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Background 
In 2015, HELCOM bird experts have joined the Joint Working Group Bird (JWGBIRD), which formerly was 
composed of experts nominated by ICES and OSPAR CPs. The first common meeting was held in November 
2015, Copenhagen (full report: https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/JWG%20Bird-
306/MeetingDocuments/JWGBIRD_2015.pdf ). 
 
During the 2015 meeting of JWGBird (JWGBird 2015) progress was made in the development of the two 
HELCOM bird abundance core indicators, which were developed within the HELCOM CORESET II (2013-2015) 
project. Problems identified refer to the availability of data (including the question of public access to data 
delivered by NGOs) and the exact way of calculating the indicator (aggregation of assessments according to 
functional groups). The Lead Country has outlined a further indicator development plan focusing on 
intersessional indicator development work. The aim is to prepare the indicator evaluations in time for 
submission to JWGBird 2016 for review by the group. The work will be carried out in close coordination with 
the development of the HELCOM database on birds, under development in BalticBOOST WP 1.2. As data 
availability and the need for heavy data processing and indicator calculation was identified as crucial issues 
that need to be solved in order to deliver indicator evaluation to HOLAS II, it is considered relevant to ensure 
that data-arrangements are developed intersessionally.  
 
Based on survey methods developed in HELCOM BALSAM, a coordinated Baltic wide at-sea waterbird survey 
in winter 2015/2016 was planned (and in the meantime successfully conducted by aerial and ship-based 
counts). Experiences from that survey are thought to result in a concept of incorporating at-sea bird data into 
the wintering bird indicator, which is proposed to be a Term of Reference at the next JWGBird meeting 
(October 2016, Thetford, U.K.). 
 
Regarding bird conservation in the Baltic, HELCOM may profit from the results of a Term of Reference 
identifying gaps of knowledge in the interation of seabirds and offshore wind farms, highlighting the need of 
strategic studies on seabirds at wind farms. 
 
The draft JWGBird terms of reference for 2016 were developed by the experts during the 2015 meeting. The 
ToRs have been reviewed and endorsed by OSPAR BDC 2016 (29 February – 4 March), and have in principle 
been supported by ICES that will officially endorse the ToR pending endorsement by HELCOM STATE & 
CONSERVATION 4-2016. If STATE & CONSERVATION 4-2016 will propose changes to be made in the ToR, 
OSPAR BDC has indicated a need to review the proposed changes. The 2016 meeting is scheduled for 10-14 
October, to be held in the UK. 
 
 

Action requested 
- take note of the Outcome of JWGBIRD (2015) 

- endorse the draft Terms of Reference for 2016 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/JWG%20Bird-306/MeetingDocuments/JWGBIRD_2015.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/JWG%20Bird-306/MeetingDocuments/JWGBIRD_2015.pdf
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Proposed draft JWGBird Terms of Reference for 2016 
Note that the draft ToR have been developed by the Joint Working Group and are subject to finalization and 

adoption by all partners, HELCOM, ICES and OSPAR through their respective decision-making processes.  

The Joint ICES/OSPAR/HELCOM Working Group on Seabirds (JWGBIRD), chaired by Morten 

Frederiksen (Denmark), Ian Mitchell (UK) and Volker Dierschke (Germany), will meet at the British Trust for 

Ornithology (BTO) HQ in Thetford, UK, 10–14 October 2016 to:  

 

a ) Develop a concept for incorporating at-sea data in the abundance indicators of HELCOM and OSPAR 

(OSPAR MSFD common indicator B1 and HELCOM wintering waterbirds abundance core indicator). This 

will include:  

i ) Review of relevant data available from previous studies in the OSPAR area (respective 

information on seabird monitoring surveys carried out in the HELCOM area/ Baltic Sea since 

1991 was already made available in the HELCOM BALSAM seabird meta-database).  

ii ) Concept for coordinated large-scale at-sea surveys in the HELCOM and OSPAR areas in 

future years that will deliver the necessary data basis for the abundance indicator work 

(based on experiences during the HELCOM joint winter survey 2015/2016 and previous work 

in the North Sea using the ESAS data, see Annex 1 of the OSPAR CEMAP Guidelines for 

indicator B1-marine bird abundance).  

iii ) Methodological considerations for the development of abundance indicators derived from 

at-sea data, in combination with land-based count data where applicable.  

 

b ) Implementation of the EU Plan of Action on Seabird Bycatch, potentially in collaboration with WGBYC.  

i ) Gap analysis of what’s being done and what could/should be done. Identify mitigation 

measures appropriate to the bycatch-relevant fishing métiers in the OSPAR and HELCOM 

areas.  

ii ) How can we better use seabird samples from seabird bycatch on survey vessels (e.g. stable 

isotope analysis, ingested plastics, diet)?  

iii ) Bycatch from the NE Atlantic long-lining fleets – can we improve on knowledge of the 

extent of bycatch?  

 

c ) Review of threats to marine birds that breed or overwinter in the OSPAR and HELCOM areas and spend 

the rest of the year elsewhere (e.g. northern gannets that overwinter in Mauretania; roseate terns in 

overwinter along the coast of West Africa; long-tailed ducks that breed in Arctic Russia).  

