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Background 
This document presents the status and outcome of the Baltic Sea Pilot Project: Testing new concepts for 
integrated environmental monitoring of the Baltic Sea (BALSAM), which will finalize in May 2015.  
 
 

Action required 
The Meeting is invited to: 

 take note of the outcome and deliverables, and 

 discuss how to make use of and implement the results.  
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Baltic Sea Pilot Project: Testing new concepts for integrated environmental 

monitoring of the Baltic Sea (BALSAM) 

Background 

The aim of the EU co-funded BALSAM1 project (October 2013 – March 2015 with two months extension 

until May 2015) was to enhance the capacity of the Baltic Sea states to develop their monitoring 

programmes by increasing and improving cross-border coordination and joint activities, especially related 

to monitoring of biodiversity.  

The project is one of the three “New Knowledge” pilot projects, the other two projects being in the North 

Sea and Celtic Sea (JMP NS/CS) and Mediterranean and Black Sea (IRIS-SES). The three projects coordinated 

with each other through regular online meetings and have a joint final conference on 24 April 2014 in 

Brussels. 

The project consortium includes 18 partners from HELCOM countries and has been coordinated by the 

HELCOM Secretariat. The project has been supervised by the Gear group and technical guidance has been 

provided by the Working Group State & Conservation as well as MONAS and HABITAT before. The project 

activities were organised into six work packages (WP) and the focus areas were on fisheries / 

environmental monitoring and data infrastructure (WP2), seals and seabirds (WP3), non-indigenous species 

(WP4), benthic habitats (WP6) and coordinated use of research vessels (WP5). 

Project deliverables and outcome 

As a first deliverable, BALSAM provided input to the HELCOM online Monitoring Manual2, which was 

published in October 2014, by collecting information on monitoring so far carried out under HELCOM 

COMBINE as well as monitoring of fish (ICES as a subcontractor), seals and seabirds, non-indigenous species 

and benthic habitats.  

The project prepared guidelines for the monitoring of seals in the Baltic3, which were adopted at STATE 1-

2014. Similar guidelines have been prepared for seabirds (document 2N-2) and benthic habitats 

(document 6J-2) for the consideration of this meeting. Seal abundance and distribution databases have 

also been developed and will be made available online on the HELCOM website. A metadatabase for 

seabird monitoring in the Baltic since 1991 has also been prepared. BALSAM also gathered an expert 

network of seabird experts in the Baltic and organised two meetings, the latest held in Latvia 28-29 January 

2015 (Annex 1) and now the aim is to join forces with the JWGBird group (document 2N-1). 

Updated information on environmental research vessels as well as planned cruises and cruise reports4 

have been gathered and are available on the HELCOM website to assist Contracting Parties in further 

coordination. A proposal to revise the HELCOM Recommendation 12/1 “Procedures for granting permits 

for monitoring and research activities in the territorial waters and exclusive economic zones, fishing zones 

or continental shelves” has also been submitted to this meeting (document 2 MA-5). 

Proposals for ways to improve data infrastructure and data flows for HELCOM assessments and core 

indicators have been gathered in a work plan, which is prepared by the HELCOM Secretariat together with 

ICES as a subcontractor (Document 3MA-2).  

                                                           
1 http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/balsam/ 
2 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual/ 
3 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/manuals-and-guidelines/seal-abundance-
guidelines/ 
4 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/research-vessels/ 
 

http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/balsam/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/manuals-and-guidelines/seal-abundance-guidelines/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/manuals-and-guidelines/seal-abundance-guidelines/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/research-vessels/
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For non-indigenous species, the Risk Assessment Tool under the HELCOM/OSPAR Harmonized Procedure 

on Exemptions under the Ballast Water Management Convention has been updated and improved, being 

now available online5. Moreover, a user guide to help use the tool has been developed. Regarding target 

species, the harmonized criteria for defining target species for the purpose for the ballast water decision 

support tool has been tested.  Also, monitoring methods for NIS monitoring in ports have been tested in 

Estonia, Poland and Latvia in the summer 2014. 

