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vation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals, the 
Sargasso Sea Commission, UNESCO, OSPAR, 
the Council of the Baltic Sea States, and the EU 
Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region. 

In June 2017, HELCOM was represented at the 
UN Ocean Conference to Support the Imple-
mentation of Sustainable Development Goal 
14, a major event held at the UN headquarters 
in New York where a world-wide call for action 
on oceans was launched. There, HELCOM spoke 
both at the UN General Assembly as well as in 
one of the Partnership Dialogues, sowing the 
seeds for valuable cooperation in the future. 
The HELCOM work was also presented by Con-
tracting Parties and the Secretariat in a number 
of workshops at the conference. 

Contracting Parties pledged voluntary com-
mitments at the conference, many of which 
were directly related to the protection of the 
Baltic Sea. HELCOM itself made four commit-
ments, which we are already working on: (i) con-
trolling NOx emission for ships, (ii) identifying 
Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine 
Areas (EBSAs), (iii) cooperating within Regional 
Seas Programmes, and (iv) strengthening the 
implementation of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Ac-
tion Plan to support the ocean-related SDGs.

The first commitment resulted in designat-
ing the Baltic Sea as NOx Emission Control 
Area for ships and developing a public-private 
partnership to facilitate the implementation 
of the measure.

As a follow up, the first meeting of the HEL-
COM Maritime Sub-group on Green Technolo-
gy and Alternative Fuels for Shipping (GREEN 
TEAM) in Sweden in September 2017 included a 
dedicated session on a joint regional agenda for 

Preface: HELCOM activities in 2017

I would like to share with you my reflection on 
our joint work in 2017, by way of this report that 
was prepared earlier in 2017. A summary of our 
work this year, the report places a particular fo-
cus on the pressures on the Baltic Sea and the 
state of its biodiversity. 

2017 was also marked by the release of our 
holistic assessment, the “State of the Baltic Sea” 
report, and intense preparations for the HEL-
COM Ministerial Meeting 2018 in Brussels.

The year saw improved cooperation with 
various partners that follow a similar agenda 
to HELCOM’s. Through our activities, we advan-
ced towards the Baltic Sea Action Plan and the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
especially those related to oceans and the ma-
rine environment. 

The streamlining process of HELCOM has 
geared up in 2017, with the intention to preserve 
and strengthen the ties with other interna-
tional bodies. There are many benefits from 
cooperating. Foremost, it is an opportunity to 
increase political support for HELCOM work 
and its impact on policy, particularly in regar-
ds to the implementation of the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan. Through cooperation, HELCOM 
success stories and best practices get spread 
farther, and our own work becomes a source 
of inspiration elsewhere. 

HELCOM was particularly successful in in-
creasing its cooperation with regional, Euro-
pean and global partners. In the pursuit of our 
goals, HELCOM has notably teamed up with UN 
Environment and other Regional Sea Conven-
tions and UN Programmes, the International 
Maritime Organization, the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity, the Convention on the Conser-

3Activity Report 2017 — BESP 154
Preface: HELCOM activities in 2017

By Monika Stankiewicz, HELCOM Executive Secretary



green shipping, technology and alternative fu-
els. At the joint session, the nearly 70 registered 
participants from the networks of HELCOM, 
Council of the Baltic Sea States, and a number 
of other participating organizations, as well as 
other stakeholders, considered past progress 
and identified priorities for future regional work.

The second commitment was about identi-
fying Ecologically or Biologically Significant Ma-
rine Areas (EBSAs) in the Baltic Sea.

The Regional Workshop to Facilitate the De-
scription of Ecologically or Biologically Signifi-
cant Marine Areas (EBSAs) in the Baltic Sea was 
hosted by Finland with additional financial sup-
port from Sweden and held in Helsinki from 20 to 
24 February 2018. The workshop was convened 
by the Secretariat of the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity in collaboration with HELCOM. Nine 
EBSAs were identified by the workshop in the 
Baltic Sea, highlighting the fact that despite the 
known marine environmental issues, the Baltic 
Sea does have a unique ecological and biologi-
cal significance.

HELCOM was commended in the workshop 
for its regionally harmonized data layers on the 
HELCOM Map and Data Service, which has been 
serving as one of the largest hubs of spatial data 
for the Baltic Sea marine environment since 
2010, and which was completely redesigned 
and rebuilt last year, including for instance IN-
SPIRE compliant metadata record of each data-
set. HELCOM now provides free access to more 
than 600 map layers in total, with maps ranging 
from biodiversity and species distribution to in-
formation on maritime traffic.

The third HELCOM commitment at the UN 
Ocean Conference focused on cooperation 
within Regional Seas Programmes working on 
the ocean-related SDGs.

HELCOM and OSPAR pooled resources for 
preparing a fully operational workspace for the 
evaluation of HELCOM indicators for hazardous 
substances. Furthermore, still in cooperation 

with OSPAR, a new online risk assessment tool 
for non-indigenous species transfers via the bal-
last water of commercial ships has been jointly 
released in 2016. The IMO Ballast Water Manage-
ment Convention for ships entered into force 
on 8 September 2017, and efforts on its harmo-
nized implementation will continue in close co-
operation between HELCOM and OSPAR.

Recently, HELCOM has also come on board 
the new GEF-UNDP-IMO GloFouling Partner-
ships as a strategic partner. This partnership 
will create new possibilities for cooperation, al-
lowing biofouling issues to be better addressed 
within the context of inv sive species manage-
ment as a whole. 

Another good example of HELCOM work at 
the international level was the workshop on 
eel hosted by Sweden and held in cooperation 
with the Convention on Migratory Species and 
the Sargasso Sea Commission. This is of par-
ticular interest to HELCOM because eels are a 
shared resource for the entire Baltic Sea region, 
thus needing an interregional approach for 
its management.

Also in 2017, HELCOM jointly developed a sta-
tus report on pharmaceuticals in the Baltic Sea 
region with the Policy Area Hazards of the Euro-
pean Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region 
and UNESCO. As a follow up, HELCOM estab-
lished an expert group (CG Pharma) to provide 
scientific background on the impact of phar-
maceuticals on the environment. The group 
will cooperate with the Pharmaceuticals in the 
Environment (PIE) – a cooperation platform 
launched by the EUSBSR to support regional 
policy development and stakeholder coopera-
tion regarding pharmaceuticals.

Then there is the fourth commitment, name-
ly strengthening the implementation of the 
HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan to support the 
ocean-related SDGs. The first step towards this 
was already taken in the HELCOM Ministerial 
Meeting 2018.
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Then, the first version of the “State of the Bal-
tic Sea” report is in itself a major – if not the lar-
gest – HELCOM effort in producing assessments. 
Unprecedented at this scale, the “State of the 
Baltic Sea” provides a scientific evaluation of the 
environmental status of the Baltic Sea during 
2011-2015, and assesses pressures and impacts 
from human activities, as well as social and eco-
nomic dimensions, in the entire Baltic Sea. 

The assessment is based on an extensive set of 
materials, including the HELCOM core indicators 
and Baltic-wide maps, covering aspects such as 
eutrophication, contamination, marine litter, un-
derwater noise, fishing, hunting, and effects of 
habitat loss. The assessment of ben-thic and pe-
lagic habitats, fish, marine mammals, and birds 
indicate that biodiversity status is inadequate for 
most assessed species, and that continued efforts 
to support biodiversity are of key importance.

The report’s first version was released earlier 
in 2017, and served as background informa-
tion for the HELCOM Ministerial Meeting 2018 
in Brussels. The report will be updated by June 
2018, and, together with a new HELCOM report 

on the status of implementation of HELCOM 
agreements, will inform about our future deci-
sions and actions. 

The report was the result of the Second Ho-
listic Assessment of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS II), 
co-financed by the EU as well as from special 
contributions by Sweden, Finland, Germany 
and Denmark. 

On a pleasant note, the HELCOM Maritime 
Working Group (MARITIME) has been awarded 
the Baltic Sea Fund Prize 2017 for its persistent 
and long-term work to reduce pollution from 
maritime traffic in the Baltic Sea. The latest ach-
ievements of the MARITIME group – highlighted 
by the award – include the ban of sewage dis-
charges to international waters of the Baltic Sea 
and the designation of the Baltic Sea as a special 
area for nitrogen oxide emissions from ships ex-
haust gases (NECA). Both these major develop-
ments were fully adopted by the IMO based on 
proposals developed within the group.

For up-to-date information about the activi-
ties of the different HELCOM working groups, we 
invite you to visit the HELCOM website.
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For each goal a number of more specific ob-
jectives and actions are agreed through the 
BSAP and supplemented by HELCOM Ministe-
rial Declarations. The level of accomplishment 
of 177 actions with concrete targets have been 
reported and assessed. For an explanation 
to how the assessment is done see Box 1.

A majority of the actions are linked to the 
biodiversity segment1 of the BSAP, including 
both conservation and management mea-
sures. Of the actions carried out jointly in HEL-
COM, 54% of the actions related to biodiversity 
have been accomplished and 68% on average 
across all BSAP segments (Figure 1.1).

Biodiversity is also dominating the HEL-
COM actions that are implemented nationally. 
Currently 23% of national actions have been 
accomplished, meaning that they have been 
implemented by all HELCOM countries. An ad-
ditional 62% have been partly accomplished, 
meaning that one or more countries have im-
plemented the action (Figure 1.1). 

1. Introduction

One of the duties of the Helsinki Commission is 
to keep the implementation of the Helsinki Con-
vention under continuous observation. Imple-
mentation of the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) 
has been followed up on a number of occasions 
and reporting on the implementation of HEL-
COM Recommendations is carried out regularly. 

In 2016 the HELCOM Explorer was launched, a 
web-based platform that provides information 
on the implementation of agreements under 
BSAP and HELCOM Ministerial Declarations in 
2010 and 2013. The HELCOM Explorer covers  a 
limited number of HELCOM Recommendations 
with the aim to fully develop the follow-up sys-
tem for Recommendations in the future.

The overarching aim of the BSAP is to reach 
good environmental status by 2021 and the 
more specific goals of the BSAP are to reach:

• Baltic Sea unaffected by eutrophication
• Baltic Sea undisturbed by hazardous substances
• Environmentally friendly maritime activities
• Favourable status of Baltic Sea biodiversity 
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Figure 1.1 Accomplishment of joint and 
national actions agreed under the Baltic 
Sea Action Plan and HELCOM Ministerial 
Declarations. 
Each block represents one action. The 
categorization of actions is based on the 
main segments of the BSAP. The category 
‘Others’ refers to actions in the areas of 
financing, awareness, and monitoring and 
assessment. Note that the categorization 
and number of actions according to the 
BSAP, as reflected in this figure, may 
deviate from the categorization made 
in the remainder of the report which 
follows the structure of the HELCOM ‘State 
of the Baltic Sea’ report. For example, 
actions under the BSAP Maritime segment 
are presented separately in this figure 
while in Chapter 2 on Pressures they are 
split between sections 2.1 and 2.2 on 
Eutrophication and Hazardous substances. 
Actions related to management of fish 
are in this figure included under the 
Biodiversity segment while presented 
separately in section 2.6 on Species 
removal by fishing. For explanation to how 
the assessment is done see Box 1.

1 In the sorting of actions according to the BSAP and Ministerial Declarations, note that the biodiversity segment also 

includes actions related e.g. to marine litter, underwater sound, and management of fish stocks.



is intended as a support to identify issues that 
may warrant special attention in HELCOM in 
the future.

The report is structured according to the top-
ics addressed in the HELCOM report ‘State of the 
Baltic Sea, First version June 2017’, i.e. according 
to topics which are assessed in terms of status 
of and pressures on the Baltic Sea environment. 
For each topic the status is summarized based 
on the results of the first version of the ‘State 
of the Baltic Sea’ report which reflects the sit-
uation in the period 2011-2015. An overview of 
the implementation of actions corresponding 
to the pressures and ecosystem components 
is presented as reported by countries in 2016 
and with minor updates carried out in 2017 as 
found relevant due to recent developments. Up 
to date reporting on HELCOM Recommenda-
tions is also reflected when available. The focus 
of this report is on actions involving concrete 
measures to improve the environmental sta-
tus or regional coordination of management of 
the Baltic Sea. 

In 2017, the Contracting Parties agreed to use 
HELCOM as coordinating platform for the region-
al implementation of UN Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDG) that are related to oceans, in 
particular SDG 14 to ‘Conserve and sustainably 
use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development’. HELCOM has a pub-
lished report that describes how HELCOM con-
tributes to reaching this goal (HELCOM 2017r). In 
this report the SDGs that are directly linked to 
the different sections are highlighted and An-
nex 1 lists the national voluntary commitments 
made by the Contracting Parties at the UN Con-
ference “Our oceans, our future: partnering for 
the implementation of Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 14” that was held in June 2017.

