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Background 
HOD 54-2018 considered and approved the proposed project for updating and upgrading the HELCOM 
Checklist (BaltiCheck), 2018-2019 and mandated the Executive Secretary to allocate resources for the project. 
The meeting took note of the comment by Denmark that the project does not prejudice any subsequent 
decisions on future Red List work.  

This document contains the summary report on the first BaltiCheck workshop. 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the progress of the BaltiCheck project 
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The First BaltiCheck workshop took place at the HELCOM Secretariat on 14th September 2018 at 10.30 

(UTC+02.00) and ended the same day at 17.00. 

Summary report on the first BaltiCheck workshop 
 

Agenda item 1: Welcome 

The Project Coordinator of the BaltiCheck workshop, Ms. Jana Wolf, acted as Chair for the meeting. All 
participants introduced themselves with name, affiliation and connection to the topic of species databases. 
The list of participants is attached as Annex 1. 

Agenda item 2: Introduction 

The Project Coordinator introduced the BaltiCheck project and clarified the aim of the workshop: 

2.1 BaltiCheck project 
The aim of the BaltiCheck project is to consolidate and make the data within HELCOM about species and their 

distribution publically available, link this information to the HELCOM Checklist information and develop an 

accessible database to store the consolidated data. Collating the data in a joined database will ensure access 

to region wide information with open access to the public.  

The database itself will function as a backbone for information about species and their spatial as well as 

temporal occurrence in the Baltic Sea. Collating already available data will increase the usability of already 

provided data by regional and national institutions. Furthermore, the process can help identifying data gaps 

and facilitate the aggregation of any missing information.  

Overall the BaltiCheck project provides the necessary information to analyse individual species, entire species 

groups as well as biodiversity on a regional scale. Consequently, the database is intended to be a valuable 

resource for modelling, analyses, assessment and evaluation work, including for biodiversity, biogeography, 

and future prospects under a changing climate and can be used for current as well as future projects at 

HELCOM and on a national level. 

2.2 Aim of the workshop 
The aim of the workshop was to exchange best practices, technical requirements and experiences in 
building and hosting species distribution related databases. This  provides valuable input for the BaltiCheck 
project and helps establish a species database according to its needs – based on the feedback from 
experienced data hosts and data providers. Focal points for the workshop were the following topics: 

 Data (types, standardization, data model, policy) 

 Accessibility (web services & international Initiatives) 

 Issues during the process of establishing and maintaining of species databases 

 Recommendations to HELCOM for their species database  
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Agenda item 3: Participants’ presentations  

The participants (see Annex 1) gave a brief presentation about their experience with building, maintaining 

and using species databases. The four participants from Estonia (Estonian Environment Agency & Ministry of 

the Environment), as well as the two participants from SYKE (Velmu project) & Metsähallitus gave a joined 

presentation. 

Agenda item 4: Discussion of challenges related to hosting of species abundance databases 
and providing recommendations on best practices 

The workshop provided the following recommendations and thoughts on the discussion topics: 

4.1 How have you dealt with handling different types of data (geometry, species groups etc.) and 

why have you decided on this approach? 
The easiest data type to handle is pointwise data, but it is not realistic to get all data submitted that way. 
Accordingly, and in addition, depending on the species, different grid systems are used and should be agreed 
with the data providers in accordance with e.g. protection status (required aggregation) and data policies.  

The more data formats are accepted the easier it is to encourage people to submit their data to a database 
– most people need/have at least excel to submit and receive data. Thus, it is recommended to include a 
variety of options, but provide at least excel sheets as an accepted format. 

4.2 What are your best practices for data standardization and why? 
Standardization of data is an important issue. However, using commonly supported format – such as the 
Darwin Core (DwC) – does not ensure that collaborators and data providers will use exactly the same format 
– they might use an older version or no DwC at all. Thus, standardization of data should be prepared in 
accordance with the organization’s own needs and requires correspondence with the data providers. It was 
also noted that DwC as such is not a binding standard, but rather a flexible data transformation format, which 
allows certain level of freedom for data providers which can result in challenges when harmonizing data 
reported using DwC.  

For the data standardization itself it was pointed out that most of the work is done manually (or semi-
automated). This allows quality checking and minimizes data loss. Most organisations have at least one 
person employed for this purpose, since standardization and quality control is an essential but time 
consuming process. If the process is partially automated, customized scripts need to be build. 

4.3 What was the process for building your data model? How and why did you decide on it? 
Participants stated that in their experience designing and building a data model takes more time and effort 
than anticipated in the beginning. Thus, it might seem like a convenient solution to outsource this part of the 
work, but none of the experts in the meeting had good experiences in outsourcing a database 
implementation project. Thus, the advice from the participants was to design it yourselves from the 
beginning based on the organisations explicit requirements (and take other data models just as a rough 
template). 

The participants also noted that there will be lots of pressure from the domain expert side to include every 
piece of information/attribute recorded during sampling, which results in big and complicated data models 
very quickly. It was commonly stated by the experts in the meeting that it is not realistic to include all 
information in a data model. Thus, it is important to distinguish what is absolutely essential for the 
organizations database needs and which information can be left out. If – for example – information is already 
stored in a national database it is not really necessary to duplicate that information in the database which is 
being developed and it should be left out of the data model. 

When data models become unnecessary big and complicated (because not enough attributes are excluded) 
building and handling of the database becomes more cost intensive and projects less likely to succeed overall 
or during the expected timeline. Consensus was to start with a basic set-up and if resources are available, it 
can be extended. However, it is important to involve data experts and providers as early as possible in the 
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process, to make sure everything crucial is included and to prepare them on the upcoming process of data 
submission for the database. 