Next steps 

All project outcomes will be made available on the HELCOM website by end of May 2015. An outreach 

oriented report of the project outcomes is also being prepared.  

                                                           
5 http://jointbwmexemptions.org/ballast_water_RA/apex/f?p=100:LOGIN:16097224744455 
 

http://jointbwmexemptions.org/ballast_water_RA/apex/f?p=100:LOGIN:16097224744455
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Annex 1 

 

Meeting of the marine bird experts of the Baltic Sea countries 

Joint HELCOM BALSAM / CORESET II Bird expert meeting 

January 28 -29 2015, Jurmala, Latvia  

Report 

 

1. Recent developments in BALSAM 
 
The first meeting of BALSAM WP3 seabird experts was held on 8 May 2014 in Tallinn, Estonia, and 
the first project deliverable was the collection of information on current monitoring programmes 
in the Baltic, which was fed into the HELCOM Monitoring Manual6, and was published in October 
2014. The last BALSAM progress report was sent to the European Commission in November 20147. 
This second meeting follows up the first meeting and aims to finalise the project deliverables by 
end of March 2015. 
 

2. Metadatabase on existing marine bird surveys in the Baltic sea since 1991  
 
Ainars Aunins, Latvian Fund for Nature, presented the metadatabase for seabird monitoring in the 
Baltic since 1991. The meeting recalled that there was also a MORE database, which was collected 
a couple of years ago, but the BALSAM metadatabase includes more detailed and structured 
information. Surveys from the year 1991 (55 surveys now reported), covering all seasons and all 
Baltic Sea countries are included. “Commercial surveys” and “imaging” surveys are not included, 
however. It is possible that some information is still missing, since some countries have reported 
more surveys than others. Extent and coordinates would still also need to be included. It is clear 
that there is a gradual increase in surveys from the year 2000 onwards. The aim is to publish the 
metadatabase on the HELCOM website by the end of the project in March 2015. The experts were 
invited to provide missing information to the metadatabase asap. 

 

                                                           
6 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual/birds/ 
7 http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/BALSAM_2nd_Interim%20Report.pdf 
 

http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual/birds/
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/BALSAM_2nd_Interim%20Report.pdf
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3. Metadatabase on available spatially explicit covariates for seabird distribution modelling  
 
Ib Krag Peterson, Aarhus University, presented his study on available spatial covariates that can be 
used for seabird distribution modelling. The online Myocean catalogue/platform includes many 
useful layers/data that can be used for seabirds as well. The Meeting agreed that user guidelines 
and links would be added to the HELCOM website by March 2015 by Ib. 
 

4. Population dynamics of the Long-tailed Duck in the Baltic Sea: results based on spring 
migration and winter censuses 

 
Jukka Rintala, Finnish Natural Resources Institute, presented the study on the long-tailed duck, 
which is considered vulnerable because of an apparently drastic decline detected in the wintering 
population in the Baltic Sea since the early 1990s, based on spring migration counts. The method is 
useful for estimating annual population dynamics of the long-tailed duck winter population and its 
regulatory factors. Cooperative monitoring in the Gulf of Finland is recommended in order to 
estimate total wintering population size. 

 
5. Development of HELCOM core indicators 

 
Volker Dierschke, Germany, led the discussion on the development of the HELCOM core indicators 
“Abundance of waterbirds in the wintering season” and “Abundance of waterbirds in the breeding 
season”. The experts discussed and concluded on assessment units, assessment protocol and the 
GES concept including the reference period used for evaluations. The experts were of the opinion 
that species should be evaluated separately in the indicator, not as function groups, as the 
interpretation of the signal may become more difficult if problems with single species cannot be 
easily detected. The experts also noted that up-dating the indicator will require some resources to 
carry out the appropriate calculations, and that the data-flow still needs to be further developed 
to ensure timely data for assessments.   
 