This report focuses on the implementation of 
agreements in HELCOM and covers the actions 
agreed in the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) and 
HELCOM Ministerial Declarations in 2010 and 
2013 and a selection of HELCOM Recommen-
dations that have been recently assessed. This 
only represents a part of the actions taken to 
mitigate pressures on the Baltic Sea. In addi-
tion, numerous additional measures are taken 
to implement the general and specific require-
ments of the Helsinki Convention including the 
in total 126 valid HELCOM Recommendations 
out of which 40 have been agreed after the 
adoption of the BSAP in 2007. Measures to im-
prove the state of the Baltic Sea also take place 
through additional national and legal and policy 
requirements. For EU Member States, HELCOM 
acts as the coordination platform for the region-
al implementation of the EU Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive (MSFD). The programmes 
of measures under the Marine Strategy Frame-
work Directive (MSFD) as well as the Water 
Framework Directive (WFD) contribute directly 
to the implementation of HELCOM agreements, 
while HELCOM work can also be used by the 
Contracting Parties being EU Members towards 
these obligations. In Russia the Maritime Doc-
trine includes environmental policy of Russia 
up to 2020 in the field of maritime activities. 
Moreover, national commitments taken under 
international agreements on biodiversity, such 
as ASCOBANS and the ‘Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity (CBD)’, or pollutants, such a ’Mina-
mata Convention on Mercury’ and ‘Stockholm 
Convention of POPs’, contribute to protection 
at the regional level. The report should thus be 
read keeping in mind that HELCOM actions only 
comprise a part of the measures taken to im-
prove the state of the Baltic Sea. The overview 
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Box 1. Explanatory note to the assessment system

Assessment of status of the environment

The assessment of status of the environment, in terms of pressures as well as ecosystem components, is based on 
HELCOM core indicators. For each indicator, good status is defined by setting a threshold value against which the 
current status is assessed. The status of an indicator is expressed as failing or achieving the threshold value. HELCOM 
core indicators and associated threshold values have been developed and agreed in HELCOM over the last decade 
(see e.g. HELCOM core indicators, or overview of threshold values  used in the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report). 

For biodiversity, eutrophication, and hazardous substances, integrated assessments are carried out. In this case 
the indicators are combined in a systematic way to provide an overall status assessment for the respective theme. 
The integrated assessment tools have been agreed for use in the ‘State of the Baltic Sea” report (HELCOM 2016c). 

For some topics, there is not yet any agreement on core indicators, for example for marine litter, underwater 
sound, and loss and disturbance of benthic habitats, and thus, no quantitative status assessment is available.

Assessment of accomplishment of HELCOM actions

HELCOM actions are specified as ‘joint’ or ‘national’ depending on their mode of implementation.

•  Joint actions are implemented in cooperation through HELCOM subsidiary bodies and HELCOM projects.
•  National actions are implemented by the respective Contracting Party.

For each action HELCOM Working Groups have developed criteria for assessing when the individual action should 
be considered as accomplished. The criteria represents three levels of achievement: accomplished, partly accom-
plished, and not accomplished. ‘Partly accomplished’ is in general assigned when there is an ongoing activity to 
achieve the action while ‘Not accomplished’ means that there is no ongoing activity.

Also national actions are assessed in terms of accomplishment on the regional level. In this case the number of 
countries that have implemented the action is considered, in the simplest case according to the following:

•  Accomplished: All Contracting Parties have implemented the action, 
•  Partly accomplished: Some Contracting Parties have implemented the action, 
•  Not accomplished: No Contracting Party has implemented the action.

Thus, a national action is only assessed as ‘Accomplished’ when implemented by all Contracting Parties while ‘Partly 
accomplished’ means that at least one Contracting Party has implemented the action. The national reporting is 
based on a self-evaluation made in 2016. In the preparation of this report HELCOM Working Groups have deliberated 
on some actions where the interpretation of the HELCOM action was ambiguous. This has resulted in an update 
of some actions in the HELCOM Explorer based on a common understanding on when to consider the action as 
accomplished. 

All HELCOM actions have been categorized according to five different types: measures, management coordina-
tion, monitoring and assessment, data and information, and knowledge (for full description see Annex 2). The report 
focuses on implementation of measures and management coordination while the implementation of other types of 
actions are presented in Annex 3.
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sures is included in this chapter as well as actions
related to Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) as an 
approach for ecosystem based management.
Figure 2.1 shows the distribution of joint and 
national HELCOM actions over the different 
pressure types. The focus of this report is on 
concrete measures and management actions 
to improve the state of the Baltic Sea (dark grey 
colour in figure 2.1), which also comprise the 
majority of HELCOM actions. The implementa-
tion of other types of actions, e.g. those related 
to data, knowledge, and assessments, are lis-
ted in Annex 3.

2. Pressures

The pressure on the Baltic Sea marine environ-
ment is assessed according to seven pressure 
types; eutrophication, hazardous substances, 
marine litter, underwater sound, non-indigenous 
species, species removal by fishing, and loss and 
disturbance of benthic habitats (HELCOM 2017n). 
The seven pressure types integrate the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (BSAP) segments on eutrophication, 
hazardous substances and maritime traffic and 
also include components that were originally 
agreed under the BSAP biodiversity segment, i.e. 
marine litter and management of fish. An over-
view of the potential cumulative impact of pres-
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Figure 2.1. Number 
of HELCOM actions 
related to different 
pressure types 
and separated by 
a) joint, and b) 
national actions. 
The type of action 
is further indicated 
according to 
colour legend. 
Abbreviations used: 
MSP=Maritime 
Spatial Planning. 
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The latest figures on maximum allowable input 
of nutrients (MAI) and country allocated reduc-
tion targets (CART) are included in the 2013 
HELCOM Ministerial Declaration. 

Many actions agreed through the BSAP and Mi-
nisterial Declarations are aimed at reducing 
the input of nutrients from different sources 
(Figure 2.1.1). In relation to measures and 
management coordination, 86% of joint ac-
tions have been accomplished while only 
one action implemented at the national level 
has been achieved by all HELCOM countries 
(Figure 2.1.2). 

Selected HELCOM Recommendations relat-
ed to mitigating eutrophication are listed in 
Table 2.1.1. 

HELCOM agreements 

Safeguarding the Baltic Sea from excess input 
of nutrients is established in the Helsinki Con-
vention in Annex III ‘Criteria and measures 
concerning the prevention of pollution from 
land-based sources’ and Annex IV ‘Prevention 
of pollution from ships’.

In the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) eutro-
phication is addressed in a dedicated segment 
with the goal to reach a ‘Baltic Sea unaffected 
by eutrophication’ as well as through the goal 
to reach ‘Environmentally friendly maritime ac-
tivities’, with particular relevance of the objec-
tives to achieve minimum sewage and air pollu-
tion from ships.

A key commitment in the BSAP is the agree-
ment on reduction targets for input of nutrients. 
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2.1. Eutrophication 

Figure 2.1.1. Number of HELCOM actions to mitigate eutrophication, joint 
and national, related to specific topics and sources of nutrient.

Figure 2.1.2. Accomplishment of HELCOM actions to mitigate eutrophication related to measures and management coordination. Each block represents 
one action. For explanation to how the assessment is done see Introduction, Box 1.



Table 2.1.1. HELCOM Recommendations contributing to reduction of input of nutrients, agreed or amended by HELCOM 

after 2007.

28E-4 Amendments to Annex III “Criteria and measures concerning the prevention of pollution from land - based sources” of the 1992 Helsinki 
Convention

28E-5 Municipal wastewater treatment

28E-6 On-site wastewater treatment of single family homes, small businesses and settlements up to 300 person equivalents

28E-7 Measures aimed at the substitution of polyphosphates (phosphorus) in detergents

37-3 Sustainable aquaculture in the Baltic Sea Region

38-1 Sewage sludge handling

Link to SDG targets 

14.1: By 2025 prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, 
including marine debris and nutrient pollution

2.4 By 2030, ensure sustainable food production systems and implement resilient agricultural practices that increase 
productivity and production, that help maintain ecosystem, that strengthen capacity for adaptation to climate 
change, extreme weather, drought, flooding and other disaster and that progressively improve land and soil quality

cation status, none of the 17 offshore sub-ba-
sins achieved good status. Seventeen out of 
247 coastal assessment units in the Baltic Sea 
achieved good status, corresponding to 3% of 
the surface area (HELCOM 2017n). 

Compared to the previous five-year period 
(2007–2011), the integrated eutrophication sta-
tus has deteriorated in seven sub-basins and 
improved in two sub-basins.

Status and trends

The eutrophication status is assessed based on 
a set of indicators representing nutrient levels 
and direct and indirect effects of eutrophica-
tion. For the years 2011-2015, threshold values 
for individual eutrophication indicators were 
only achieved in a few offshore sub-basins 
(Figure 2.1.3). In terms of integrated eutrophi-
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Figure 2.1.3. Results of the integrated assessment of eutrophication and of individual eutrophication core indicators. The integrated status is given in 
three shades of red that all represent an inadequate status. The lightest shade of red is closest to good status. Core indicator results are given as achieving 
the threshold value (green) or failing the threshold value (red). An empty circle represents areas where the assessment was not carried out due to lack of 
data or lack of agreement on a threshold value. No circle represents areas where the indicator is not applicable. The indicator ‘State of the soft-bottom 
macrofauna community’ was agreed only to be included in the Gulf of Bothnia. The arrows reflect if the eutrophication ratio, of the integrated status or 
individual indicator, has changed equal or more than 15% between the years 2007–2011 (last eutrophication assessment) compared with 2011–2015. 
Upward arrows     indicate an increased eutrophication ratio between the two periods (deteriorating condition), downward arrows      indicate a decreased 
ratio (improving condition). If no arrows are shown the difference is less than 15 % between the two periods.

Abbreviated indicators: DIN and DIP=Dissolved inorganic nitrogen and phosphorus, TN and TP=Total nitrogen and phosphorus, Chla=Chlorophyll a, 
Secchi=Water transparency, Cyano=Cyanobacterial bloom index, 0

2
=Oxygen debt, Zoob=State of soft-bottom macrofauna, *=the indicators are tested in 

the HOLAS II project.



ral background load from rivers is about one 
third of the total loads of nitrogen and phos-
phorus with comparatively larger proportion 
of background load to the Gulf of Finland and 
Bothnian Bay. Among anthropogenic sources, 
diffuse sources mainly stemming from agri-
cultural activities contribute with the largest 
riverine nutrient loads to the Baltic Sea while 
point sources also contribute significantly 
(Figure 2.1.4, HELCOM 2017h). 

Sources and trends in input of nutrients

The major sources of both nitrogen and phos-
phorus in the year 2014 stem from waterborne 
input, corresponding toon average 69% of the 
nitrogen and 95% of the phosphorus input. The 
relative importance of inputs via water and air, 
however, differs between basins with airborne in-
put contributing up to 40% of the nitrogen input 
to the Danish Straits (HELCOM 2017p). The natu-
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Figure 2.1.4. Total 
load and major 
sources of riverine 
input of nitrogen 
and phosphorus to 
the Baltic Sea.

The Maximum Allowable Inputs (MAI) of nut-
rients indicates the maximal level of inputs of 
nitrogen and phosphorus to Baltic Sea sub-ba-
sins that still allow achieving the threshold val-
ues defined for the eutrophication indicators. 
In the period 2012-2014, MAI for nitrogen is as-
sessed as achieved for the Bothnian Sea, Dan-
ish Straits and Kattegat and the input was also 
below MAI for Bothnian Bay and Gulf of Riga al-
beit with an uncertainty that precludes a con-
clusion as to whether MAI has been achieved. 
For phosphorus, MAI is assessed as achieved 
only for Kattegat although inputs are below 
or close to MAI also for Bothnian Bay, Both-
nian Sea and Danish Straits (HELCOM 2017p) 
(Figure 2.1.5). 

In the period 1995-2014 the total input of nitrogen 
to the Baltic Sea decreased with 22% and total in-
put of phosphorus with 24%2. A statistically signif-
icant reduction of input of nitrogen is established 
for the Bothnian Bay, Bothnian Sea, Baltic Proper, 
Danish Straits and Kattegat and for the input of to-
tal phosphorus for the Gulf of Finland and Katte-
gat (HELCOM 2017p). The reduction is for both ni-
trogen and phosphorus mainly due to a reduction 
of direct point sources (HELCOM 2017h). A national 
evaluation of load reductions between 1995 and 
2015 indicates that reduction of both nutrients 
mainly stems from reduced output from waste-
water treatment plants and industry. In some 
countries reduced diffuse loads from agriculture 
are also significant (HELCOM 2017i).

2 Normalized values to reduce impact of interannual variation in weather conditions



15Activity Report 2017 — BESP 154
2 – Pressure

Figure 2.1.5. 
Achievement of 
Maximum Allowable 
Inputs (MAI) of 
nitrogen and 
phosphorus in 
2012-2014. 

