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Monitoring and pollution risk assessment regarding species and habitats in the Baltic Region 
 
Submitted by: 
HELCOM EWG OWR 
 

Description of measure 
Marine pollution incidents such as oil spills are rare and catastrophic events that can have severe 
impacts on sensitive habitats and species. In order to prevent and minimise damage, including 
suffering of oiled animals, reliable data on environmental sensititvity should be available in the 
command centre that can be used to plan, direct and optimise response operations. 
This requires the following actions to be undertaken: 

1. Availability of recent and up to date monitoring data from field research in the whole 
Baltic Sea Proper 

2. An analysis of these data to determine vulnerable species, vulnerable areas, vulnerable 
times of the year 

3. A representation of the results that fulfils the needs of an operational manager, e.g. 
seasonal maps with risk indications, scale indications, etc. 

4. A risk analysis as to how combat activities could also impact certain species and habitats 
in areas, seasons, or certain circumstances. 

 
Oil spills often have a large impact on seabirds, as these are not able to avoid oil contamination on 
the sea surface and on the shore. In the Baltic Sea, seabirds can be found from time to time in 
large, high-density aggregations (sometimes thousands) for breeding, migration and moulting. In 
certain nearshore areas in the Baltic Sea high density aggregations can be found year round. This 
leads to a scenario where even a relatively small spill could lead to thousands of oiled birds, which 
in turn could have a significant impact on waterbird populations that are already declining and 
under pressure from other human activities. Many seabird populations have declined in the Baltic 
Sea region since the 1990’s, and the HELCOM Red List of species (2011) has classified 16 species, 
subspecies, or populations of wintering birds, and 23 species, subspecies or populations of 
breeding birds as red-listed. Seabirds are protected by the EU Birds Directive.  
 
The measure would consist of ensuring that continued systematic scientific gathering of 
monitoring data for seabird species is carried out in all areas of the Baltic (Action 1, combined 
with HELCOM State and Conservation). For oil spill preparedness, vulnerability overviews are 
prepared as baseline information (Action 2). As a next step these data should be transferred into 
operational maps and guidelines (Action 3). In addition an analyisis should be made on the use of 
response equipment and the possible impact of response activities on wildlife under different 
seasons, reflecting differing specific behaviours, etc.) (Action 4). 
 
The results of actions 1-4 will benefit the HELCOM Contracting Parties as they can be used for 
response planning purposes for example when drafting or updating national oiled wildlife 
response plans or national/municipal environmental risk analyses.  
Activity:  
Transport – shipping (incl. anchoring, mooring) 
Pressure: 
Hazardous substances 
State: 
Birds 



 

Red listed species and habitats 
Hazardous substances 
Extent of impact: 
The measure will contribute to the awareness of the Baltic Sea as a natural area, and to the level 
of protection that can be given to vulnerable species and habitats. Gathering the data and 
integrating the whereabouts of vulnerable species and habitats will make marine emergency 
responders more aware of risks to nature and lead to better alerting and mobilisation protocols, 
and more effectiveness in the actual prevention and minimisation of suffering and mortalities. 

Effectiveness of measure 
The measure will contribute to oil spill response planning and make it possible for oil spill 
authorities to take  seabird populations into account already in the planning phase. This may 
significantly reduce the effects of an oil spill, if vulnerable areas and bird populations can be 
protected from contamination, and will help oiled wildlife response planners correctly scale their 
response.  
Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
The measure would require the solidification of budgets for regular and comprehensive seabird 
monitoring in the Baltic. Efforts should be made to tie in with existing seabird surveys where 
possible, in order to minimise costs. Data will have multiple purposes, including detecting trends, 
identifying vulnerable areas and prevention of oiling impacts, the latter indicating that costs for a 
wildlife response can be reduced. The translation of the data into operational tools is relatively 
straightforward, and low cost if done regionally, to the same standards and output. 
Feasibility: 
Technical implementation is feasible within 5 years involving the existing expertise and survey 
data of national experts of the Helcom Contracting Parties.  
Follow-up of measure: 
Data needs to be regularly updated (ideally every 6 years) in order for it to be accurate and helpful 
for planning and preparedness purposes. Climate change may impact the distribution of species in 
the future.  
Background material: 
 

References 
Waterbird Populations and Pressures in the Baltic Sea, TemaNord 2011:550, Nordic Council of 
Ministers 2011 
The HELCOM Red List of Baltic Sea species in danger of becoming extinct (2013) 
HELCOM Second Holistic Assessment of the Ecosystem Health of the Baltic Sea (2017) 
 


	Title
	Submitted by:

	Description of measure
	Activity: 
	Pressure:
	State:
	Extent of impact:

	Effectiveness of measure
	Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure:
	Feasibility:
	Follow-up of measure:
	Background material:

	References

