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Note that this document was submitted after the established deadline. It will be decided by the 
Meeting whether the document can be discussed or is postponed to the next meeting. 

Background 

This document contains an overview of the status of the marine mammal health indicator. 

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

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



        
   
 
 

Status of the marine mammal health indicator 

The challenges for the marine mammal health indicator are: 

• Data from all contracting parties should be used 
Marine mammals are collected differently among the different countries; investigations on 
the health status and postmortem examinations are performed to different extent. Numbers 
of animals investigated differ widely, in some countries data on postmortem investigations 
of decades is available. Data from medicals of live-caught animals is sometimes available. 

• Data on all marine mammal species should be used 
Data on all marine mammal species in the HELCOM area should be integrated but is 
currently too sparse for assessment. The current data gathering may (or may not) result in 
more data so that an assessment is possible. 
 

• No GES 
It is currently not possible to set GES.  

 

1) Progress so far,  
 
So far, the work has focused on getting to the point where we can decide upon target organs 
and harmonizing parameters to be measured among the countries. 
 
Monitoring guidelines have been drafted for the marine mammals’ health indicator, which 
have helped to identify dissimilarities in data collection and harmonize the collection 
further. An example is agreeing upon how to assess levels of parasitic infections in different 
proposed target organs. 
 
 

2) Planned further work,  

Aim is to develop an updated and common protocol for necropsies and all indicators among 
the countries. 

As soon as new evidence for the development of indicator on chemical pollutant in marine 
mammals is available new initiatives can be started.  

Steps necessary to change the indicator “Nutritional status” into “blubber thickness” are 
being explored. 

The “Porpoise condition indicator” and what is expected to be evaluated by its development 
has to be defined, as well as potential overlap with existing/planned indicators. 

The procedure for the development of a new indicator (health indicator for marine mammal 
species) and the possibility for varying thresholds for the GES for the different indicators 
among regions of the HELCOM area are explored. 



        
   
 

 

3) Aim by HOLAS III,  
 
As changes to the indicators have to be presented in May at the latest, there is a lack of 
time. The health indicators will not be ready until HOLAS III. 

 

4) Brief summary of longer-term aspects,  
 
It is planned to harmonize monitoring protocols and baselines for indicator based on further 
practical exercises during necropsies of different marine mammal species. It has been 
agreed to catch up on this as soon as the situation allows it. Furthermore, future work on 
harmonizing not only the protocol, but the interpretation of pathological lesions, ergo health 
status and internationally unified database are planned.  
Add publications, ongoing work? 

5) Specific issues that may need to be addressed (e.g. barriers for development, issues expected to 
affect approval or requiring guidance e.g. changes to existing indicator approaches). 

 
Funding. Data acquisition and analyses. 
 
The work is very time consuming and the scientific work needed is extensive. For gaining 
acceptance, it could be important to put the results and conclusions under peer review. 
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