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Background  
The status of the Baltic Sea MPA network has been assessed regularly to follow up improvement in ecological 

coherence (HELCOM 2006, Piekäinen & Korpinen 2007, HELCOM 2010). The previous MPA assessment was 

published in 2010 and it concluded that the MPA network was not ecologically coherent at that time 

according to four assessment criteria.  

HELCOM is planning to conduct a new assessment of ecological coherence in 2015 (Task 4.1, Work Plan of 

State and Conservation Working Group). This document proposes how the assessment could be made and 

what methodological aspects should be considered.  

 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to:  

- consider the proposed method for the assessment of ecological coherence of the Baltic Sea MPA 
network, 

- discuss method development for the assessment,  
- agree on the way forward for assessing ecological coherence. 
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Proposed method for the next assessment of ecological coherence of the 

Baltic Sea MPA network 

Introduction 

The upcoming assessment of ecological coherence of the Baltic Sea MPA network will be started in 2015 and 

will build on the previous HELCOM MPA assessments (e.g. HELCOM 2010), the development in the European 

Commission for a European wide assessment method (unpublished report by Deltares to EC) and 

developments in the HELCOM MPA database (outcome of HABITAT 16 ).The method development under the 

EC is aimed at providing a comparable method for assessing whether the networks of MPAs in Europe are 

representative, coherent and adequately maintain biodiversity (see Art. 13(4) MSFD). This process has only 

started and there are only indications that the direction may follow the development in the Regional Sea 

Conventions. 

The previous assessments of the MPA networks in the Baltic Sea have been comprehensive and based on 

good data basis (e.g. Piekäinen & Korpinen 2007, HELCOM 2010). The draft results from the EC-funded 

project for development of a European wide method for assessment of ecological coherence showed, inter 

alia, that there is fairly similar understanding of the assessment criteria to be used in the assessment of 

ecological coherence (compare for instance Smith et al. 2009, HELCOM 2010, Catchpole 2012, Gabrié et al. 

2012, Olsen et al. 2013, OSPAR 2013) and that the HELCOM criteria were very close to those being applied in 

the OSPAR region.  

The aim of this document is to re-iterate the assessment criteria of the previous HELCOM assessment, 

consider data needs to assess them and discuss development needs which could be given attention in the 

upcoming HELCOM MPA assessment. The purpose is not to propose new assessment criteria or approaches 

but to follow the previous assessment (to ensure comparability) and propose slight improvements to issues 

which were under developed in the previous assessment. 

 

Assessment criteria 

The previous HELCOM MPA assessment of ecological coherence applied four criteria: representativity, 

replication, connectivity and adequacy. 

Representativity assesses, in general, different types of areal coverage. The basic assessment includes 

coverage of MPAs in the marine waters (e.g. in the Baltic Sea, its sub-basins, coastal and offshore zones and 

depth zones). According to the CBD definition (CBD 2008), however, the main purpose of this criterion is to 

ensure that various conservation features are sufficiently covered by the network. The selection of the 

conservation features in such an assessment depends on data availability and in the Baltic Sea the on-going 

EMODNet Seabed habitats project can provide good data from benthic features and the HELCOM red list 

database may also be useful. For the sake of consistency, it is proposed that the targets for the 

representativity criterion follow the previous HELCOM assessment. 

Replication is a criterion for the number of protected conservation features in the assessment area. In its 

simplest form, it counts the number of MPAs but in the Baltic Sea it is proposed that the counting is done for 

the occurrences of selected conservation features within the network. For instance, the number of protected 

occurrences of benthic rocky biotopes is counted. There can be several occurrences of a biotope within an 

MPA, but the target should be that there are several MPAs including this biotope (to ensure geographically 

sufficient protection). The target setting being difficult, the minimum number has been between 3-5 

replicates in the HELCOM and OSPAR assessments and it is proposed that this approach is used also in the 

upcoming assessment. 
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Connectivity of MPAs has been called the ‘glue of the network’. It is the criterion that measures whether a 

group of MPAs can be called a network. Connectivity ensures that species’ migrations and dispersal is covered 

by the MPA network. In the HELCOM 2010 assessment, connectivity was assessed for a set of selected 

conservation features by using simple proximity analyses (25, 50 and 100 km distances) between their 

occurrences. Such an analysis does not take into account the source-sink ecology but is rather a simplistic 

method to ensure that the MPAs (and the protected features) do not lie too far away from each other. It is 

proposed that the next HELCOM assessment seeks ecologically more relevant methods to assess 

connectivity, for instance, taking into account major currents of the Baltic Sea (e.g. 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/baltic-sea-physiography-depth-distribution-and-main-

currents, Maslowski & Walczowski 2002). So far, no target has been adopted for connectivity analyses but 

descriptive thresholds were used in the HELCOM 2010 assessment to allow evaluation of the success in 

connectivity.  