 

d ) Non-native and invasive mammal predation. If something shall still be discussed in 2016 it could be ideas 

on research projects enhancing our understanding of predator–seabird interactions which might help to 

develop mitigation measures.  

 

e ) Strategic use of new technologies: e.g. tracking, digital aerial surveys, etc.  

i ) Sharing experiences of using new technologies.  

ii ) What key questions can we use them to answer?  

iii ) How can these be used with more traditional techniques for estimating abundance and 

demographic parameters?  

iv ) Which completely new technologies would be really useful? A wish-list.  

 

f ) Use of citizen science; can we use it more extensively than we already do?  

i ) Review of existing projects concerning seabirds, e.g. counts during breeding/wintering 

seasons and beached-bird surveys, with respect to their value for science and environmental 

assessments.  

ii ) How do we capacity-build (i.e. increase appropriate skills in volunteers)?  

iii ) How do we better use those highly skilled individuals?  
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Supporting Information Priority  The current activities of this Group will lead 

ICES into issues related to the ecosystem 

affects of fisheries, especially with regard to the 

application of the Precautionary Approach. 

Consequently, these activities are considered to 

have a very high priority.  

Scientific justification  Term of Reference a)  

ICES has played a key role in supporting the 

development of regional indicators of bird 

population status in the Greater North Sea 

since the inception of EcoQOs in 2001. The joint 

OSPAR/ICES Working Group was formed in 

2014 in order to e.g. take forward the further 

development and testing of these indicators. It 

was joined in 2015 by HELCOM to further 

enhance coherence of environmental status 

assessments between the two RSCs. Coherence 

in the assessments is seen as being of particular 

relevance for the highly mobile seabirds 

migrating across the two regions. Both RSCs 

adopted a first set of common or core 

indicators to support the implementation of the 

EU MSFD each including two common/core 

indicators for marine birds. The first 

assessments of the abundance indicators could 

not cover all relevant species as crucial data on 

at-sea occurrence had not been available. The 

task will be to form a concept for integrating 

at-sea data in the abundance indicators of 

HELCOM and OSPAR.  

Term of Reference b)  

In 2012, the EU Commission launched an 

Action Plan which includes 30 recommended 

actions in order to address the problem of 

incidental catches of seabirds in fishing gears. 

Though the ICES Working Group on Bycatch 

of Protected Species (WGBYC) generally deals 

with bycatch related issues, there is a close link 

to the work of JWGBIRD to the bycatch 

problem with regard to science and 

environmental assessment. The HELCOM core 

indicator “Number of drowned mammals and 

waterbirds in fishing gear” aims to quantify 

seabird bycatch in gillnets, with results 

expected to lead to implementation of 

mitigation measures in the frame of MSFD. It is 

relevant that seabird experts review the success 

of the Action Plan and more specifically the 

actions actually taken as well as to compare 

those measures with the current state of 

knowledge based on more recent research 

(such as the application of net panels and the 

coloration of monofilaments). Bycatch 

monitoring and case studies can supply 

corpses of killed seabirds, which could support 

science in general (i.e. examination of diet, 

stable-isotope analyses) or marine 

environmental monitoring of bycatch itself (e.g. 

age and sex classes of birds affected) or of 

marine pollution (ingested plastic, 

contaminants in tissues). Relevant 

recommendations for future monitoring 

strategies would enhance cost-effective and 
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comprehensive monitoring. JWGBird would 

appreciate to collaborate with WGBYC on 

these issues.  

Term of Reference c)  

Both OSPAR and HELCOM have implemented 

indicators measuring the abundance of 

seabirds in the breeding and wintering seasons. 

Most seabird species included in these 

indicators do not spend their whole annual 

cycle in the assessment areas, because as 

migratory birds they either leave to the west 

and south for distant wintering areas as far 

away as the Antarctic and Australia, or they 

breed in the Arctic of Eurasia and North 

America before and after spending winter in 

the NE Atlantic (including the Baltic Sea). 

Thus, the abundance of seabirds in OSPAR and 

HELCOM areas is influenced by factors acting 

outside these assessment areas and therefore 

observed trends have to be adjusted for 

external impacts in order to avoid erroneous 

conclusions, including measures derived from 

the assessment results. The task will be to 

identify relevant external influence on seabird 

abundance and how this knowledge can both 

be monitored and included into assessments.  

Term of Reference d) – 

Term of Reference e) 

– 

Term of Reference f) 

– 

Resource  

requirements 

The research programmes which provide the 

main input to this group are  

already underway, and resources are already 

committed. The additional resource required to 

undertake additional activities in the 

framework of this group is negligible. ICES 

members as well as HELCOM and OSPAR 

Contracting Parties are to commit national 

experts to participate in the annual meeting of 

the group as well as in intersessional work as 

needed.  

Participants 

About 20 participants are expected. 

Secretariat facilities 

None. 

Financial 

No financial implications for ICES. 

Linkages to advisory committees 

This is an ACOM group. Its outputs may 

inform the work of other groups working on 

integrated ecosystem assessments. 

Linkages to other committees or groups 

There is a close working relationship with all 

the groups of SSGEPI. 

Linkages to other organizations 

OSPAR (in particular ICG- 

COBAM and BDC) and HELCOM  

(Particularly HELCOM State and 

Conservation). 

 