The adoption of a similar measure to ban dis-
charges of sewage from passenger ships be-
fore advanced treatment to reduce nutrients, 
MARPOL Annex IV, was finalised in 2016. 

In 2016, HELCOM also adopted HELCOM Reco-
mmendation 37/2 on ‘Sustainable Aquacul-
ture in the Baltic Sea Region’, including com-
mitments to minimize emissions and discharges
and foster development towards ecologically 
sustainable farms and aquaculture technologies.

The 2013 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting agreed 
to ‘Review and update part II of Annex III of 
the Helsinki Convention, in order to better 
serve the purposes of reaching good environ-
mental status (GES)’. This joint action has been 
initiated through the HELCOM AGRI Group with 
the view to prepare a suggestion on which parts 
of Annex III part 2 should be revised. 

Implementation of HELCOM actions to reduce 
input of nutrients to the Baltic Sea

Joint actions

HELCOM has achieved a majority of agreed ac-
tions to reduce input of nutrients that are im-
plemented jointly (Table 2.1.2). This includes 
the adoption of the Baltic Sea as a MARPOL 
Annex VI NECA area in 2016/17. New ships, built 
2021 or later, and sailing in the Baltic Sea NECA, 
have to meet the Tier III standards of MARPOL 
Annex VI. This corresponds to approximately 
80% reduction in NOx emissions compared to 
current levels and can be achieved by technol-
ogies such as selective catalytic reduction (SCR) 
or using liquefied natural gas (LNG) as a fuel. Ef-
ficient implementation of the NECA by the green 
technology platform was also submitted as a 
HELCOM commitment to implement SDG 14 to 
the UN Oceans Conference in 2017.



Table 2.1.2. Accomplishment of joint eutrophication actions related to measures and management coordination. 
Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly accomplished (activity ongoing), Grey=future target year.

Agriculture

Joint input on EU CAP Health Check (2008-2009)

Establish a HELCOM Agricultural/Environmental Forum

Review and update part II of Annex III of the Helsinki Convention

Aim for elimination of remaining Hot Spots under the HELCOM JCP* (Target year: 2018)

Aquaculture

New HELCOM Recommendation on sustainable aquaculture 

Atmospheric input

Update information on the atmospheric nitrogen deposition into review of the HELCOM BSAP MAI/CART scheme

Develop principles for fair burden sharing of the country-wise reduction needs for atmospheric nitrogen deposition inputs for inclusion in 
MAI/CART

Joint input to strengthen the emission targets for nitrogen under the EU NEC Directive and the Gothenburg protocol under CLRTAP 

Clean shipping

Joint proposal by the Baltic Sea countries to the IMO applying for a NOx Emission Control Area (NECA) status 

for the Baltic Sea

Create a joint “Green Technology and Alternative Fuels Platform for Shipping”

Joint submission to IMO in order to amend Annex IV to MARPOL 73/78 with requirements on nutrient discharges in sewage

HELCOM countries to report to IMO, that adequate [port reception] facilities are available for the regulation** to enter into force by 1 January 
2016 for new ships

Update the "HELCOM Clean Seas Guide" 

HELCOM Interim Guidance on technical and operational aspects of delivery of sewage by passenger ships to port reception facilities

* 16 hot spots related to release of nutrients, both from agriculture and industry, remain to be fully mitigated.
** Baltic Sea as special area for sewage
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most actions have been accomplished by one 
or more countries (Table 2.1.3).

National actions

Among the eutrophication actions implement-
ed at the national level, only one action has 
been achieved by all Contracting Parties while 
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Table 2.1.3 Accomplishment of national actions to mitigate eutrophication related to measures and management 
coordination. Blue=accomplished by all countries, Orange=partly accomplished, Red=not accomplished. Grey=future target 
year. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have implemented the action.

HELCOM MAI/CART scheme Status

National programmes to achieve nutrient reductions *

Achieving Country Allocated Nutrient Reduction Targets: Nitrogen 1 / 9**

Achieving Country Allocated Nutrient Reduction Targets: Phosphorous

Evaluation of effectiveness of national programmes for reduction of nutrients and need for additional measures, in 
order to reach the country-wise reduction targets

4 / 9

Initiate joint activities to address transboundary nutrient inputs from non-Contracting Parties according to the HELCOM 
nutrient reduction scheme

3 / 8*** 

Target year: 2020

Specific actions to reduction phosphorus

Target the elimination of phosphorus in laundry detergents for consumer use as soon as possible but not later than 
by 2015

8 / 9

Enhance the recycling of phosphorus (especially in agriculture and wastewater treatment) and to promote 
development of appropriate methodology

3 / 9

Agriculture

Implement and enforce the provisions of part 2 of Annex III "Prevention of pollution from agriculture" of the 1992 
Helsinki Convention

4 / 9

Measures to bring all installations for the intensive rearing of cattle, poultry and pigs as well as other agricultural 
activities in compliance with part 2, Annex III of the Helsinki Convention

4 / 9

Apply as a minimum the updated EU’s BREF document and Conclusions on BAT for intensive rearing of poultry and pigs, 
especially for the facilities located within areas critical to nutrient losses

7 / 9

Revised palette of measures for reducing phosphorus and nitrogen losses from agriculture. Optional agro-
environmental measures to be implemented through corresponding international and national instruments

3 / 9

Establish national guidelines or standards for nutrient content in manure with the view to fully utilize nutrient content 
of manure in fertilization practices and to avoid overfertilization 5 / 9

Agreement on national level on measures to reduce nutrient surplus in fertilization practices to reach nutrient balanced 
fertilization

5 / 9

Target year: 2018

Promote and advance towards applying annual nutrient accounting at farm level, taking into account soil and climate 
conditions, in areas critical to nutrient losses as a first step and with an aim to apply it region-wise

4 / 9

Target year: 2018

Agriculture

Advanced municipal waste water treatment under HELCOM Recommendation 28E/5 3 / 9

Clean shipping

Ratification of Annex VI of MARPOL 73/78 Convention

Implement the [HELCOM] Roadmap for upgrading port reception facilities for sewage in passenger ports in the Baltic 
Sea Area

Priority ports:

4 / 5****

Implement the [HELCOM] Roadmap for upgrading port reception facilities for sewage in passenger ports in the Baltic 
Sea Area

Secondary ports:

1 / 4****

*All countries have some form of nutrient reduction programmes but it has not been clarified by all countries if they are sufficient to reach HELCOM CART.
** Only one country has achieved CART for nitrogen to all sub-basins.
***Estonia does not share borders with non-Contracting parties, thus the action is only relevant for eight countries.
****Priority ports: Tallinn, Rostock, Copenhagen, Riga, Gdynia, Helsingör, Rödby ferry terminal, Swinoujscie/Szczecin, Secondary ports: Helsingborg, Lubeck, 
Fredrikshavn, Gedser, Turku, Mariehamn, Kiel, Ystad, Gothenburg, Trelleborg. The assessment is made for each country concerned by the action. 
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trients in the years 2012-2014 only one country 
has fulfilled CART for nitrogen for all HELCOM 
sub-basins while no country has fulfilled CART 
for phosphorus for all HELCOM sub-basins. 

There are several ongoing initiatives bet-
ween HELCOM countries and non-Contract-
ing Parties to address transboundary nutri-
ent inputs, mainly concerning monitoring, in-
formation sharing and capacity building. Regar-
ding river Odra Germany and Poland cooper-
ate with the Czech Republic through the Inter-
national Commission for the Protection of the 
Odra River against Pollution (ICPO). Lithuania 
and Belarus cooperate in the field of environ-
ment, including water, for example through sci-
entific projects as well as the development of a 
technical protocol on cooperation in the man-
agement of the Neman River basins. Poland co-
operates with the Slovak Republic and Ukraine 
on the quality of border waters on the basis of bi-
lateral agreements. Although there is no formal 
agreement on the cooperation on Polish-Belar-
ussian border waters3, the Polish National Fund 
for Environmental Protection and Water Man-
agement has financed modernisation of Brzesc 
municipality wastewater treatment plant. 

HELCOM nutrient reduction scheme

All HELCOM countries have developed pro-
grammes for reduction of nutrients. For EU 
Member States the programmes are integrated 
with other obligations such as Programmes of 
Measures (PoMs) under the Water Framework 
Directive (WFD) and Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive (MSFD), contributing directly to the im-
plementation of the HELCOM nutrient reduction 
scheme. Implementation of other EU Directives, 
e.g. the Nitrate Directive (91/676/EEC), also con-
tributes. In Russia nutrient reduction activities 
are carried out under several different Federal 
and regional programmes. Since it could not be 
clarified if the national programmes and activi-
ties are sufficient to reach the Country Allocated 
Reduction Targets (CART) for all countries, the 
action is currently assessed as partly accom-
plished (Table 2.1.3, Box 2).

The HELCOM CART indicates how much nu-
trient inputs the HELCOM countries need to 
reduce compared to a reference period (1997-
2003) to reach the agreed MAI and agreed 
threshold values for eutrophication indicators. 
Based on an evaluation of data on input of nu-

3 Negotiations are on-going

Box 2 Evaluation of effectiveness of national programmes for reduction of nutrients

Only a few countries have made quantitative estimates of the inferred effectiveness of the national programmes 
for reduction of nutrients. In Finland, the measures taken to reduce the input of nutrients are estimated to already 
meet the HELCOM CART in open sub-basins in terms of nitrogen but not for phosphorus (Ministry of the Environ-
ment, Finland, 2016). Since the Finnish PoMs under the WFD have stricter nutrient reduction requirements than HEL-
COM CART, additional measures to reduce both nitrogen and phosphorus have been proposed nationally including, 
e.g., to further develop and implement compensation for agri-environment measures, promote use of fish fodder 
produced in the Baltic Sea area and increased human consumption of cyprinids, evaluate possibilities to reduce ef-
fects of internal nutrient loads, and to promote LNG as ship fuel. With the current and proposed national measures it 
is estimated that the Finnish share of HELCOM CART can be reached for both nutrients by 2020. In Sweden, measures 
taken to reduce the input of nitrogen and phosphorus have been evaluated to meet the HELCOM CART, with the 
exception of the Baltic Proper (Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management, 2015). Sweden has proposed to 
explore a number of additional measures to reduce nutrient inputs including to compensate activities that contrib-
ute to net uptake of nutrients (e.g. blue catch crops), explore possibilities to influence internal nutrient loads, and to 
stimulate aquaculture techniques with no net nutrient input. 

In Germany, a modelling exercise was undertaken to derive national target values for total nitrogen concentra-
tions in the river outlet (freshwater/marine border) which aim at meeting the nutrient reduction requirements and 
reaching good status according to the BSAP as well as the WFD and MSFD. For German rivers bordering the Baltic 
Sea, a target concentration of maximum 2.6 mg/l was derived for total nitrogen and taken up in national law (Ordi-
nance on the protection of surface waters). For total phosphorous, the type-specific target values established for 
water bodies in freshwater under WFD and set down in the Ordinance on the protection of surface waters (max 0.1-
0.15 mg/l) were judged to be adequate and a good basis for deriving measures to reach the BSAP reduction goal for 
phosphorous.
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ed to intensive rearing of cattle, poultry and pigs 
while for some others intensive rearing of cattle 
has not been covered by permitting systems yet. 

Areas critical for nitrogen and phosphorus 
losses have been identified by all countries as a 
means to support and optimize the designation 
of measures (see Annex 3). 

A number of additional agri-related actions, 
implemented at national level, have been accom-
plished by some but not all HELCOM countries 
(Table 2.1.3): 

•   The updated EU BREF document4 and BAT 
for intensive farming is applied as a minimum 
in most countries.

• In 2013 HELCOM revised the ‘Palette of me-
asures for reducing phosphorus and nitro-
gen losses from agriculture’ which contains 
guidance on technical, managerial and legisla-
tive measures. These agri-environmental mea-
sures have been fully implemented by some and 
partly implemented by all countries. Detailed 
information on the national implementation of 
specific measures from the palette is available 
(HELCOM 2017o). 

• Several countries have agreed on national 
level on measures to reduce nutrient surplus 
in fertilization practices to reach nutrient bal-
anced fertilization. For example, with the new 
Water Law Poland has decided to cover the whole 
territory of the country with the programme of 
measures to reduce water pollution of nitrate 
from agricultural sources, instead of establishing 
individual nitrate vulnerable zones with individual 
programmes of measures.

• Nutrient accounting at farm level is app-
lied in many countries either on voluntary basis 
or regulated by law. In Germany, nutrient boo-
kkeeping is compulsory for all farms above a cer-
tain size and the upper limit for acceptable nu-
trient balances will be tightened in the future. In 
Denmark, a ‘Fertilizer accounting system’ has be-
en in place for several years for nitrogen and in 
2017 it will be expanded to cover also phosphorus.

P-specific actions

Phosphorus in laundry detergents for con-
sumer use has been limited according to HEL-
COM Recommendation 28E-7 (adopted 2007) by 
the majority of countries. 

