodiversity database. During the 

meetings it became clear that there is very little harmonisation in data collection between countries 
which should be improved (and will be addressed in SAMBAH II, see below). This means that, although 
acoustic monitoring programmes are completed in Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Poland, and Finland, 

the data between these regions are not currently comparable without considerable amounts of time 
dedicated to re-processing. These issues relate to differences in the way data are processed, cropped, 



filtered and summarised, and the extent of visual validation that is completed. A short-term solution 
is currently under development by HELCOM, which would enable all countries to report processed 

data into the HELCOM database, and highlight how the data were collected, filtered and processed. 
This implies that the HELCOM Biodiversity database would enable users to identify what data are 

available where, and contact the person with the data of interest if further analyses are needed. It will 
not be possible (or accurate) to download these data and use them for any form of Baltic-wide 

analysis, meaning that even after delivery, these data are unlikely to be of use for HOLAS III (see 
section on SAMBAH II LIFE for further information on future improvements). 

SAMBAH II LIFE: An application has been submitted to the EU LIFE program by a consortium of 17 
organisations across seven countries (Denmark, Germany, Poland, Lithuania, Estonia, Finland, 

Sweden) to complete a six-year project on the critically Endangered Baltic Proper harbour porpoise 
population. Many of the actions of this project will be of relevance to indicator development including:  

- Action C2: abundance estimate and trend for the Baltic Proper population 
- Action C8: GES/FRV threshold modelling for the Belt Sea and Baltic Proper population; based 

on newly collected samples/data on life history parameters for the populations, updated 
porpoise abundance and density data, and information on the impact of human-induced 
threats (such as bycatch, prey reduction and underwater noise).  

- Action C7: Habitat and distribution modelling for the Baltic Proper population 
- Action E2: Harmonised monitoring guidelines for the Baltic Proper population 

The consortium will likely hear in July if the project has been funded. As the project starts in September 
2021, no results will be available for HOLAS III, but eventually for HOLAS IV. 

 

HELCOM BLUES: Project started in 2021, with Task 2.4 focusing on harbour porpoises. This task aims 

to improve harmonisation between HELCOM and OSPAR regarding the indicators on abundance by 
holding a workshop in May/June 2021 between HELCOM EG MAMA and OSPAR MMEG. The 

conclusions of this workshop will guide decisions regarding a suitable approach for assessing trend in 
abundance of the Belt Sea population, based on data from SCANS and MiniSCANS. If the method 

tested is successful, and available data are sufficient, it is possible that a trend in abundance indicator 
may be set for the Belt Sea population and a (partial) assessment completed for HOLAS III. 

Additionally, an expert-based qualitative assessment of the Baltic Proper population will be completed 
based on a literature review of historic abundance compared to current information (for HOLAS III). 
No indicator will be developed for this population by HOLAS III. 

 

Abundance indicator status by HOLAS III 

 Absolute abundance Trend in abundance 



 
Indicator 

developed 
Assessed 

Indicator 

developed 
Assessed 

Belt Sea No1 No1 Possibly2 Possibly2 

Baltic Proper No1 Yes1,3 No1 No1 

1 Possible after completion of SAMBAH II LIFE project (2021-2027). 

2 Dependent on suitability of method tested in HELCOM BLUES. 

3 Only qualitative  

Issues to solve 

For abundance indicator development, the largest issues surround a lack of data (in terms of both life 
history information and abundance data), as well as a lack of time allocated to complete the analyses 

required. It is hoped that the funding of HELCOM BLUES (and hopefully SAMBAH II LIFE) will enable at 
least some progress in the development of these indicators, but funding is still limited.  
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