The Meeting also briefly discussed the core indicator ‘Number of drowned mammals and 
waterbirds in fishing gears’ (the by-catch pressure indicator). The experts noted that the 
significance of the pressure from fishing gear varies between species and regions, and noted that 
entire populations of diving birds aggregated during migrations can drown if fishing gears are 



STATE&CONSERVATION 2-2015, 4MA-4      
 

 

 

Page 6 of 11 
 

placed in the areas. The severity of seine nets in coastal areas to birds is still not very well known. 
Overall the experts concluded that the lack of monitoring is the main problem to overcome for the 
indicator to becoming fully operational.  
 
Ian Mitchell, JNCC, gave a presentation on breeding success/failure indicator assessment in OSPAR 

region. 

The experts concluded that breeding success is a good indicator that responds to anthropogenic 

pressures much faster and clearer compared to ‘abundance’ indicators. Relevant information to 

develop a similar indicator in the Baltic Sea region is available for colony breeders such as auks and 

guillemots. The experts noted that ‘guillemot breeding success on Gotland’ could be developed 

into a first supporting parameter for assessments of waterbirds and that the parameter could 

relatively easily be further developed into a HELCOM core indicator. Guillemot breeding success is 

known to show a clear response to changes in the pelagic food web due to fishing activities. The 

required breeding success monitoring for guillemots (and also eider ducks) was considered to be 

fairly cost effective by the experts. The suitability of other species that breed in other areas was 

discussed, but it was concluded that mink and fox predation constitute big confounding pressures 

for other species where some ring marking data on breeding success is available and so currently 

’Guillemot breeding success on Gotland’ was considered the most promising concept. The Meeting 

noted that in order to ensure data availability for core indicators and assessments, a common 

monitoring database will be needed in the future. The metadatabase is a good start for the 

establishment of the database, which would be built after the BALSAM project. 

Guidelines for coordinated cost-effective future monitoring of marine birds in the Baltic Sea 

Ainars Aunins, LFN, presented the draft guidelines for seabird monitoring in the Baltic, which was 

provided as a meeting document before the meeting.  The guidelines aim not to replace existing 

monitoring manuals and survey protocols, but there is a need from HELCOM to have joint 

monitoring guidelines adopted to assist CPs in further coordination of seabird monitoring in the 

future. Establishing a common monitoring database would also be important in the future. The 

participants were invited to provide comments to the guidelines. The guidelines will be finalised by 

March 2015 and presented to the HELCOM State working group in May 2015. 
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The Meeting agreed: 
 

 the recommended platform would be a combination of ship and plane surveys for wide 
scale surveys (line transects with distance sampling), while ship based surveys are 
preferred for fine scale surveys.  

 Recommended standards for aerial counts: altitude 76m, speed no more than 100 knots, 4 
counting belts, bands can be split and combined.  

 Territorial coverage of monitoring programmes should include territorial and EEZ waters. 

 Timing and regularity: synchronised survey at least 1 per 6 year period. Next coordinated 
survey in winter 2015/2016. There should also be flexibility and funding to cover 
monitoring in 2017, if the weather is bad in 2016. January is the preferred time of the year, 
but the surveys could take place between December-February. The timings of the counts 
should be coordinated within the winter. 

 Sampling design: systematically spaced parallel lines with a random start for plane, 
adjusted angle zigzag for ships. Orientation of sampling lines: north-south, segmenting the 
lines not needed.  

 Species: all species observed should be recorded.  

 Common data format for interchange of data. Raw data is favoured vs. pre-processed data. 
Data management and reporting guidelines included. 

 
6. Developments regarding “official status” of the HELCOM bird expert group 

Lena Avellan, HELCOM Secretariat, presented the background to the proposal of HELCOM bird 

experts joining the OSPAR-ICES Joint Working Group Bird. The proposal was first put forward in 

the joint meeting of CORESET II and OSPAR ICG-COBAM and has since been supported by relevant 

subsidiary bodies in all three organizations. 