HELCOM countries have also agreed to en-
hance the recycling of phosphorus, especial-
ly in agriculture and wastewater treatment, 
and to promote development of appropriate 
methodology. Finland has since 2010 imple-
mented a programme for recycling of nutrients, 
especially in the catchment area of the Archipel-
ago Sea but also in other coastal areas. Nutrient 
recycling is also a priority area and part of the 
national strategic programme of the current 
Finnish government. Sweden developed in 2013 
a guidance document on sustainable recycling 
of phosphorus that forms the basis for govern-
ment decision-making and initiatives on this 
topic. Germany has adopted a national sewage 
sludge ordinance to promote recycling of phos-
phorus and options for recycling are intensively 
researched. An overview of nutrient recycling in 
HELCOM countries, also for nitrogen, is available 
(HELCOM 2017x). 

Agriculture

Based on information provided by the count-
ries, four countries have ‘implemented and en-
forced the provisions of part 2 of Annex III 
"Prevention of pollution from agriculture’ of 
the 1992 Helsinki Convention. The accomplish-
ment has been judged positive for these coun-
tries as either amendments have been imple-
mented to national law or the requirements ha-
ve been otherwise covered in the national legis-
lation or both. Other countries have not imple-
mented the Annex to national law yet and the 
requirements of the Annex are only partly cov-
ered by the existing national legislation. Several 
countries have a permit system in place relat-

4 Best Available Techniques (BAT) Reference Document



20Activity Report 2017 — BESP 154
2 – Pressure

To support the advancement of national stan-
dards for nutrient content in manure and devel-
op guidelines and recommendations for their 
use, a new regional project “Advanced manure 
standards for sustainable nutrient management 
and reduced emissions” (MANURE STANDARD) 
has been launched. All Baltic Sea countries and 
HELCOM are involved as project partners in the 
project that is running 2017-2019.

Waste water treatment

HELCOM Recommendation 28E/5 on Munic-
ipal Waste Water Treatment was revised and 
agreed in 2007. The 2013 HELCOM Ministerial 
Meeting agreed to prioritize further upgrading 
of waste water treatment to fully implement 
this HELCOM Recommendation and to reduce 
waterborne input of nutrients. 

Denmark, Germany and Sweden have report-
ed as fully compliant with the Recommendation. 
Progress is reported for Latvia where WWTPs of 
the three largest cities meet the requirements of 
the Recommendation and in Estonia 80 % of the 
total population was connected to public urban 
sewage system in 2010.

HELCOM Recommendation 28E/6 on ‘On-site 
wastewater treatment of single family homes, 
small businesses and settlements up to 300 
Person Equivalents (P.E.)’ was followed-up in 
HELCOM in 2017 indicating full implementation 
by three countries (HELCOM 2017y).

At the 2017 UN SDG Ocean conference Rus-
sia made a voluntary commitment referred to 
as the ‘St Petersburg initiative’ which includes, 
among several other topics, the improvement 
of waste water treatment (Annex 1, Voluntary 
commitments SDG14).

Clean Shipping

By 2011, all HELCOM countries had ratified 
Annex VI of MARPOL 73/78 Convention, i.e. 

regulations for the Prevention of Air Pollution 
from Ships. Under Annex VI of MARPOL 73/78, 
the Baltic Sea is identified as a "SOx emission 
control area" (SECA) and recently also a “NOx 
emission control area” (NECA) was established 
under the same Annex for new ships built 2021 
and after. To lead by example the German 
Federal Government has decided to equip the 
new survey, wreck-search and research vessel 
ATAIR with LNG propulsion (Annex 1, Voluntary 
commitments SDG14).

In addition to decreasing the airborne input 
of nutrients from ships, HELCOM work to pre-
vent release of sewage from ships is progress-
ing. To follow up on the Joint submissions to 
IMO to establish Baltic Sea as a special area 
for sewage under Annex IV to MARPOL (Table 
2.1.3), the 2010 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting 
agreed on a ‘Roadmap for upgrading port 
reception facilities for sewage in passenger 
ports of the Baltic Sea area’. The Roadmap 
identifies priority and secondary ports where 
appropriate measures to upgrade port recep-
tion facilities to a standard sufficient for large 
passenger ships should be taken. In 2011, An-
nex IV of the IMO MARPOL Convention was 
amended by designating the Baltic Sea as a 
‘special area for sewage’, to be implemented 
when adequate sewage port reception facil-
ities are available. Many of the priority ports 
were reported as upgraded as of 2016 while 
one secondary port has been upgraded. In 
2016 the Baltic Sea coastal countries reported 
to IMO that they consider the PRF facilities to 
be adequate and the MARPOL Annex IV spe-
cial area Baltic Sea will enter into force by 2021.

Reflection on actions

The evaluation of nutrient input to the Baltic 
Sea in 2012-2014 shows a significant decrease 
in input of nitrogen in the majority of sub-ba-
sins5 and significant decrease in input of phos-

5 Note that PLC and MAI are based on 7 larger sub-basins: Bothnian Bay, Bothnian Sea, Baltic Proper, Gulf of Finland, Gulf of 
Riga, Danish Straits, Kattegat
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phorus to some sub-basins compared with the 
reference period. Still, in the same period, MAI 
for nitrogen was only achieved in three sub-ba-
sins and for phosphorus only in one sub-basin. 
The ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report, furthermore, 
shows that the Baltic Sea is still substantially af-
fected by eutrophication, with concentrations 
of nutrients even increasing in some sub-basins 
compared with the period 2007-2011. 

The continued poor eutrophication status can 
partly be explained by a time lag between the 
reduction of nutrient input and response in eu-
trophication indicators; predictions shows that 
it can take up to 100 years to reach the thresh-
old values for dissolved inorganic nitrogen and 
phosphorus after the MAI has been reached. Im-
provements in water quality are however expec-
ted much earlier. Already ten years after reaching 
the targets the risk for cyanobacterial blooms is 
predicted to decrease (HELCOM 2013g). 

The release of phosphorus from anoxic sedi-
ments to the water column also influences the 
availability of nutrients in the water column. 
Over time the excess input of phosphorus from 
land has become ‘buried’ in sediments, mainly 
in the form of organic phosphorus. If surface 
sediments are oxygenated, the organic phos-
phorus is remineralized by microbes and a sig-
nificant amount of phosphorus is stored with 
insoluble iron oxides. When there is little or no 
oxygen, these compounds become dissolved 
and phosphorus is released into the water col-
umn (Carstensen et al. 2014). 

However, albeit the expected time-lag in 
reaching good status in terms of eutrophication 
and possible counteracting effects of internal 
load of phosphorus, it remains that MAI is not 
yet achieved for several sub-basins. As not all 
HELCOM actions to mitigate eutrophication 
have been implemented by all countries there is 

still reduction potential for input of nutrients, for 
example from agriculture and wastewater treat-
ment plants, for several countries.

The recent advancement on HELCOM actions 
related to maritime activities will also contrib-
ute to reduced nutrient input to some extent. In 
regard to the recent establishment of the Baltic 
Sea as NECA area, estimates by the European 
Monitoring and Evaluation Programme (EMEP), 
compared to a non-NECA scenario, show that 
the reduction in annual total nitrogen depo-
sition to the Baltic Sea region will be 22,000 
tonnes as a combined effect of the Baltic Sea 
and North Sea NECAs. Out of this total antici-
pated reduction in nitrogen deposition, 7,000 
tonnes annually is estimated to be reduced 
from direct deposition to the Baltic Sea surface 
and the remaining 15,000 tonnes is estimated to 
be decreased from deposition to the terrestrial 
areas draining to the Baltic Sea. An undeter-
mined share of the latter will end up to the Baltic 
Sea. Various aspects of implementation of the 
Baltic NECA should be followed up such as if the 
expected reduction is achieved and not coun-
teracted by any other additional discharges of 
nutrients from ships. The adoption of the ban 
on discharges of sewage from passenger ships is 
expected to reduce nutrient inputs in the order 
of 30 tonnes phosphorus and 100 tonnes nitro-
gen annually by implementing this measure for 
cruise ships alone.

In the preparation of programme of measures 
(PoMs) under the MSFD Finland and Sweden, as 
presented in this section, evaluated the impact 
of current measures and need for additional 
measures to reach the HELCOM CART and good 
status in terms of eutrophication by 2020/2021. 
Such quantitative analyses of effectiveness of 
nutrient reduction programmes are, however, 
missing for most countries.



The actions to reduce input of hazardous 
substances reflected in this section stem from 
the BSAP and HELCOM Ministerial Declarations 
2010 and 2013 (Figure 2.2.1). The majority of 
joint actions have been accomplished, both 
related to accidental pollution by shipping 
and input of hazardous substances, while half 
of the actions that are implemented nation-
ally have been accomplished by all countries 
(Figure 2.2.2). 

Hazardous substances are also addressed 
through the many HELCOM Recommendations 
on this topic (Table 2.2.1). The implementa-
tion of some of these Recommendations that 
have been recently reported is presented in 
this section (see Table 2.2.4).

HELCOM agreements

Hazardous substances are addressed in the Hel-
sinki Convention through its Article 5 and Annex 
I on ‘Harmful Substances’, Part I of Annex III 
‘Criteria and measures concerning the pre-
vention of pollution from land-based sourc-
es’, Annex VI ‘Prevention of Pollution from off-
shore activities’, and Annex VII Regulation 3 on 
surveillance of illegal oil spills.

The goal of the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) 
segment on Hazardous substances is to reach 
a ‘Baltic Sea undisturbed by hazardous sub-
stances’. HELCOM countries have also agreed on 
an ‘Action Plan for the protection of the environ-
ment from offshore platforms’. 
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2.2. Hazardous substances

Figure 2.2.1. Number of HELCOM actions to reduce contamination by 
hazardous substances, joint and national, related to specific topics and 
sources of pollution. 

Figure 2.2.2. Accomplishment of HELCOM actions on hazardous substances related to measures and management coordination. Each block represents 
one action. For explanation to how the assessment is done see Introduction, Box 1.



Table 2.2.1. HELCOM Recommendations contributing to reduction of input of hazardous substances and accidental pollution 
from ships, agreed or amended by HELCOM after 2007.

Reducing the input of hazardous substances

18-2 Offshore activities

26/3 Monitoring of radioactive substances

28E-8 Environmentally friendly practices for the reduction and prevention of emissions of dioxins and other hazardous substances from 
small-scale combustion

29-1 Reduction of emissions from crematoria

31E-1 Implementing HELCOM’s objective for hazardous substances

31E-2 Batteries and accumulators and waste batteries and accumulators containing mercury, cadmium or lead

31E-3 Cadmium in fertilizers

31E-4 Proper handling of waste/landfilling

36-2 Management of dredged material 

Prevention of accidental pollution from ships

25-5 Assessment of the need for escort towing in tanker transport routes to prevent accidents in the Baltic Sea area

28-2 Recording of fuel oil bunkering operations in the oil record book and documentation for the use of reception facilities

28-3 Guidelines on bunkering operations and ship to ship cargo transfer of oils, subject to Annex I of MARPOL 73/78, in the Baltic Sea area 

28-11 Further measures to improve the safety of navigation in ice conditions in the Baltic Sea 

31E-5 Mutual plan for places of refuge in the Baltic Sea area

33-1 Unified interpretation in relation to access to and use of HELCOM AIS

34E-2
Further testing and developing the concept of pro-active route planning as well as other e-navigation solutions to enhance safety of 
navigation and protection of the marine environment in the Baltic Sea Region

Response to pollution incidents

36-3 Marine pollution incident reporting and requests for assistance between Contracting Parties in the Baltic Sea area

34E-4 Airborne surveillance with remote sensing equipment in the Baltic Sea Area 
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31E-6 Integrated wildlife response planning in the Baltic Sea area 

33-3 Reporting on incidents involving harmful substances and emergency dumping

33-2 Co-operation in response to spillages of oil and other harmful substances on the shore

31-1 Development of national ability to respond to spillages of oil and other harmful substances

28-2
Recommendation concerning recording of fuel oil bunkering operations in the oil record book and documentation for the use of recep-
tion facilities

24-9 Ensuring adequate emergency capacity

31E-5 Mutual plan for places of refuge in the Baltic Sea area 

28E-12 Strengthening of sub-regional cooperation in response field 

23-2
Co-operation and assistance to Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Russia in the field of combatting marine pollution incidents actions, Res-
tricted use of chemical agents and other non-mechanical means in oil combatting operations in the Baltic Sea 

20-5 Minimum ability to respond to oil spillages in oil terminals

19-17 Measures in order to combat pollution from offshore units 

17-12
Measures to abate pollution by oil and other harmful substances in cases of grounding, collision, sinking of a ship or other maritime 
casualty 

12-7 Special cooperation in case of a chemical tanker accident in the Baltic Sea

http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2018-2.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2026-3.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028E-8.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2029-1.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-1.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-2.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-3.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-4.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2036-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2025-5.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028-3.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028E-11.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-5.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2033-1.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2034E-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2036-3.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2034E-4.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-6.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2033-3.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2033-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031-1.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028-2.pdf
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of hazardous substances indicates that the 
pressure from contaminants is high in all parts 
of the Baltic Sea, mainly because the concentra-
tions of polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE) 
and mercury in fish fail to achieve the thresh-
old values, as well as cesium-137 in seawater 
(Figure 2.2.3) (HELCOM 2017n). 

