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Background 
A proposal to assess the fish size distribution at the community level was developed by Sweden as the lead 
country during CORESET I (LFI core indicator report, CORESET I). The proposed indicator concept was 
discussed at STATE & CONSERVATION 1-2014 (para 4J-1) where it was highlighted that the indicator is limited 
to the pelagic habitat. At State & Conservation 2-2015 the meeting agreed to further develop the core 
indicator (para 4J.11), but highlighted that no agreement about a GES threshold was reached. 
 
An approach to define a GES for the indicator using trends was developed by Lead Country Sweden together 
with co-Lead Country Germany and presented by Sweden at State & Conservation 5-2016 (document 4J-14, 
4J-15). This approach was not endorsed by the Meeting because not all the countries agreed on the proposal. 
Contracting Parties were invited to clarify their view on the proposal by 18 November 2016. Comments were 
received by Estonia, Germany and Poland.  
 
Sweden suggests including the LFI as a qualitative description of the pelagic fish community in HOLAS II, and 
also suggests further development of the indicator based on the comments provided on the trend approach 
presented at State & Conservation 5-2016. 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the proposal and agree to use the LFI as qualitative description of the 

pelagic fish community in HOLAS II. 

  

http://www.helcom.fi/Core%20Indicators/HELCOM-CoreIndicator-Proportion_of_large_fish_in_the_community.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%205-2016-363/MeetingDocuments/4J-14%20Proportion%20of%20large%20fish%20in%20the%20community%20(LFI)%20-%20core%20indicator%20GES%20approach.pdf


STATE & CONSERVATION 5E-2017, 4-1 
 

 

Page 2 of 3 
 

Proposal for inclusion of “Proportion of large fish in the community” (LFI) 

into HOLAS II 
The indicator concept was commented after the State & Conservation 5-2016 by experts from Estonia, 

Germany, Poland and Sweden. In order to define the baseline for the discussion and to argument for the 

inclusion of a qualitative description of the LFI in the pelagic habitat in HOLAS II, we would like to answer the 

key issues raised in the comments.  

1)  A concern by Germany and partially Estonia about the proposal presented at STATE & CONSERVATION 5-

2016 was that, due to the low biodiversity of the Baltic Sea, the length threshold (≥ 38 cm) used for the 

estimation of the presented LFI might only be exceeded by one species in the Baltic Sea (cod). This would 

imply that a good status according to LFI can only be achieved by a high proportion of large cod and therefore 

the assessment would better suit under criteria D3C3 (size distribution as species level). Due to the suggested 

dominance of cod in the assessment, its result would be influenced by cod fishing mortality (D3C1) and stock 

spawning biomass (D3C2). Therefore, according to this concern, the information a LFI assessment provides 

would be already included in the assessment of cod in descriptor 3 (commercial fish & fishery).  

It is right that cod is an important species for the estimation of LFI as presented, but the estimation is driven 

by definition (as from the LFI equation) by both large and small fish in the community (i.e. above and below 

the chosen length threshold), so an increase in large cod only would not automatically result in a god status 

of LFI. For example, if both large cod and pelagic fish increase at the same rate, LFI will stay constant. Likewise, 

if large cod increase but the pelagic fish increase at a higher rate, LFI will decrease.  

Eastern Baltic cod reaches maturity (L50, 50% probability of being mature) at ~30 cm (that is what it is 

currently used in ICES stock assessment to estimate Eastern Baltic cod spawning stock biomass and provide 

catch advice). So, we used 38 cm to embrace both the mature individuals and the fraction that could be 

legally landed by the fishery (minimum landing size) up to 2014. After 2014 a minimum conservation size 

(fish that must be landed due to the discard ban but that that cannot be sold for direct human consumption) 

of 35 cm is in force. Moreover, the diet of Eastern Baltic cod ≥ 38 cm mainly consists of small pelagic fish 

included in the LFI estimation. In the North Sea, characterized by larger fish than in the Baltic Sea, a length 

threshold of 40 cm is used by OSPAR in the estimation of LFI. Furthermore, the proposed LFI in the pelagic 

habitat of the Baltic Sea includes even sticklebacks, which are currently extremely abundant in the Baltic Sea 

proper. No stock assessment for this species is done yet, so the LFI goes beyond the focus of D3. Furthermore, 

corresponding LFIs are used in other regions (e.g. OSPAR FC2 indicator). LFIs are seen as proper concepts to 

describe the food-web and the prey-predator relationship, and to reflect the sensitivity of the fish community 

to fishing pressure. Therefore, LFI is providing an integrated view of the size distribution throughout the 

whole fish community even in low diversity system as the Baltic Sea. Consequently we are convinced that LFI 

qualifies for the assessment of the fish community under descriptor 4 (food webs) even in the HELCOM 

region.  

2) Another raised issue from Germany was that the assessment should take the differences of the eastern 

vs. western stocks in consideration.  

The LFI proposed was specifically developed for the Eastern Baltic Sea (specifically the HELCOM assessment 

areas 31, 33 and 34) and as such the indicator reflects strictly the development of the fish community in the 

pelagic water of this area. The development of a similar indicator in the Western Baltic Sea could be discussed 

further if the indicator would be assessed against a threshold in future assessment after HOLAS II. 

3) A drawback of the current LFI is the restriction to pelagic communities. This was raised several times during 

the LFI discussion.   

The indicator lead is aware about this but we do not see any realistic solution to include even data derived 

from BITS in the indicator in order to assess the demersal fish community. Data derived from BITS (Baltic 



STATE & CONSERVATION 5E-2017, 4-1 
 

 

Page 3 of 3 
 

International Trawl Survey), and stored in the ICES DATRAS international database, has to be standardized 

and cleaned and could be done in preparation for the next assessment period. Therefore, the proposed LFI 

has the aim to strictly follow the development of the fish community in the pelagic water of the eastern Baltic 

Sea. 

 

Proposal for HOLAS II 

Because of the raised concerns, we would suggest to include a qualitative description of LFI in the HOLAS II, 

i.e. no assessment against a specific threshold. We do agree that a future LFI assessment has to be improved, 

so that even the demersal fish community would be included. The associated core indicator report could 

include a critical discussion of the LFI approach. But we think that it is important to illustrate the changes in 

size distribution of the pelagic fish community in the eastern Baltic Sea during the last decades. Furthermore, 

the qualitative description in HOALS II could be a good base for further development of the indicator to 

provide a solid base for GES assessment in the future. We suggest that the LFI text for the HOALS II is drafted 

during spring 2017 in cooperation with designated experts for LFI who commented the indicator approach 

before. 

 

 