Ian Mitchell, the Chair of JWG Bird, gave a presentation on the JWG Bird group history 

(ICES/OSPAR) and presented preliminary proposals on how the work of the group could be 

arranged in the future to meet the needs of OSPAR, HELCOM and ICES.  

The Meeting agreed that HELCOM joining forces with the JWG Bird would be appropriate and the 

experts noted that a joint group can bring several benefits such as regional coherence. The main 

issue that HELCOM will require of the group is long-term development and up-dating of the 

relevant HELCOM core indicators. For this purpose, HELCOM Contracting Parties will likely need to 

nominate national representatives to the group. Once the Baltic Sea experts have been clarified, a 

co-chair of the group representing the Baltic Sea region would also need to be appointed. 

 

7. Next steps 

The BALSAM deliverables need to be finalised in March 2015 and the results will be published in 

March/April 2015 on the HELCOM website and in the final report. A final conference will be held 

jointly with the sister projects of BALSAM (JMP NS/CS and IRIS-SES) on 24 April 2015 in Brussels, 

back-to-back with the WG GES meeting.  
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Mati Kose University of Tartu Eesti mati.kose@gmail.com 

Volker Dierschke Gavia EcoResearch Germany volker.dierschke@web.de 

Antra Stīpniece LOB Latvia antra@lob.lv 

Mindaugas Dagys Nature Research Centre Lithuania dagys@ekoi.lt 

Wlodzimierz Meissner University of Gdańsk Poland w.meissner@ug.edu.pl 

Leif Nilsson Lund University Sweden leif.nilsson@biol.lu.se 

Jukka Rintala Natural Resources Institute Finland j.rintala@outlook.com 

Cecilia Lindblad Swedish environmental 
protection agency 

Sweden cecilia.lindblad@naturvar
dsverket.se 

Markus Ahola The Natural Resources 
Institute Finland 

FINLAND markus.ahola@rktl.fi 

Antti Lappalainen Natural Resources Institute 
Finland (Luke) 

Finland antti.lappalainen@luke.fi 

Ian Mitchell Chair of JWG Bird UK  

Johanna Karhu Helcom Secretariat, 
BALSAM 

HELCOM johanna.karhu@helcom.fi 

Lena Avellan Helcom Secretariat, 
CORESET II 

HELCOM lena.avellan@helcom.fi 
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Annex 2 Summary of BALSAM deliverables 

BALSAM Deliverable Aim Results/Outcomes Recommendations/Way forward 

HELCOM Monitoring Manual To catalogue environmental 
monitoring in the Baltic 

The Monitoring Manual is available 
online and shows that for some 
components coordinated monitoring is 
taking place, e.g. through the COMBINE 
programme, and for some only national 
monitoring efforts exist. 

The Monitoring Manual will be updated annually 
in the HELCOM State&Conservation meetings. 
New guidelines will be developed for those 
components that are currently not coordinated. 

Work Plan to improve data management 
and infrastructure in the Baltic 

To identify data needs for 
indicators and assessments 
and to propose solutions to 
smoothen data flows 

The work plan lists action points to 
improve data management and data 
infrastructure in the Baltic. The work plan 
also looks into synergies between 
environmental and fisheries monitoring. 

The work plan will be presented to the HELCOM 
State&Conservation for further action and 
implementation 

Guidelines for seabird monitoring To propose common 
guidelines for the monitoring 
of wintering seabirds in the 
Baltic to improve 
coordination. 

The monitoring methods/ guidelines will 
be presented to the HELCOM 
State&Conservation for adoption. 

The coordination in seabird monitoring, 
especially for wintering birds, could be much 
improved. HELCOM is joining forces with the JWG 
Bird group, which could improve further 
coordination in bird surveys. 

Metadatabase of seabird monitoring To catalogue information on 
seabird monitoring in the 
Baltic since 1991. 

The metadatabase is available in access 
formatand gives a good overview of the 
monitoring carried out in different 
countries . 

The metadatabase can be used as a start to build 
up a seabird monitoring database for the Baltic, 
which could further support data flows for 
indicators and assessments. 

