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Background 
In the approved preliminary plan for HOLAS III, in line with the wishes expressed by the Contracting Parties, 

all technical development work and improving of infrastructure needed to support the State of the Baltic Sea 

report takes place prior to the start of the actual HOLAS assessment process. This development work is 

clustered under a HOLAS III preparatory phase. The preparatory phase is structured along three distinct but 

interlinked projects outlining the main stands requiring further work (as illustrated in Figure 1 in this 

document):  

1. consolidation and development of indicators,  

2. establishing and improving data flows,  

3. refining and further developments of the assessments  

The preparatory phase is proposed to run from the beginning of 2020 to the first quarter of 2022, in a 

staggered structure (as presented in Figure 3 in this document). The project plans for the development of 

indicators and improving data flows have been approved in HOD 54-2018, and HOD 57-2019 respectively.  

Following the approval of the provisional plan for HOLAS III, which included the preparatory work, at HELCOM 

41-2020, the work on drafting the project plan for the third step of the preparatory phase has commenced 

in the form of drafting the project proposal for the HELCOM Holistic Assessment Methodology Development 

Project (HELCOM MetDev) January 2021-March 2022.  

One of the Work Packages (WP1) in under the MetDev project is proposed to exclusively focus on the further 

development of spatial pressure and impact analyses. This document contains the general project proposal 

introduction (as context) and the current draft for WP1 for review and input. The current content of WP 1 

has been drafted using the output form the three step process to identify further development needs 

established by GEAR, especially the conclusions from the second step, the Scoping Meeting held 8-9 

September 2020. The preliminary content of WP1 will be further refined using the conclusions and guidance 

the third and last step of the process, the technical development workshop. Thus, the WP1 work is still only 

partially covered by the version of proposal contained herein. 

 

Action requested 
The Workshop is invited to:   

− take note the updated project plan for MetDev. 

− Provide guidance on how to further develop the project proposal and note that changes stemming 

from the technical CIA workshop will still require that changes are made to the proposal contained 

in this document;  
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
1. Title of Project 
HELCOM Holistic Assessment Methodology Development Project (HELCOM MetDev), 2021-2022 

2. Project Manager(s) 
HELCOM Secretariat, Professional Secretary. 

3. Proposing Party     
Contracting Party          ___ _ 

Commission                    _____ 

Subsidiary body             ___X__ 

Heads of Delegation      _____ 

Executive Secretary      _____ 

4. The body supervising the project 
State and Conservation Working Group and Professional Secretary 

5. Target and activities 

Background  
Early preparation for the HOLAS III process has been identified as important for the successful 

implementation of the next holistic assessment. The provisional plan for HOLAS III divides the work into two 

main work phases, the preparatory work and the holistic assessment. The preparatory work is intended to 

review and further develop the necessary components and improve infrastructure to support the next 

holistic assessment. This is required in order to ensure that critical components (indicators, dataflows and 

tools) are fit for purpose, and to maintain the continued policy relevance of the work.  

The preparatory work has been structured along three distinct but interlinked projects: consolidation and 

development of indicators (HELCOM Indicators), establishing and improving data flows (HELCOM DataFlow), 

and refining and further developing the assessments (HELCOM MetDev) (as illustrated in figure 1). The 

preparatory phase has been agreed to run from the beginning of 2020 to the first quarter of 2022, in a 

staggered structure where each project provides information to and helps guide the consequent projects 

throughout the duration (as illustrated in figure 3).
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Figure 1. The preparatory work has been structured along three distinct but interlinked projects: consolidation and development of indicators (HELCOM Indicators), establishing and improving data flows (HELCOM 

DataFlow), and refining and further developing the assessments (HELCOM MetDev). 
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Figure 2. Visualizing the links between internal preparatory phase projects, the HOLAS III assessment and approved and proposed externally funded projects. 

 

HELCOM BLUES 2021-2022 (EMFF/MSFD 2020)  
(proposal under development) 

• Indicator development (biodiversity indicators, litter, noise) 

• Further development of economic and social analyses. 