Status and trends

The HELCOM core indicators on hazardous sub-
stances cover a subset of 12 substance groups 
that have been identified of specific concern to 
the Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2007) and that are reg-
ularly monitored. The integrated assessment 

Link to SDG targets 

14.1: By 2025 prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, 
including marine debris and nutrient pollution

12.4: By 2020, achieve the environmentally sound management of chemicals and all wastes throughout their life 
cycle, in accordance with agreed international framework, and significantly reduce their release to air, water and soil 
in order to minimize their adverse impacts on human health and the environment

3.9: By 2030, substantially reduce the number of deaths and illnesses from hazardous chemicals and air, water and 
soil pollution and contamination

6.3: By 2030 improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous 
chemicals and material, halving the proportion of untreated wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and 
safe reuse globally
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Figure 2.2.3. Results of the integrated assessment of contamination status and of individual hazardous substance core indicators. The 
integrated status is given in three shades of red that all represent an inadequate contamination status. The lightest shade of red is closest to good 
status. Core indicator results are given as achieving the threshold value (green) or failing the threshold value (red). Filled circles represent data series 
of 3 years or more and are considered as representative of a ‘full’ indicator assessment. Striped circles represent data series of 1-2 years and are only 
used in the assessment of integrated contamination status. An empty circle represents areas where the assessment was not carried out due to lack of 
data.

Abbreviations: PBDE= polybrominated diphenyl ethers, Hg=Mercury, Cd=Cadmium, Pb=Lead, PCB= polychlorinated biphenyls, 
HBCDD=hexabromocyclododecane, PFOS=Perfluorooctane sulphonate, PAH=polyaromatic hydrocarbons, TBT=tributyltin, Cs-137=Cesium 137, 
SW=seawater



62 instances across the substances includ-
ed in the assessment. In the remaining areas 
the concentrations show no significant trends 
(see Figure 2.2.4).

Assessment of trends for the more than 400 
sampling time series shows an upward trend 
(deteriorating condition) in 11 instances, and 
a downward trend (improving condition) in 

26Activity Report 2017 — BESP 154
2 – Pressure

Figure 2.2.4. Trends 
in the hazardous 
substances groups, 
shown as counts of 
time series assessed 
at the monitoring 
stations. Trend 
analyses are not 
available for Cs-137.

2008–2013, when the estimated volume of oil 
spills was at a historically low level. In the period 
2011-2015 oil spills failed to achieve the thresh-
old value in the Bothnian Bay, the Quark, Both-
nian Sea, Åland Sea, Eastern Gotland Basin, Kiel 
Bay and the Great Belt. The estimated volume 
of detected oil spills in the Baltic Sea has, how-
ever, decreased from peak observation of more 
than 1000 m3 in late 1980s to less than 10 m3 per 
year in recent years (HELCOM 2017u). The size of 
single spills is also showing a decreasing trend.

The main pathway of pharmaceuticals into 
the marine environment is via Municipal Waste 
Water Treatment Plant (MWWTP) effluents with 
roughly 1.8 thousand tons of pharmaceutical 
residues being released to the Baltic Sea per 

The concentrations of radionuclides are ach-
ieving the threshold value when measured in 
fish in the Arkona Basin, Bay of Mecklenburg, 
Kiel Bay and the Kattegat, but are failing to meet 
the threshold value in all sub-basins when mea-
sured in seawater. Due to the steady half-life of 
radioactive decay it is, however, expected that 
concentrations will drop below the threshold 
value in biota and water in all sub-basins of the 
Baltic Sea by 2020 (HELCOM 2017ab). 

In addition to the core indicators on hazard-
ous substances, illegal oil spills have been mon-
itored using aerial surveillance since 1988 in 
the Baltic Sea area. The threshold values for oil 
spills are set based on the volumes of oil spills 
into each sub-basin during the reference period 



year. There is no core indicator or regular mon-
itoring of pharmaceuticals on a Baltic-wide 
scale. A recent HELCOM report that summariz-
es information on pharmaceuticals in the Bal-
tic Sea showed that in the period 2002 to 2013, 
pharmaceuticals were detected in about 14 % of 
the tested water, sediment and biota samples. 
Diclofenac was one of the most frequently de-
tected substances and it failed the preliminary 
maximum acceptable detection limit proposed 
by the EU6 in 2% of the samples. However, mea-
surements of pharmaceuticals in the Baltic Sea 
so far have in many cases been made with ana-
lytical methods that are not sensitive enough to 
detect the substance at levels that may have a 
negative impact and thus, the problem may be 
underestimated (UNESCO and HELCOM 2017).

Trends in input of hazardous substances

Annual total atmospheric deposition fluxes of 
heavy metals7 to the surface of the Baltic Sea 
decreased in the period 1990-2015 by 63% for 
cadmium, 34% for mercury, and 80% for lead. 
The highest level of deposition fluxes over the 
Baltic Sea in 2015 were noted over the Belt Sea, 
the Kattegat, and the Sound. The contribution 
from HELCOM countries to the deposition over 
the Baltic Sea in 2015 was 36% for cadmium, 
14% for mercury, and 30% for lead (2017g).

Annual atmospheric deposition fluxes of Poly-
chlorinated dibenzodioxins and dibenzofurans 
(PCDD/Fs) over the Baltic Sea have decreased in 
the period from 1990 to 2015 by 67%. The most 
significant decrease of PCDD/F atmospheric 
deposition was noted for the Sound (76%) and 
the Western Baltic sub-basins (74%). Atmo-
spheric deposition of Benzo(a)pyrene, PBDE 
and polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) is available 
from 1990-2014. Both PBDE and PCB show a 
steady decrease, while benzo(a)pyrene shows 
a decrease during the first ten years of the time 
series and has thereafter remained at stable lev-
els (HELCOM 2017f).

Information on waterborne input of heavy 
metals will become available in 2018 as part of 
HELCOM Sixth Baltic Sea Pollution Load Com-
pilation (PLC-6). 

Implementation of HELCOM actions on the 
prevention of input of hazardous substances

Joint actions

HELCOM work on hazardous substances is 
guided by the many HELCOM Recommenda-
tions related to practices and management 
to minimize the negative impacts of handli-
ng of hazardous substances. Several of the 
agreements in the BSAP and Ministerial Dec-
larations in 2010 and 2013 are also focused on
keeping the HELCOM Recommendations on
hazardous substances up to date (Table 
2.2.2). In 2010 HELCOM adopted an updated 
Recommendation on “Implementing HEL-
COM’s Objective for Hazardous Substanc-
es” superseding Recommendation 19/5. It is
on the work plan for the HELCOM Pressure 
Working Group to once more review and revise
this Recommendation as well as HELCOM 
Recommendation 24/4 on ‘Reduction of Emi-
ssions and Discharges from the Iron and Steel 
Industry’. 

Micropollutants have been identified as an 
emerging problem and in 2016 a new HELCOM 
action was agreed for consideration on ‘Micro-
pollutants in effluents from wastewater treat-
ment plants’ (HELCOM 2016b). The implemen-
tation of the action is ongoing and includes a 
compilation of the information on micropol-
lutants of high concern and advanced waste 
water treatment techniques, and preparation 
of a summary report on treatment techniques. 
Collation and compilation of data on concen-
trations of these substances in MWWTP efflu-
ents as well as on advanced waste water treat-
ment techniques has been initiated and will be 
ongoing through 2018. 
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Directive regarding priority substances in the field of water policy, and maximum acceptable detection limits have been proposed 
(European Commission2013).
7  Annual atmospheric deposition fluxes of PCDD/Fs were obtained using the latest version of MSCE-POP model developed at EMEP/
MSC-E (Gusev et al., 2005).



Table 2.2.2. Accomplishment of joint actions to reduce input of hazardous substances related to measures and manage-
ment coordination. Blue=accomplished, Red= not accomplished. Target year is indicated for actions that are not accomplished. 

Action

Update of requirements of HELCOM Strategy for hazardous substances (HELCOM Recommendation 19/5)

Update of HELCOM requirements concerning proper handling of waste/landfilling (HELCOM Recommendation 24/5)

To assess the possibility of introducing restrictions on cadmium content in fertilisers*

Strictly control the dredging and disposal of sediments when revising the HELCOM Guidelines for disposal of dredged spoils

Establish an ad hoc HELCOM Expert Group on dumped chemical munitions in the Baltic Sea

Joint submissions to IMO to tighten regulations concerning SOx emissions from ships within the revision of Annex VI to MARPOL 73/78

Update of HELCOM requirements for iron/steel industry (HELCOM Recommendation 24/4) (Target year: not specified)

Enhance co-operation between Paris MoU (Memorandum of Understanding) and HELCOM by applying for advisor status of HELCOM to Paris MoU 
on Port State Control (Target year: not specified)

Update the Action Plan for the protection of the environment from offshore platforms; put into practice the “zero-discharge” principle for all 
chemicals and substances used and produced during the operation of offshore platforms (Target year: 2013)

*Assessed as accomplished in 2013. Results of a more recent follow-up of Recommendation 31E/3 ‘Cadmium in fertilizers’ is 
presented below. 
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National actions

The majority of countries have developed Na-
tional programmes to eliminate hazardous 
substances. The programmes are linked to na-
tional legislation and international agreements 

and for EU Member States to the implementa-
tion of the WFD and other EU Directives relat-
ed to the reduction of hazardous substances 
(Table 2.2.3).

Table 2.2.3. Accomplishment of national actions to reduce input of hazardous substances related to measures and mana-
gement coordination. Blue=accomplished by all countries, Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the number of count-
ries that have implemented the action.

 Action Status

Introduction of ban on the use, production and marketing of endosulfan, pentabro-modiphenylether (pentaBDE) 
and octabromodiphenylether (octaBDE)

Implementation of the Globally Harmonised System (GHS) on classification and labelling of chemicals and to take 
into account guidelines for preparing safety data sheets

Ratification of the Stockholm POPs Convention 

Ratification of the AFS Convention (International Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti-fouling Systems on 
Ships, 2009)

National programmes to eliminate hazardous substances 6 / 9

Evaluation of effectiveness of national programmes to eliminate hazardous substance 5 / 9

Ratification of the UNEP 2013 Minamata Convention on Mercury 7 / 9

Develop specific efficiency requirements and emission limit values for small scale combustion appliances in relation 
to HELCOM Recommendation 28E-8

3 / 9

The UNEP Minamata Convention on mercu-
ry entered into force in August 2017 and has so 
far been ratified by seven HELCOM countries.

While joint development of specific effi-
ciency requirements and emission limit val-
ues for small scale combustion appliances 
has not taken place in HELCOM, measures in 
this regard have been taken by several coun-
tries. Denmark has a number of regulations 
covering air quality including emission limit val-
ues from small scale combustion appliances. 
National regulations on emission limit for small 
scale combustion appliances are also in place 
in Germany, Latvia and Sweden. In Poland an 
amendment to the Environmental Protection 
Law Act allows local governments to adopt 

their own local air quality regulations. In ad-
dition, several measures to mitigate emission 
from combustion appliances have been taken. 
In Finland low-emission combustion applianc-
es have been introduced to the market and 
several information campaigns have been con-
ducted regarding small scale wood combus-
tion. In Germany, a market incentive program 
for renewable energies has been launched, in-
cluding subsidies for low emission wood pellet 
boilers and pellet stoves.

The follow-up of HELCOM Recommendations 
carried out in 2017 shows that the implemen-
tation of a number of HELCOM Recommenda-
tions on hazardous substances is partly accom-
plished (Table 2.2.4) (HELCOM 2017y). 
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Table 2.2.4. Country reporting on the implementation of HELCOM Recommendations related to reducing the input of 
hazardous substances. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have implemented the Recommendation. More detailed 
information on the implementation of specific paragraphs is available in HELCOM 2017y.

terial Meeting 2013 in Copenhagen. Work has 
been initiated in 2014 but due to the challeng-
ing topic, in combination with lack of dedicat-
ed resources, the activity was put on hold by 
the HELCOM RESPONSE WG in June 2017 until 
substantial project funding is secured. During 
the cooperation between European regional 
spill response organisations the revision has 
also been recently highlighted as an activity 
which should preferably be carried out as a 
joint initiative by all the regional response or-
ganisations in Europe – all of which have faced 
the same challenges as HELCOM with this issue 
(Table 2.2.5).