4.4 In your experience, what are the main challenges in providing web services and making data 

available to international initiatives? 
To automate the process of submitting or receiving data it is necessary to write individualized scripts, to have 
them fully customized. Quality control is however required and will take time. Some of the participants 
pointed out that they do everything manually and need to adjust their data for submission to other initiatives 
each time.  

It is also worth noting that when providing preformatted files for data sharing, users often need help with 
filling in the files, assistance in technical problems etc. Thus, it is essential to have people permanently 
employed for providing help and quality control in data reporting processes. 

4.5 Do you have restrictions on sharing data and making them available to the public and how does 

your organisation deal with those? 

The participants noted that one challenging part is to agree with all the different data providers on the data 
policy and to ensure which part of the data can be shared freely, shared with less detailed information or not 
at all. Discussing this with the various providers can be difficult but is important to respect other institution’s 
data policies. Most of the organisations have only some data available to the public and give special user 
rights to e.g. research institutes or governmental organisations, which can access also restricted data. 

4.6 How to avoid issues during establishing and maintaining species databases and – in hindsight – 

how could you have avoided these issues?  
The participants noted that concerning the receiving of data, it is important to also take data providers’ needs 
into account. Meeting with data providers and experts to ensure their agreement in sharing their data is 
recommended practice. Submitting their data should neither be a surprise nor extra work for them – they 
might not have the necessary resources to format their data according to another’s database requirements. 
Even when part of the process can be automated, quality control needs to be done by the organisation.  

Updating of data (adding/deleting, splitting/merging of species etc.) which is stored in an international 
database which contains data from national organizations needs to be stored very detailed to be able to track 
what has been done already and make sure the process is reversible. This sets an additional requirement for 
the database, e.g. versioning might be required.  

The participants recommended to avoid outsourcing as much as possible. This will make the process faster, 
cheaper and optimally customized to individual needs of the database and organisation. However, it is 
strongly recommended to have enough own resources to cover the work adequately.  

Generally, it was recommended to ensure long-term funding with enough people employed to support the 
function of a database– coordinating, developing, quality control etc. are all time consuming processes.  

Accordingly, the participants recommended to start with a smaller data model and database for the 
BaltiCheck project. The database can grow and fulfill more functions over time if possible and necessary 
funding is provided.  

4.7 Do you have any specific advice to HELCOM about building their database? 
The participants recommended to start with a small data model and expand database and function over 
several years (depending on resource availability). Trim down your data model as much as possible and 
ensure to only include data that is absolutely essential for the HELCOM’s needs. Avoid duplication of data 
that is stored by other institutes already.  

Involve data experts and providers early on in the process. Make sure to know all the different data policies 
from providers about sharing of the data. This is especially important for the BaltiCheck project, since several 
countries, data providers and species groups have to be considered. It was recommended that HELCOM 
should ask member countries to provide the data in already existing data reporting formats e.g. Darwin Core 
or ICES format to reduce further workload of the data providers. 
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Take into account that the process of building (and maintaining) a database will always take more time and 
effort than anticipated. Having secure long-term funding and several people working on the database is a 
crucial point to ensure the success of building more than just the most basic database. 

Agenda item 5: Any other business 

Follow-up meetings via skype will be conducted to plan future collaboration with the invited database experts 
and data providers. Furthermore, it was stated that it would be beneficial to involve data providers and 
experts also at early stages of the BaltiCheck project. This will ensure enough time for incorporation of 
tentative changes to the database. Members and Observers from State and Conservation will get the 
opportunity to comment on the progress during the meeting in October (State and Conservation 9-2018) and 
May (State and Conservation 10-2019). 
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List of participants 
Name Representing Organization E-mail address 

Imre Aruoja Estonia Estonian Environment Agency imre.aruoja@envir.ee 

Marko Tiirik Estonia Estonian Environment Agency marko.tiirik@envir.ee 

Eda Andresmaa Estonia Ministry of the Environment eda.andresmaa@envir.ee 

Martin Ott Estonia Ministry of the Environment Martin.Ott@Envir.ee 

Lasse Kurvinen Finland Metsähallitus Parks & Wildlife Finland lasse.kurvinen@metsa.fi 

Magdalena Kaminska (Skype) Poland Chief Inspectorate for Environmental Protection m.kaminska@gios.gov.pl 

Stephen Coulson (Skype) Sweden Swedish Species Information Centre, SLU stephen.coulson@slu.se 

Neil Holdsworth Observer organization ICES neilh@ices.dk 

Kari Lahti Other organization Luomus/FinBIF kari.lahti@helsinki.fi 

Esko Piirainen Other organization Luomus/FinBIF esko.piirainen@helsinki.fi 

Juho Lappalainen Other organization SYKE - Finnish Environment Institute (Velmu project) juho.lappalainen@ymparisto.fi 

Jouko Rissanen Other organization SYKE - Finnish Environment Institute (Benthic invertebrates project) jouko.rissanen@ymparisto.fi 

Bart Vanhoorne (Skype) Other organization Flanders Marine Institute (VLIZ) bart.vanhoorne@vliz.be 

Andžej Milos HELCOM Helsinki Secretariat andzej.milos@helcom.fi 

Joni Kaitaranta HELCOM Helsinki Secretariat joni.kaitaranta@helcom.fi 

Jana Wolf (Chair) HELCOM Helsinki Secretariat Jana.wolf@helcom.fi 
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