• Further development of assessment tools and methods. 

• Support for assessment. 

• Data provisioning. 

 

Baltic DataFlow 2020-2023 (CEF 

Telecom) 

• Improving data flow 

• Improving data accessibility 

• Improving assessment tools 
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2020 2021 2022 2023 

  

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

Indicator development/consolidation  (HELCOM Indicators)                                 

Establising and ensuring dataflows (HELCOM DataFlow)                                 

Refining and further developments of assessments (HELCOM MetDev)                                 

HOLAS III Assessment                  

Figure 3. The preparatory phase is proposed to run from the beginning of 2020 to the end of 2021, in a staggered structure where each project 

provides information to and helps guide the consequent projects throughout the preparatory phase 

The MetDev project, as outlined in this document, would be targeting the third and final step of the 

preparatory phase, namely improving the indicator driven integrated assessment tools  as well as other tools 

or methods such as cumulative impacts and methods used for analysis of economic and social aspects, which 

underpin the holistic assessment of the Baltic Sea environment. Consequently, the HELCOM MetDev project 

is proposed to consist of three distinct work packages, corresponding to the three work strands for which 

further development would be beneficial:  

• Work package 1: Cumulative Impacts Assessment  

• Work package 2: Economic and Social Analyses  

• (Work package 3: Indicator driven integrated assessment tools) 

The aim of the project is to ensure that the tools and methods used are fit for purpose and fully operational 

for the Third State of the Baltic Sea Assessment (HOLAS III).  

The project will build on lessons learnt from the Second State of the Baltic Sea report (HOLAS II 2018) as well 

as link closely and contribute to the work done under the two already approved preparatory projects, 

HELCOM Indicators and HELCOM DataFlow. It is e.g. likely that modification and refinements of the 

integrated assessment tools are needed following the incorporation of new data strands stemming from step 

two (HELCOM DataFlow) and possible new or consolidated indicators stemming from step one (HELCOM 

Indicators). The project would also work closely together with organizations hosting and/or maintaining some 

of the HELCOM assessment tools, e.g. ICES, as well as externally funded project aiming to support the HOLAS 

III preparatory and assessment work e.g. Baltic Data Flows and, if successful, HELCOM BLUES (see Figure 2 

for an outline of how the projects support the HOLAS III process). GEAR 20-2019 invited the Secretariat and 

the relevant Expert Groups to prepare more specific information on identified gaps and development needs 

for the various work strands not covered by the indicator work, as identified in the HOLAS II process or in 

subsequent work. This information, together with input received through the HOLAS II Lessons Learned 

survey have been considered when outlining the work under the respective work packages presented in this 

project plan. 

 

Activities  

Work package 1: Cumulative Impact Assessment 

Project staff: project researcher/data analyst (located at Secretariat), application developer (total number of 

man months 12) 

HELCOM Expert Support: HELCOM Expert Groups based on identified need 

Review, guidance and approval: State and Conservation 
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Human activities in the Baltic Sea and its catchment area create a variety of potential pressures. To support 

ecosystem-based management of human activities and to provide a system that enables linking the quality 

of the environment to its management there is a need to identify relevant activities and quantify intensities 

and distribution of the anthropogenic pressures affecting the marine environment, as well as to identify and 

quantify their impacts on the Baltic Sea ecosystem.  

If each of the pressures affecting the Baltic Sea is considered individually, they may appear to be at 

sustainable levels. However, at any given point multiple pressures are affecting the species and habitats of 

the marine environment and these pressures jointly cause cumulative impacts. When considered together, 

particularly when their temporal and spatial distribution overlap, the total impact of these pressures on the 

environment may be considerable and especially so when acting on habitats or species with variable 

sensitivity.  

To bring together spatial information on the distribution and intensity of activities/pressures and their 

potential (cumulative) impacts on ecosystem components HELCOM has, for its previous holistic assessments 

HOLAS I in 2012 and HOLAS II 2018, developed and used the Baltic Sea Pressure Index (BSPI) and the Baltic 

Sea Impact Index (BSII).  