Implementation of HELCOM actions related to 
accidental pollution from maritime activities

Joint actions

Joint actions to minimize accidental pollu-
tion from maritime activities have focused on 
promoting safe navigation systems for ships 
entering the Baltic Sea and the majority of 
these joint actions have been accomplished 
(Table 2.2.5). 

The need to revise the HELCOM RESPONSE 
Manual Volume II on HNS spills dating from 
2001 was highlighted at the HELCOM Minis-

 Recommendation Status

29-1 Reduction of emissions from crematoria 3/ 9

31E-1 Implementing HELCOM’s objective for hazardous substances 6 / 9

31E-2 Batteries and accumulators and waste batteries and accumulators containing mercury, cadmium or lead 3 / 9

31E-3 Cadmium in fertilizers 7 / 9

31E-4 Proper handling of waste/landfilling 4 / 9

Table 2.2.5. Accomplishment of joint actions on accidental pollution from maritime activities related to measures and 
management coordination. Blue=accomplished. Red=not accomplished. Target year is indicated for actions that are not 
accomplished. 

 Action

Strengthen the work on OWR (Oiled Wildlife Response) through a targeted expert working group and by enhancing co-operation with NGOs 
and the private sector

Develop and agree on a decision support system for use of dispersants

Consider joint submission to IMO to introduce the necessary modification of Automatic Identification System (AIS)

Agree on amended HELCOM Agreement on Access to AIS (Automatic Identification System) Information 

Cooperation in investigation of the potential for DGNSS (Differential Global Navigation Satellite Systems) broadcast via AIS (Automatic Identi-
fication System) base stations 

Further develop the online Mariners' Routeing Guide Baltic Sea

Update HELCOM Manual on Co-operation in Combatting Marine Pollution Volume II, focusing on response to accidents at sea involving spills 
of hazardous substances and loss of packaged dangerous goods (Target year: 2016)

30Activity Report 2017 — BESP 154
2 – Pressure

http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2029-1.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-1.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-2.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-3.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2031E-4.pdf


tional, regional or local contingency plans. 
For example in Germany, shoreline response 
is part of contingency planning and there are 
regional plans for oiled wildlife response. Also 
Denmark has integrated shoreline and oiled 
wildlife response into contingency planning. In 
some countries, the work is still ongoing, for ex-
ample Poland is currently preparing the nation-
al oiled wildlife response plan (Table 2.2.6).

National actions

HELCOM has already cooperated in response 
at sea activities for four decades. Response on 
shore and oiled wildlife response are newer 
topics first introduced in HELCOM BSAP in 2007. 
Already agreed HELCOM actions have helped to 
promote response on shore and oiled wildlife 
response in the Baltic Sea region. Some HEL-
COM Contracting Parties have integrated both 
shoreline and oiled wildlife response into na-

Table 2.2.6. Accomplishment of national actions related to accidental pollution from maritime activities related to measu-
res and management coordination. Blue=accomplished by all countries. Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the 
number of countries that have implemented the action.

 Action Status

Develop and implement a mutual plan for places of refuge (PoR) and further investigate issues of liability and 
compensation related to a mutual plan on PoR 

Measures to improve safety of navigation (HELCOM Recommendation 28E/11): trained crew in ice navigation- vo-
luntary pilotage

Revise the Baltic Sea Re-survey Scheme and extend its scope to cover all routes and other areas used for navigation 
according to the 2009 Baltic Sea Hydrographic Commission Vision; present the national re-survey plans 

Based upon sensitivity mapping, to identify the need for and to finalise the quantification of countermeasures for 
shoreline response, and to prepare concrete plans/programmes for fulfilling them by 2013

5 / 9

Integrate shoreline response into national contingency plans and conduct trainings and organize exchange pro-
grammes 

5 / 9

Integrate the subject of oiled wildlife response into oil pollution contingency plans either on a national or sub-
national/local level

5 / 9
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Reflection on actions

The high contamination score in the Baltic Sea, 
reflected in the results of the integrated assess-
ment of core indicators on hazardous substanc-
es, is mainly caused by the concentrations of 
polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE) and 
mercury in fish, and Cesium-137 in seawater. 
In all cases there are, however, positive signs of 
decreasing input of hazardous substances or 
improvement in the Baltic Sea.

PBDEs have mainly been used as flame re-
tardants in plastic materials and polyurethane 
foams and enter the Baltic Sea through waste 
water treatment plants and diffuse sources. 
The use of polybrominated diphenyl ethers as a 
flame retardant has been banned in most prod-
ucts in Europe since 2004 and the atmospheric 
deposition of PBDE has decreased since the be-
ginning of the 1990s.

A main source of heavy metals is burning of 
fossil fuels, which enter the Baltic Sea through 
atmospheric deposition. The atmospheric 
deposition of cadmium, mercury and lead to 
the Baltic Sea has decreased since the 1990s 
and also waterborne input is decreasing. Still, 
mercury fails to reach the threshold values and 
in some areas also cadmium and lead. In this 
context it can be noted that the UNEP Minamata 
Convention on mercury has not been ratified by 
all HELCOM countries yet. 

The concentration of Cesium-137 in seawater 
and fish is expected to reach pre-Chernobyl lev-

els by 2020. Overall, the concentration of many 
hazardous substances shows no significant 
trend in the Baltic Sea.

As for all indicators, the outcome of the haz-
ardous substance assessment is dependent 
on the agreed threshold values for core indica-
tors. For hazardous substances it can be noted 
that the agreed threshold values deviate from 
the initial proposals made by HELCOM experts, 
in some cases substantially (HELCOM 2015b). 
The initial proposals by experts were based on 
the view that for environmental assessments, 
threshold values based on secondary poison-
ing in the marine environment would be the 
most suitable. However, HELCOM agreed to use 
limit values derived from the EU EQS directive 
(2013/39/EU), although some of these values 
have been defined from the point of view of pro-
tection of human health and not for ecosystem 
components. In particular the EQS for PBDE8 is 
considered as very low (HELCOM 2017z). 

After the ban of TBT as an active antifouling 
agent, replacement antifouling paints have 
been identified as an important source of cop-
per in the marine environment. However, the 
trends are difficult to follow as copper is not a 
priority substance for HELCOM regional moni-
toring and assessment.

Several countries have reported that the ef-
fectiveness of national programmes to elimi-
nate hazardous substances has been evaluat-
ed. There is, however, no translation or regional 
compilation of these national evaluations.
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Area’ (adopted 2007). Recommendation 29/2 
concerns the monitoring of beach litter while 
28 E/10 includes the recommendation that 
marine litter caught in fishing nets should be 
considered under the “no-special-fee” system, 
meaning that no extra fee is charged for deliver-
ing such litter to port reception facilities.

There are only two HELCOM actions related 
to measures and management coordination of 
marine litter, one of which has been achieved. 
In 2016, HELCOM agreed on a Regional Action 
Plan on Marine Litter (RAP ML), adopted as 
HELCOM Recommendation 36/1. The current 
implementation of the RAP ML is briefly pre-
sented here.

HELCOM agreements

Marine litter is implicitly covered by Articles 6 
on ‘Prevention of pollution from land-based 
sources’ and 8 on ‘Prevention of pollution 
from ships’ of the Helsinki Convention.

The marine litter topic was introduced in the 
Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) (HELCOM 2007) 
and was addressed already a decade ago by 
two HELCOM recommendations: Recommen-
dation 29/2 ‘Marine Litter within the Baltic Sea 
Region’ (adopted 2008) and Recommendation 
28E/10 on the ‘Application of the no-special-fee 
system to Ship-Generated Wastes and Marine 
Litter Caught in Fishing Nets in the Baltic Sea 

2.3. Marine litter

Link to SDG targets 

14.1: By 2025 prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, 
including marine debris and nutrient pollution

12.5: By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse

can be found per 100 m beach with plastics 
being the overwhelmingly most common litter 
material (HELCOM 2017n).

Implementation of HELCOM actions to reduce 
input of marine litter

At the 2013 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting work 
on marine litter was stepped up through the 
agreement to develop a Regional Action Plan 
on Marine Litter (RAP ML) (Table 2.3.1). The 
RAP ML was jointly developed and agreed in 
2015 as HELCOM Recommendation 36/1. The 
action plan commits the Contracting Parties, 

Status and trends

Indicators to assess the presence of beach litter, 
litter on the seafloor, and microlitter in the wa-
ter column are under development in HELCOM 
but not yet operational or approved as HELCOM 
core indicators. 

The ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report presents 
information on the amounts of marine litter 
found on beaches in the Baltic Sea region. The 
information stems from regular monitoring ac-
tivities which are carried out by most HELCOM 
countries. Available data shows that in the most 
contaminated beaches, up to 160 litter items 
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i.a., to achieve a significant reduction of marine 
litter by 2025 compared to 2015.

To meet the goal of a significant reduction of 
the input of and existing marine litter in the Bal-
tic Sea, 30 joint actions were agreed as part of 
the RAP ML as well as a number of voluntary na-
tional actions. The joint actions are to be devel-
oped by the Contracting Parties through a lead 
country approach and assisted by relevant HEL-

COM subsidiary bodies. To date, two actions re-
lated to land-based sources have been achieved 
(see Table 2.3.2), six have been initiated, while 
for seven there is yet no identified lead country 
or process to implement the action. The joint 
actions related to land-based sources that have 
been initiated include, e.g., to make an invento-
ry of techniques to reduce the release of micro 
particles from waste water treatment plants.

Table 2.3.1. Accomplishment of joint actions to coordinate measures and management of marine litter. Blue=accomplished, 
Orange=partly accomplished (ongoing activity).

 Action

Develop a regional action plan on marine litter

Develop common indicators and associated targets related to quantities, composition, of marine litter, including riverine inputs

Table 2.3.2. Joint actions achieved related to land-based sources of marine litter agreed through RAP ML (Outcome HELCOM 
WS RAP ML 2-2017).

Action RAP ML code

An inventory of refund systems for bottles, containers and cans (glass, plastic, aluminium) – refund systems are currently in place 
in six HELCOM countries.

11

An inventory of landfills which may pose a tentative risk of release of litter to the Baltic Sea indicates that landfills are under 
control in the region and cannot be considered as sources of marine litter

14

As regards joint actions related to sea-based 
sources, seven have been initiated, including to 
identify best practices to remove and reduce in-
put of abandoned, lost or otherwise discarded 
fishing gear (ALDFG), while for five actions there 
is no lead country or process to implement the 
action. In the field of education and outreach, 
none of the three joint actions from the RAP ML 
have been initiated.

At the 2017 UN SDG Ocean Conference sev-
eral HELCOM countries made voluntary com-
mitments that will contribute to reduction of 
marine litter in the Baltic Sea, including through 
information campaigns (Denmark), improving 
waste management system for litter in ports 
(Estonia) and banning microbeads in cosmetics 
(Finland and Sweden) (see Annex 1, Voluntary 
commitments SDG14).
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toring programme, during the years 2012-2016, 
including an analysis of trends at sub-basins 
level (HELCOM 2017q). An overview of the pres-
ent activities on microlitter in the Baltic Sea has, 
furthermore, been prepared (HELCOM 2017ad).

There are several HELCOM Recommenda-
tions related to waste water management that 
are relevant to revise so that they also consider 
microlitter, e.g. Recommendations 23/5 on ‘Re-
duction of discharges from urban areas by the 
proper management of storm water systems’, 
28E/5 on ‘Municipal wastewater treatment’ and 
28E/6 on ‘On-site wastewater treatment of sin-
gle family homes, small businesses and settle-
ments up to 300 person equivalents (P.E.)’. Such 
revisions, however, need to await more knowl-
edge on measures to reduce microlitter in storm 
water and wastewater discharges.

Other HELCOM activities related to marine litter

To support the follow-up of indicators under de-
velopment and the implementation of actions, 
HELCOM is currently revising the monitoring 
guidelines on beach litter and defining a pre-
liminary baseline for beach litter from which the 
reduction target agreed in the RAP ML can be 
evaluated. Data available covering the time pe-
riod either 2012 to 2016 or 2015 to 2016 for eight 
countries has been compiled as an outcome of 
the HELCOM coordinated, EU co-funded, SPICE 
project (2017) giving an indication of the spatial 
distribution of marine beach litter along the Bal-
tic Sea coastlines (HELCOM 2017ac). This project 
has also provided an analysis of amounts of 
marine litter recorded in trawl hauls under the 
Baltic international trawl surveys (BITS) moni-
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in time and space of loud low- and mid-frequen-
cy impulsive sound’.

Harbour porpoise and seals are species that 
are likely to be especially affected by human 
generated sound and Baltic fish species also 
hear and produce sound at low frequencies (i.e. 
sprat, cod and herring). There is, however, no in-
dicator based assessment on how underwater 
sound in the Baltic Sea may affect the noise sen-
sitive populations. 

