
Title 
Reducing the impact of impulsive underwater sound on marine biodiversity 

Submitted by: 
Coalition Clean Baltic (Observer) 

Description of measure 
The negative impact of underwater noise on several cetacean, fish and invertebrate species has been 
shown and documented, thus the reduction of underwater noise is an urgent issue that needs to be 
addressed with consequent measures. While assessment and monitoring are being put in place through 
the Regional Action Plan Underwater Noise, measures that take immediate effect are needed. 
For impulsive noise of any source a clear threshold for the whole Baltic Sea based on best available 
technique (BAT) and best environmental practice (BEP) is needed with immediate effect. This measure 
can be implemented immediately alongside monitoring to check its efficiency as the Baltic thresholds 
might need to be adapted as further data and knowledge become available. Regulations to limit noise at 
source should encourage alternative methods which generate less underwater noise for all activities. For 
example, alternatives to impact pile driven monopile foundations should be considered alongside other 
noise reduction methods for piling and Marine Vibroseis should be fully examined as an alternative to 
airguns for seismic surveys. 
 

Activity:  

[Drop-down list: Activity that the measure is addressing. Additional drop-down lists can be copy/pasted 
as necessary.] 
Renewable energy generation (wind, wave and tidal power), including infrastructure  
Industrial uses (oil, gas, industrial plants)  
Military operations (infrastructure, munitions disposal) 

Pressure: 
[Drop-down list: Pressure that the measure is addressing. Additional drop-down lists can be copy/pasted 
as necessary.] 
Disturbance of species: Other (e.g. barriers, collission) 
Input of anthropogenic sound (impulsive, continuous) 
Disturbance of species: Visual, presence, boating, recreational activities, above-water noise 

State: 
The measure would immediately reduce the impact of underwater noise from impulsive sources on 
Baltic marine species such as injury, death or disturbance. 
 
Mammals 
Fish 
Noise 

Extent of impact: 
For each source (construction site, survey area, underwater explosions, etc.) the effect would be local, 
but as the threshold would be valid Baltic wide, the effect would be much wider. It would mean that 
locally the disturbance decreases, but also that the whole Baltic would become less polluted with 
underwater noise. For underwater detonations the effect would also be local but animals can be 
seriously injured or killed. This can have negative effects on population level. 
 



Effectiveness of measure 
As demonstrated by Germany at the PRESSURE 11-2019 meeting, noise mitigation has already 
successfully been implemented in German waters for several years. Threshold values for noise emissions 
from pile-driving activities were set in 2008 as follows: 

 unweighted broadband Sound Exposure Level (SEL or LE) ≤ 160 dB (re 1 μ Pa2s) and 

 Peak Level (Lp,pk or zero-to-peak) ≤ 190 dB (re 1 μ Pa),  
which must be complied with in a distance of 750 m to the piling site.  
In 2013, a concept for the protection of harbour porpoises was elaborated by the German Federal 
Ministry for the Environment with the main objective to prevent cumulative impacts and protect 
habitats of harbour porpoises from pile-diving noise. Since 2014 and due to the enormous research and 
development effort of the industry, several technical noise mitigation systems evolved as state-of-the-art 
systems, leading to reliable compliance with the abovementioned German underwater noise thresholds. 
This example could act as the best available technique (BAT) and best environmental practice (BEP) to 
date, but could be adapted for the Baltic as mentioned below. 
 
 

Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
[Free text: indicate any known or likely sources of cost and/or effectiveness data of the measure] 
If noise mitigation measures are applied in pile driving, costs are involved in the acquisition of a noise 
mitigation system, use of additional equipment such as compressors or a pipe-laying vessel (in the case 
of bubble curtains), and possibly adaptations in construction which might also require additional time.  
Mitigation measures considered BAT or BEP are already state-of-the-art technology. This includes 
robustness and reliability of the system as well as cost effectiveness, i.e. that the technology reaches the 
necessary aim (e.g. meeting a certain threshold) with appropriate costs. Adaptations in workflow can 
increase cost effectiveness. For example, a surplus vessel can be used to host the compressors or an 
isolation casing is used which also acts as pile guide and thus would come without additional costs. 
 
In conclusion, the measure is cost-effective as conservation goals and nature protection legislation can 
reliably be met. Additional benefits for companies include the increase of their image. 
 

Feasibility: 
As the German example shows, it is already state of the art and can be improved with time and research. 
 

Follow-up of measure: 
Alongside noise and compliance monitoring is essential to assess if the set threshold is being met and if it 
is effective. Depending on source noise, mitigating method and local topography, the thresholds might 
have to be adapted over time. 
 

Background material: 
In the 2013 Ministerial Declaration it was agreed that “the level of ambient and distribution of impulsive 
sounds in the Baltic Sea should not have negative impact on marine life and that human activities that 
are assessed to result in negative impacts on marine life should be carried out only if relevant mitigation 
measures are in place”. In the Baltic Sea Environment Proceedings N° 167 the strong impact of noise on 
the Baltic is made clear, thus immediate action is needed and - as stated above - is possible. 
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