HELCOM GEAR started planning the HOLAS III process leading up to the publication of the Third State of the 

Baltic Sea report in 2019. As part of this planning process the question arose how to tackle cumulative impact 

assessments (CIA) in the Baltic Sea region in future assessments and on the role of the Baltic Sea Pressure 

and Impact Indices (BSPI/BSII) in HOLAS III. The GEAR meeting concluded that BSPI/BSII should be included 

as part of HOLAS III, but in what capacity and format is still to be considered. GEAR 21-2019 concluded that 

further discussion is needed on how to tackle cumulative impact assessment for the purpose of HOLAS III, 

including, but not limited to 

• identifying what is required from such an assessment 

• what the current and possible use of the assessment outputs are 

• considering the added value of such assessments 

• the analysis and interpretation of results 

• how to handle uncertainty and possibilities for validation of assessment results 

• how to better link the assessment with the indicator evaluation. 

GEAR agreed on a three step process to reach a shared view on these questions and by extension the 

development needs for HOLAS III. HOD 58-2020 endorsed the arrangements for taking forward the CIA-work 

in a three step approach including a questionnaire, a scoping meeting and a technical workshop. Contracting 

Parties also discussed to broaden the scope of the discussion with a view to discussing how pressure, impact 

and status information can be linked. It was recognised that the questions raised regarding CIA require 

clarification by autumn 2020 so that the development of agreed deliverables can be included the proposal 

for a project in preparation of HOLAS III, the MetDev project, for approval by HOD 59-2020 in December 

2020. 

The first step was to collect national information on the view and potential use of cumulative impact 

assessments through a survey, to be used as a basis for further discussion at a CIA Scoping meeting. The first 

step was executed by distributing a survey to GEAR contacts. The questionnaire provides examples of policy 

contexts for HELCOM work on CIA and explores in two sets of questions The responses were collated and 

used as a basis for the discussion at the scoping meeting, the output of which includes an overview of 

envisioned used for pressure and impact assessment, provides long and short term priorities for further 

development and identifies how current challenges and barrier could be tackled. 
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At CIA Scoping 1-2020 the participants recognized spatial pressure and impact assessment as providing a 

good platform for regional cooperation and needed support for transboundary work. Overall the meeting 

advocated a broader scope of pressure and impact analysis, one that supports ecosystem based 

management., e.g by supporting prioritization, planning and implementation of measures and management 

actions.  

To increase the added value of the further development planned to take place prior to HOLAS III an 

assessment tool must be able to: 

1. Be used for subset analysis (e.g. analyses of specific species/pressures/activity combinations). Such 

subset analyses where recognized as providing valuable spatial support and context for status 

assessments. 

2. Strive to show results at an ecologically relevant scale, and any tool developed should thus be 

scalable within the same analyses. 

3. Separate between direct and indirect pressures 

4.  Include information regarding the scale of a pressures to the overall impact, by presenting 

proportional values, and linking back to the activity causing the pressure, by 1km2 square. 

5. Assign proportional values of impact to different sectors/activities. 

6. Present distribution of pressures and impact at 1km2 resolution and identify "hot spots"/risk areas 

of high pressure. 

7. Include temporal resolution (e.g. retrospective changes over time/within a year), to account for that 

impact has a temporal aspect in addition to a spatial one. 

8. Start considerations on how to account for antagonistic/synergistic effects of pressures and activities 

to account for the more complex dynamics of human activities affecting the ecosystem. 

9. Be very clear on the method, assumptions and data included. Consider how the significance of the 

uncertainties and confidence can be communicated, e.g. differences in quality of underlying data.  