Implementation of HELCOM actions related to 
knowledge and data on underwater sound 

Joint actions

Mapping the levels of ambient underwater 
sound across the Baltic Sea was accomplished 
in 2014 through the Life+ project ‘Baltic Sea In-
formation on the Acoustic Soundscape’ (BIAS) 
(Folegot et al. 2016). The data were used to de-
velop modelled soundscape maps which show 
the spatial and temporal distribution of contin-
uous sound in different frequency bands across 
the Baltic Sea (Annex 3). 

In 2016, HELCOM and OSPAR established a 
joint register for the occurrence of impulsive 
sounds. Countries have agreed to report the 
occurrence of activities associated with loud 
impulsive sounds, such as sonar events, airguns 
and underwater explosions and pile driving.

The agreement from the 2013 Ministerial Dec-
laration to establish a set of indicators includ-
ing technical standards which may be used 
for monitoring ambient and impulsive un-
derwater noise in the Baltic Sea is in progress. 
The indicators are currently being developed 
with the aim to define threshold levels for un-
derwater sound that are consistent with good 

HELCOM agreements

Underwater sound is a relatively new focal area 
in HELCOM and there are no HELCOM actions 
related to mitigation measures or management 
of underwater sound. At the 2013 HELCOM Min-
isterial Meeting it was agreed on the objective 
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 mea-
sures are in place”.

Shipping is one source of human introduction 
of underwater sounds and thus, the BSAP goal 
on “Environmentally friendly maritime activi-
ties’ is applicable. Other examples of sources of 
human introduced sound are underwater con-
struction work and explosions, as well as delib-
erate use of echo-sounders, sonars and seismic 
airguns, which are not directly covered by spe-
cific HELCOM agreements.

The 2013 HELCOM Ministerial Declaration 
ag-reed on a number of steps to enhance the 
knowledge on extent and impacts of underwa-
ter sound in the Baltic Sea that were to be imple-
mented through the HELCOM ‘Regional Baltic 
Underwater Noise Roadmap’ in 2015-2017. The 
current status of implementation of the knowl-
edge and data related actions is briefly present-
ed here (see also Annex 3).

Status and trends

Two indicators on underwater sound are under 
development but not yet operational or agreed 
as HELCOM core indicators: ‘Continuous low fre-
quency anthropogenic sound’ and ‘Distribution 

2.4. Underwater sound
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status for the species that are affected by noise. 
A proposal for HELCOM monitoring guidelines 
for continuous noise, based on the technical 
standards developed by the BIAS project, as 
well as a proposal for a regional programme 
for monitoring have been presented to and is 
under discussion by the HELCOM State and 
Conservation Working Group.

Other HELCOM activities related to underwater 
sound 

In recent years HELCOM has established a kno-
wledge base for further work on underwater 
sound in the Baltic Sea region. A priority list 

of noise sensitive species in the Baltic Sea9  has 
been developed and a map of noise sensitive 
areas derived from biological data on noise sen-
sitive species has been developed. The results 
will be published as a HELCOM BSEP in 2018. 

An inventory of noise mitigating measures 
already used in the Baltic Sea region has been 
compiled (HELCOM 2017l). The inventory shows 
that at least three countries are already im-
plementing measures to reduce the impact of 
noise on the marine environment, i.a. exclusion 
of noise generating activities for a certain time 
period or from certain areas, restriction of an-
thropogenic underwater noise to a certain lev-
el, and use of noise reducing techniques.
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9 Harbour porpoise, harbour seal, ringed seal, grey seal, cod, herring and sprat.



due to human activities during that period. Be-
tween the years 2011-2015 fourteen new non-in-
digenous species were reported in the Baltic 
Sea and thus, good status was not achieved 
(HELCOM 2017n). 

A reconstruction of previous observations su-
ggests that the rate of introduction of non-indig-
enous species has increased in recent decades 
(Ojaveer et al. 2016). The results may, however, 
be biased by an increasing monitoring effort.

Implementation of HELCOM actions to minimize 
introduction of non-indigenous species

Joint actions

HELCOM activities to reduce the number of 
introductions of non-indigenous species is 
aligned with the implementation of the Inter-
national Convention for the Control and Man-
agement of Ships’ Ballast Water and Sediments 
(IMO Ballast Water Management Convention, 
BWM Convention). Already accomplished joi-
nt actions include the implementation of 
the HELCOM Ballast Water Road Map (Ta-
ble 2.5.1). A joint harmonised procedure for 
the Contracting Parties of OSPAR and HEL-
COM on the granting of exemptions under the 
BWM Convention was agreed in 2013 (HELCOM 
2013c). In 2016 HELCOM, furthermore, agreed 
on a Regional Baltic Sea plan for harmonized 
ratification and implementation for the 2004 
BWM Convention. 

HELCOM agreements

Non-indigenous species are addressed thr-
ough Article 15 of the Helsinki Convention, i.e. to 
take measures to conserve natural habitats and 
species. Measures to minimize the introduction 
of non-indigenous species from maritime activ-
ities is founded in Article 8 of the Convention, 
Annex VI ‘Prevention of pollution from ships’.

In the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) non-in-
digenous species are considered through the 
Biodiversity segment and the goal to reach a 
‘Favourable conservation status of Baltic 
Sea biodiversity’ as well as through the goal 
to reach ‘Environmentally friendly maritime 
activities’, particularly the objective of ‘no in-
troductions of alien species from ships’.

HELCOM Recommendation 37/3 on ‘Sustain-
able Aquaculture in the Baltic Sea region’ (2016) 
highlights that management of marine and fresh 
water aquaculture should take into account the 
potential risks and impacts on the environment 
arising from the introduction of non-indigenous 
species.

Status and trends

The HELCOM core indicator ‘Trends in arrival of 
non-indigenous species’ assesses the number 
of new introductions to the Baltic Sea region 
during a six-year assessment period. For good 
status to be achieved there should be no pri-
mary introductions of non-indigenous species 

2.5. Non-indigenous species
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Table 2.5.1. Accomplishment of joint actions to reduce the introduction on non-indigenous species related to measures and 
management coordination. Blue=accomplished. 

 Action

Implementation of HELCOM Ballast Water Road Map - joining OSPAR to request vessels to conduct on a voluntary basis ballast water exchange 
before arriving at the OSPAR or HELCOM area and to undertake a similar initiative for vessels leaving the Baltic and transiting through the 
OSPAR area

Implementation of the HELCOM Ballast Water Road Map - develop criteria for unacceptable high risk scenarios and acceptable low risk scena-
rios to consider ballast water management options for Baltic Sea voyages

Apply the Guidance to distinguish between unacceptable high risk scenarios and acceptable low risk scenarios 

Develop, based on an overview of the situation, a comprehensive regional Baltic Sea implementation plan for the IMO Ballast Water Manage-
ment Convention 

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2037-3.pdf


is currently ratified by five HELCOM countries 
(Table 2.5.2). 

National actions

HELCOM countries have agreed to ratify the 
BWM Convention. The Convention entered 
into force 8 September 2017. The Convention 
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Table 2.5.2. Accomplishment of national actions to reduce the introduction on non-indigenous species related to measures 
and management coordination. Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have implemented 
the action.

 Action Status

Ratification of the Ballast Water Management Convention 5 / 9

in the Baltic Sea Region to reduce risk of invasive 
species introduction by shipping) will in 2017-
2020 provide support to the implementation of 
the Regional Baltic Sea plan for harmonized rat-
ification and implementation for the 2004 BWM 
Convention. The project also addresses biofoul-
ing as a source of ship-mediated introductions 
of alien species. A proposal for a common Bal-
tic Sea Region biofouling management strat-
egy will be developed. HELCOM participates in 
the project.

Reflection on HELCOM actions

The HELCOM core indicator evaluates the suc-
cessfulness of management to prevent new 
introductions through human activities. The 
assessment for the years 2011-2015 shows that 
non-indigenous species keep entering the Baltic 
Sea. The main vectors for introduction are ship-
ping and aquaculture (HELCOM 2017n).

A new INTERREG Baltic Sea Region project 
COMPLETE (Completing management options 
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dental by-catch in fishing, and improving data 
collection related to fishing. One joint HELCOM 
action related to the management of fish and 
by-catch has been achieved while three of the 
actions implemented at the national level ha-
ve been achieved by all HELCOM countries 
(Figure 2.6.1).

This section addresses HELCOM actions relat-
ed to management measures for commercial fi-
sh stocks and measures to mitigate incidental
by-catch of mammals and birds. Status of and 
conservation measures for migratory and coast-
al fish species are addressed in section 3.2, Fish.

HELCOM agreements

The status of fish stocks and impacts from fish-
ing on the marine ecosystem are addressed by 
Article 15 of the Helsinki Convention, i.e. the 
conservation of natural habitats and biolog-
ical diversity, and through the commitment 
of the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) to reach a 
‘Favourable conservation status of Baltic 
Sea biodiversity’. HELCOM Ministerial Declara-
tions, furthermore, specify a number of actio-
ns related to fishing, including development 
of management plans for fish, mitigating inci-

2.6. Species removal by fishing 

Figure 2.6.1. Accomplishment of HELCOM actions related to measures and management coordination of fish stocks, including by-catch. Each block 
represents one action. For explanation to how the assessment is done see Introduction, Box 1.

Link to SDG targets 

14.4: By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting and end overfishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and 
destructive fishing practices and implement science-based management plans, in order to restore fish stock in the 
shortest time feasible, at least to levels that can produce maximum sustainable yield as determined by their biolog-
ical characteristics

14.6: By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, elimi-
nate subsidies that contribute to illegal, unreported an unregulated fishing and refrain from introduction new such 
subsidies, recognizing that appropriate and effective species and differential treatment for developing and least de-
veloped countries should be an integral part of the World Trade Organization fisheries subsidies negotiation



ed in 2015–2016, followed by a 45% decline 
in 2017 (ICES 2017c). The SSB for the Western 
cod has been below the reference and pre-
dominantly declining since 2008. The rec-
ruitment in 2017 is, however, estimated to 
be the highest since 2005 (ICES 2017b). There 
is currently no quantitative assessment for 
the age and size distribution of cod, however, 
the proportion of larger individuals of East-
ern Baltic cod has declined sharply since 2013 
(HELCOM 2017n). 

For Baltic Sea sprat the stock size is above the 
reference point and the SSB has increased in 
recent years due to a strong year class in 2014 
(ICES 2017d). Fishing mortality (F) has declined 
in recent years and was in 2016 assessed as 
below FMSY

The status of salmon and seatrout, based on 
HELCOM core indicators, and the status of eel 
are presented in section 3.2 on Fish.

Status and trends of commercial fish stocks

The assessment of commercial fish stocks in-
cluded in the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report is 
based on fishing mortality (F) and spawning 
stock biomass (SSB) in relation to reference 
points for maximum sustainable yield10, and it 
is based on data available to the International 
Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES). For 
good status to be achieved, both parameters 
need to reach the reference points. 

The assessment for the years 2011-2015 was 
carried out for eight out of twenty-two inter-
nationally managed stocks representing cod, 
plaice, sole, herring and sprat (Table 2.6.1).

Eastern Baltic cod was not assessed due to 
lack of quantitative biomass estimates and 
reference points in later years, but ICES advice 
from 2017 shows that the stock size indicator11 
decreased between 2011 and 2014, increas-
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Table 2.6.1. Status of commercial fish stocks. The assessment of mortality (F) and spawning stock biomass (SSB) is presented 
as achieving the reference points (green) or failing the reference points (red). Empty cells represent areas where the assessment 
was not carried out. 

Name Assessment area (ICES Sub-division) F SSB

Cod
Western Baltic Sea (22–24)

Eastern Baltic Sea (25–32)

Plaice
Kattegat, Belt Sea, Sound (21–23)

Baltic Sea excl. Sound and Belt Sea (24–32)

Sole Skagerrak and Kattegat, W Baltic Sea (3a, 22–24)

Herring

Central Baltic Sea, excl. Gulf of Riga (25–29, 32)

Gulf of Riga (28.1)

Bothnian Sea (30)

Bothnian Bay (31)

Spring spawners, Skagerrak, Kattegat, W Baltic (20-24)

Sprat Baltic Sea (22-32)

10 the reference points are FMSY and MSY B-trigger respectively. FMSY represents the level of fishing mortality estimated to deliver 
the long-term maximum sustainable yield
11 Stock size indicator: combined biomass index, in kg per hour, of cod ≥ 30 cm, from the Baltic  International  Trawl  Survey (BITS) in 
quarters 1 and 4  in subdivisions 25 –28.



ing by gear type compared to the previous 
information (HELCOM Data and Map service) 
(Table 2.6.2).

A tool for mapping negative impacts from 
fishing gear was developed in 2016 through the 
HELCOM coordinated, EU co-financed Baltic-
BOOST project (HELCOM 2017k). The tool calcu-
lates the pressure arising from fishing activities 
with bottom-contacting gear and assesses the 
impact on the seafloor based on the longevity 
(life-span) distribution of benthic communities. 
Test cases using the tool were prepared as part 
of the project. 