Adequacy is a concept that usually has described quality aspects of single MPAs. In the HELCOM 2010 

assessment it included MPA size and pressures threatening its conservation objectives. Elsewhere also other 

aspects have been included, such as MPA age and level of protection (e.g. CBD 2008, Gabrié et al. 2012), the 

latter referring to the conservation objectives of the sites (i.e. a no-entry area, no-take area, a nature reserve, 

national park, multi-use area, etc; it does not necessarily refer to the management of the area). It is proposed 

that the target for the MPA size would be the HELCOM recommendation for the minimum MPA size in the 

marine areas (3000 ha) and that the target for the level of protection would follow the fifth World Parks 

Congress (2003) recommendation (10-30% coverage of each habitat by strictly protected areas).    

 

Proposed methods to assess ecological coherence of the Baltic Sea MPA network 

To analyse whether the Baltic Sea MPA network is ecologically coherent, the previous HELCOM assessment 

applied the four assessment criteria, outlined above, and some more sub-criteria. The same approach has 

been followed in similar assessments elsewhere (e.g. Gabrié et al. 2012, OSPAR 2013). Despite this coherence 

in the approach, there has been surprisingly little discussion of the rules of integrating the criteria to arrive 

at the overall status of ecological coherence. The HELCOM 2010 assessment used the pre-cautionary 

approach and concluded that, as not all criteria met the targets, the network cannot be ecologically coherent. 

In practice, this is the ‘one-out-all-out’ principle (OOAO) between the four assessment criteria. The same 

approach has also been used in the HELCOM assessment tools (HEAT, HOLAS, BEAT and CHASE) between 

‘assessment elements’ (usually 3-4 elements). In support of this approach, the Cross-cutting issues workshop 

of the EC, EEA, ICES and JRC (January 23-24 2015, Copenhagen) concluded that the OOAO principle is best 

used at a higher level of assessment hierarchy. Also the SCALES report of the EU aggregation rules (Prins et 

al. 2014) positively noted the HELCOM approach for integration of the assessment elements. The core of the 

HELCOM integration rule has been the systematic use of weighted averaging at the lower level of assessment 

hierarchy and OOAO at the higher level. 

This document proposes that the HELCOM assessment approach is continued in the up-coming HELCOM 

assessment of ecological coherence, but at the same time it is noted that the method should be described in 

a transparent and clear way in the assessment report in order to facilitate the communication of assessment 

conclusions. In our opinion, the previous report did not achieve this objective. 

 

Assessment of management  

The assessment of the management of the MPAs is a quintessential part of the MPA assessment report. In 

the current situation of the network (the Aichi target reached), more focus should be given to reaching the 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/baltic-sea-physiography-depth-distribution-and-main-currents
http://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/baltic-sea-physiography-depth-distribution-and-main-currents
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conservation objectives of the MPAs. Such an assessment could be either a part of the adequacy assessment 

or made separately and it could focus on the following issues: 

- Proportion of MPAs managed properly (i.e. a management plan exists and is implemented), 

- Management of the major threats (a descriptive assessment of the contents of the management 

plans with regard to the major threats and the conservation objectives of the sites). 

 

Data requirements to carry out the assessment 

The next HELCOM MPA assessment can be carried out by using the same data sources as in the previous 

assessment, but some elements could be improved based on recent development in spatial data. The 

possible data sources are sketched below.  

Assessment criteria Data sources 

Base data Boundaries of the Baltic Sea and its sub-basins (HELCOM data 
& map service), 
Boundaries of coastal/offshore zones (HELCOM data & map 
service), 
Boundaries of depth zones (HELCOM data & map service), 

Representativity, replication and 
connectivity 

 

Coverage of MPA network HELCOM MPAs and other MPAs(HELCOM MPA database, 
Natura 2000 database) 

Representativity of benthic habitats EMODNet seabed habitats 

Replication of benthic habitats as above 

Connectivity of benthic habitats as above 

Adequacy  

MPA size HELCOM MPAs and other MPAs (HELCOM MPA database, 
Natura 2000 database) 

Level of protection IUCN categories (HELCOM, Natura 2000 database) 

MPA age HELCOM MPA database, Natura 2000 database 

Major threats HELCOM MPA database, HELCOM map and data service 

Management  

State of Management plan HELCOM MPA database, other sources? 

Major threats HELCOM MPA database, HELCOM map and data service 

Conservation objectives HELCOM MPA database 

 

Possible method development 

The good data coverage in the Baltic Sea and the earlier method development for Baltic SeaMPA assessments 

have ensured that the up-coming assessment could be carried out by a minimal effort. This is particularly 

true for the assessments of representativity, replication and MPA size, which are straightforward analyses if 

the data is in place.  

Less developed methods are available for assessments of connectivity, level of protection, anthropogenic 

threats and management. It is proposed that if method development will take place for the new MPA 

assessment, it could focus on these elements. For instance, there are recent studies of the connectivity 

methods in the Baltic and Mediterranean. 
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