10. Allow for results to be validated. 

 

Based on the outcome of the scoping exercise the following priorities for further development for HOLAS III 

have been identified: 

A. Capacity for subset analyses of any activity/pressure/impact/ecosystem component combinations 

B. Improve sensitivity scores and matrices 

C. Improve links between pressures and change in state. 

D.  Proportional value of pressure to impact 

E. Linking back proportion of impact to the relevant human activity 

F.  Identify proportional value of impact by various sectors 

G. Differentiate between direct and indirect pressures 

H. Include temporal resolution (e.g. retrospective changes over time/within a year) 

I. Explore inclusion of antagonistic/synergistic effects of pressures and activities. 

J. Improved confidence assessment and presentation of uncertainties and assumptions. 

K. Validation of results 

The work on further development of the cumulative impact assessment approach is closely tied to data 

availability and as such Work Package 1 is especially tightly linked to the work done under the HELCOM 

DataFlow project and a dynamic and close cooperation between WP1 and a number of the activities under 

the DataFlow project are foreseen. The first step has been initiated through a dedicate State and 

Conservation WG meeting to review and priorities the need to updated the various existing data layers, 

consider the inclusion of existing data layers previously not included in the analyses and to consider and 

propose new data which could be included.  

As much of the work under WP1 will be utilizing development efforts already available or underway for the 

various national tools available in the region, and to ensure synergies and alignment where possible, it is 
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foreseen that small, targeted meetings or workshops focused on technical issues, involving relevant national 

experts, will be needed.  

Content outlining the technical development work will be developed in the technical development workshop 

(Technical CIA WS 1-2020) which is planned for 3-4 November 2020. 

A. Capacity for subset analyses of any activity/pressure/impact/ecosystem component combinations 

 

B. Improve sensitivity scores and matrices 

 

C. Improve links between pressures and change in state. 

 

D. Proportional value of pressure to impact 

 

E. Linking back proportion of impact to the relevant human activity 

 

F. Identify proportional value of impact by various sectors 

 

G. Differentiate between direct and indirect pressures 

 

H. Include temporal resolution (e.g. retrospective changes over time/within a year) 

 

I. Explore inclusion of antagonistic/synergistic effects of pressures and activities. 

 

J. Improved confidence assessment and presentation of uncertainties and assumptions. 

 

K. Validation of results 

 

 

Timeline WP1 
Guidance 

Review 

Approval 

 

Task 
2021 2022 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 3 

A. Capacity for subset analyses of any 

activity/pressure/impact/ecosystem 

component combinations 

               

B. Improve sensitivity scores and 

matrices 

               

C. Improve links between pressures 

and change in state. 
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D. Proportional value of pressure to 

impact 

               

E. Linking back proportion of impact to 

the relevant human activity 

               

F. Identify proportional value of 

impact by various sectors 

               

G. Differentiate between direct and 

indirect pressures 

               

H. Include temporal resolution (e.g. 

retrospective changes over 

time/within a year) 

               

I. Explore inclusion of 

antagonistic/synergistic effects of 

pressures and activities. 

               

J. Improved confidence assessment 

and presentation of uncertainties 

and assumptions. 

               

K. Validation of results                

 

6. Expected results  
The expected results are in the form of documents and operational data flows supporting HOLAS III 

Assessment, more explicitly:   

Work package 1: 

The expected results are in the form of approaches, tools and methods that support HOLAS III assessment 

and analysis: 

1. An improved, fit for purpose spatial presentation tool capable of: 

- subset analyses  

- identifying proportional value of pressure to impact 

- linking back proportion of impact to the relevant human activity 

- identify proportional value of impact by various sectors 

- differentiating between direct and indirect pressure 

- to for relevant pressures and ecosystem components present temporal changes in spatial 

distribution of pressures and impacts. 

2. Visual representation at 1km2 resolution and improved confidence assessment and presentation of 

uncertainties and assumptions 

3. Improved, ecologically valid, sensitivity scores and matrices, where possible. 

4. Improved, ecologically valid, links between pressures and changes in state, where possible. 

5. Exploratory testing of including synergistic/antagonistic effects. 

6. A method for validation of analysis results. 

 