Guidelines for seal monitoring To develop coordinated 
guidelines for seal 
abundance monitoring in the 
Baltic. 

The monitoring guidelines were adopted 
by HELCOM State&Conservation and will 
be used in future monitoring. 

The guidelines/monitoring methods should be 
kept updated in the annual HELCOM SEAL 
meetings. 

Databases for seal abundance data To establish for the first time 
a seal abundance database 
for the Baltic. 

The abundance databases will be 
available on the HELCOM website in excel 
format. 

The abundance databases should be kept up-to-
date and improved to better suit the needs of 
core indicators and assessments in the annual 
HELCOM SEAL meetings. 

Seal distribution data Seal distribution databases Seal distribution database and maps have 
been prepared and are available on the 
HELCOM website.  

The distribution data can give useful background 
information for the assessment of seals and 
should be updated in annual HELCOM SEAL 
meetings. 
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Manual for benthic habitat monitoring in 
the Baltic  

 
To propose monitoring 
methods and guidelines for 
benthic habitat distribution 
monitoring in the Baltic. 

 
The manual suggests a combination of 
drop video and grab sampling as the 
method for monitoring of benthic 
habitats. 

 
The manual/guidelines will be discussed in the 
HELCOM State&Conservation. 

Decision-support tool for target NIS 
species(BWMC) 

To improve the decision 
support tool on non-
indigenous species 
introductions via ballast 
water 

The Risk Assessment Tool under the 
HELCOM/OSPAR Harmonized Procedure 
on Exemptions under the Ballast Water 
Management Convention has been 
updated and improved, being now 
available online.  A user guide to help use 
the tool has been developed.  

The tool is ready to allow administrations and 
ship owners to quickly identify routes that may 
qualify for exemptions to the application of 
ballast water management for ships under the 
Ballast Water Management Convention 
(regulation B-3) and those that are unlikely to. 

NIS port surveys in Latvia, Poland and 
Estonia 

To test the sampling 
protocol of non-indigenous 
species in ports as contained 
in the Joint HELCOM/OSPAR 
Harmonized Procedure on 
Exemptions under the Ballast 
Water Management 
Convention 

Monitoring methods have been tested in 
Estonia, Poland and Latvia in the summer 
2014. 
 

The present coordinated COMBINE and coastal 
fish monitoring should be complemented with a 
regular shallow hard bottom fauna and flora 
monitoring and port monitoring in ports having 
the most intensive international ship traffic to 
obtain the required data on non-indigenous 
species (NIS).  

Recommendation 12/1 - revision Scheme for enhanced 
cooperation streamlining the 
administrative issues related 
to international monitoring 
cruises formalized through 
e.g. a HELCOM 
Recommendation 

Study report on permit application 
practices in the Baltic; 
Revised HELCOM Recommendation 12/1; 
Chapter for coordination of off-shore 
monitoring activities (e.g. research 
vessels) 

Consult with relevant HELCOM working groups 
and contracting parties in order to adopt the 
revised Recommendation 12/1 in 2016 

Draft recommendation on “Procedures for 
notifying about autonomous monitoring 
devices in the Baltic Sea” 

Development of a system for 
joint service of autonomous 
devices and moored 
instruments (drifters, buoys, 
fixed platforms, 
hydrophones etc) for marine 
monitoring in the off-shore 

A proposal is developed to regulate the 
application and joint service of 
autonomous devices for the Baltic Sea 
monitoring.  

Start consultations with relevant HELCOM 
working groups and contracting parties in order 
to adopt a new recommendation in 2017 
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areas. 
Platform to improve coordinated use of 
research vessels 

To facilitate information 
exchange in regards to 
research vessels that can be 
used for monitoring in the 
Baltic, planned cruises etc. 

A website platform was created on the 
HELCOM website, which shows the actual 
positions of research vessels, information 
on planned cruises and cruise reports etc. 

It should be discussed in State&Conservation how 
the vessels could be used in a more cost-effective 
manner and how further coordination could be 
achieved. 