Testing and use of tools for implementing 
sustainable fishing methods and practices into 
MPA management plans are on the work plan 
for the HELCOM Fish Group.

Implementation of HELCOM actions related 
to management of exploited populations

Joint actions

HELCOM joint actions in relation to fishing are 
mainly aimed at supporting management 
coordination. Through data calls for VMS data 
and advice developed by ICES aggregated 
data on fishing activities have been made 
available for use in HELCOM in the assessment 
of human activities in MPAs, maritime spatial 
planning, as well as for use in the assessment 
of impact of pressure in the ‘State of the Baltic 
Sea’ report. In 2017 new datasets for the years 
2009-2016 were made available, including addi-
tional map products with more detailed group-

Table 2.6.2. Accomplishment of joint actions related to fishing management coordination. Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly 
accomplished (the action has been initiated), Red=not accomplished (no activity ongoing). 

 Action

A joint submission by EU Member States to the 2012 review of EU Common Fisheries Policy

Continue to work to develop common procedures to facilitate the sharing of aggregated data on fisheries activities in the Baltic Sea in an 
applicable format for the purpose of assessing pressures on marine and coastal ecosystems 

The further development and testing of the HELCOM generic decision-support tool to map possible negative impacts of specific gear types on 
threatened or declining species and habitats

Development and implementation of fisheries management measures for fisheries inside marine protected areas

Further development and implementation of comparable methodology for data collection (salmon and sea trout) through surveys, especially 
on recreational fisheries

All EU Member States have also developed 
and implemented management plans for the 
conservation of eel stocks as required by EU 
Regulation 1100/2007 and the development 
of a national programme is ongoing in Russia. 
The ICES advice published in May 2017 indi-
cates that the measures taken so far have not 
been sufficient and the stock is still in a critical 
state (ICES 2017a).

National actions

The national actions related to commercial fish 
stocks are mainly related to the development 
of long-term management plans for exploited 
fish stocks, through the competent authorities. 
Three national actions have been accomplished 
by all countries; the development of long-term 
management plans for herring and sprat, 
flatfish, and cod (Table 2.6.3).
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http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends/data-maps/pressures-and-human-activities/fisheries/
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Table 2.6.3. Accomplishment of national actions related to measures and management coordination of fish stocks. 
Blue=accomplished by all countries. Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have 
implemented the action.

 Action Status

Develop long-term management plans by 2012 for protecting, monitoring and sustainably managing coastal fish 
species 

2 / 9

Competent authorities to take immediate action for development of long-term management plans for commercially exploited 
fish stocks so that they are within safe biological limits:

Salmon 2 / 9

Sea trout 2 / 9

Sprat and herring (beyond the proposed EU multiannual plan for the stocks of cod, herring and sprat for the EU 
countries)

Flatfish

Competent authorities to take action to implement existing long-term management plans for cod to improve their distribution 
size/age range:

Implementation of existing plans

Improvement of size/age range Target year: 2020

Competent authorities to take action to implement existing long-term management plans for eel to improve their distribution 
size/age-range:

Implementation of existing plans Ongoing

Improvement of size/age range Target year: 2021

most threatened and/or declining, including 
anadromous ones, according to BSEP 109. 
This action is only partly accomplished with 
a few countries having national management 
plans for coastal fish besides tentative plans re-
lated to seatrout, salmon and eel.

There is only one HELCOM action related to 
coastal fish that falls under the categories ‘mea-
sures’ or ‘management coordination’: devel-
op long-term management plans by 2012 
for protecting, monitoring and sustainably 
managing coastal fish species, including the 
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Drowning in fishing gear is likewise believed to be 
a strong pressure on the population of wintering 
birds in high density areas (HELCOM 2017s). 

Current estimates of by-catch of birds and 
mammals are fragmented and associated with 
high uncertainties. A main hindrance for op-
erationalization of the indicator is the lack of 
systematic and enforced collection of data on 
drowning in fishing gear.

Implementation of HELCOM actions to 
reduce by-catch

Joint actions

One joint HELCOM action, agreed through the 
2013 Ministerial Declaration, specifically highli-
ghts the problem of by-catch of harbour porpo-
ise: take decisive action to work towards a fa-
vourable conservation status of the harbour
porpoise based on implementation of the CMS 
(Convention on Migratory Species), ASCOBA-
NS (Agreement on the Conservation of Small 
Cetaceans in the Baltic, North East Atlantic, Irish 
and North Seas) Jastarnia Plan for the harbour 
porpoise in the Baltic Sea, in particular by ad-
dressing the pressing problem of by-catch.

Status and trends of by-catch of mammals 
and birds

A HELCOM core indicator on ‘Number of drow-
ned mammals and waterbirds in fishing gear’ is 
under development but not yet operational. 

Drowning in fishing gear is believed to be the 
greatest source of mortality for harbour porpoi-
se populations in the Baltic Sea, and is also a 
concern for seals (HELCOM 2017s). Incidental 
by-catches of harbour porpoise in the Kattegat 
and Belt Sea were calculated at 165 to 263 an-
imals in 2014, based primarily on information 
from CCTV cameras on commercial vessels in 
combination with data on fishing effort. Docu-
mentation of incidental by-catch of harbour 
porpoise in the Baltic Proper is limited, typ-
ically amounting to a few animals per year 
based on information from the countries that 
are reporting.

Based on interviews with fishermen from 
Sweden, Finland and Estonia, the annual inci-
dental by-catch of grey seals in trap nets and 
gill nets in these countries were estimated at 
around 2180 to 2380 individuals in 201212. There 
are no estimates of the incidental by-catch of 
ringed seals or harbour seals.

Table 2.6.4. Accomplishment of joint actions to reduce the by-catch of harbour porpoise. Red=not accomplished. 

 Action

Take decisive action to work towards a favourable conservation status of the harbour porpoise […], in particular by addressing the pressing 
problem of by-catch. (Target year: not specified)

accordance with ASCOBANS requirements. To 
provide background information to this aim, 
HELCOM is since 2010 hosting a database on 
harbour porpoise sightings, by-catches and 
strandings. Three ASCOBANS resolutions with a 
direct link to HELCOM work on monitoring, as-
sessment and protection of harbour porpoise in 

HELCOM is continuously exchanging informa-
tion with ASCOBANS and has recently devel-
oped new reporting guidelines to follow-up 
HELCOM Recommendation 17/2 on ‘Protection 
of Harbour Porpoise in the Baltic Sea Area’ in-
cluding the reporting on by-catch of harbour 
porpoise and activities to minimize by-catch in 

12 accounting for the variability in seal abundance and fishing effort, and also for underreporting
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the Baltic Sea were adopted in 2016 at the 8th 
Meeting of the Parties to ASCOBANS, i.e. on the 
risk to cetaceans from marine renewable ener-
gy production, including effects of underwater 
noise, monitoring and mitigation of small ceta-
cean by-catch, and impacts of Polychlorinated 
Biphenyls (PCBs).

Reflection on HELCOM actions on by-catch

The HELCOM Fish Group has collected an over-
view on ongoing national testing of alternative 
fishing gear, including gear aimed at reducing 
by-catch of mammals and birds. It is, further-
more, included in the work plan for the HELCOM 
Fish Group 2017-2018 to ‘Provide tools for sus-
tainable fishing practices, including to address 
by-catch of fish, birds and mammals’.

It can be noted that three joint HELCOM ac-
tions related to data and monitoring of by-

caught mammals and birds and increasing 
knowledge on measures to reduce by-catch of 
harbour porpoise, have not been accomplished 
(see also Annex 3):

• Development and implementation of effec-
tive monitoring for by-caught birds and mamals

• Development and implementation of effec-
tive reporting systems for by-caught birds and 
mammals

• Evaluation of the effectiveness of existing 
technical measures to minimise by-catch of har-
bour porpoises

Achieving regular monitoring and reporting 
by-catch is a prerequisite for accurate estimates 
of by-catch and for finalizing the core indicator 
‘Number of drowned mammals and waterbirds 
in fishing gear’. Through the HELCOM Fish Group 
the needs for data to support the indicator have 
been identified (Outcome of FISH 6-2017, Annex 
2, Working Paper 2). 



the functions of the ecosystems”.  A number of
HELCOM Recommendations concern human ac-
tivities that have an impact on the seafloor (Ta-
ble 2.7.1) and HELCOM Marine Protected Areas 
is a tool for regulating human activities affecting 
the seabed within the MPAs (see section 3.6). 

There is no specific HELCOM action from the 
BSAP or Ministerial Declarations that addresses 
measures that would reduce seabed loss and 
disturbance. The 2013 HELCOM Ministerial Dec-
laration, however, stipulates that assessment of 
impacts from pressures, including on the sea-
bed, should be carried out. 

HELCOM agreements

Impacts from human activities on the seabed 
are primarily addressed through Article 15 of 
the Helsinki Convention, i.e. to take measures to 
conserve natural habitats and biological diver-
sity. Also Article 11 and Annex V are relevant by 
setting forth requirements on special permits 
when dumping or placing dredged material.

The Biodiversity segment of the Baltic Sea Ac-
tion Plan (BSAP), furthermore, includes the ecolo-
gical objective of “restoring and maintaining
seafloor integrity at a level that safeguards 

2.7. Seabed loss and distrubance
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Table 2.7.1. HELCOM Recommendations related to activities that are having an impact on seabed habitats. 

19-1 Marine Sediment Extraction in the Baltic Sea Area (including guidelines for sediment extraction) 

17-3 Information and Consultation with regard to Construction of New Installations Affecting the Baltic Sea 

36-2 Management of Dredged Material including Guidelines for management of dredged material at sea

The long-term physical loss of seabed in the 
Baltic Sea until the year 2015 is estimated to be 
less than 1 % on the regional scale. Highest esti-
mates of potential loss are found in sub-basins 
of the southern Baltic Sea. The human activities 
mainly connected with seabed loss are sand ex-
traction, dredging and disposal of dredged mat-
ter and, to a lesser extent, offshore and coastal 
installations, and mariculture (HELCOM 2017n).

Around half of the Baltic seabed (236 000 km2) 
is estimated to have been disturbed during 
2011–2015. The spatial extent of potential physi-
cal disturbance to the seabed varied between 20 
and almost 100 % per sub-basin. The activities 
connected to the widest physical disturbance 
are bottom-trawling fishing and shipping. The 
sub-basins with highest proportion of potential 

Status and trends

There is currently no regionally agreed meth-
od for assessing adverse effects on the marine 
environment caused by seabed loss and dis-
turbance. The development of an indicator on 
“Cumulative impacts on seabed habitats” is 
ongoing but the indicator is not yet adopted or 
operational.

In the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report, the po-
tential loss and disturbance is evaluated based 
on spatial distribution of human activities that 
have been preliminarily identified as causing 
loss and disturbance of the seabed. Since no 
threshold values are defined for physical loss 
and disturbance, no judgement of status is 
placed on the results.

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2019-1.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2017-3.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2036-2.pdf


disturbed seabed are also found in the southern 
Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2017n).

No assessment of trends in loss and distur-
bance has been carried out. 

Implementation of HELCOM actions to manage 
disturbance to the seafloor

One HELCOM action agreed through the 2013 
HELCOM Ministerial Declaration is partly related 
to the assessment of impacts on the seabed: 
‘the further development and testing of the 
HELCOM generic decision-support tool to 
map possible negative impacts of specific 
gear types on threatened or declining spe-
cies and habitats, and which helps to devel-
op and/or recommend measures to address 
these’.

A tool to map the impacts of bottom touch-
ing fishing gear on benthic communities was 
developed in 2016 under the EU coordinated 
BalticBOOST project (see also section on 2.6 
on Species removal by fishing). This far the tool 
has been applied in a number of case studies. 
One test case illustrates how the approach can 
be used to predict how areas may differ in their 
sensitivity to disturbance from bottom trawl 
fishing and thereby serve as a decision support 
for management measures (HELCOM 2017m). 
The tool does not provide for an assessment of 
the impacts from other types of fishing gear or 
other ecosystem components than benthos.

Regarding the BSAP objective “restoring and 
maintaining seafloor integrity at a level that 
safeguards the functions of the ecosystems”, 
it is not possible to assess this objective until 
‘good status’ in terms of the seafloor has been 
defined and agreed.

Other HELCOM activities related to seabed loss 
and disturbance

Although the number of specific HELCOM ac-
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tions related to the seafloor is limited, several 
activities in recent years have improved the 
background information required to assess the 
impact on seabed habitats. Through the HEL-
COM HOLAS II and associated projects there are 
currently data sets representing the distribution 
of 23 human activities having an impact on the 
seafloor that have been further processed into 
two aggregated pressure layers representing 
physical loss and physical disturbance, respec-
tively. The data stems partly from regular re-
porting to HELCOM such as on dredged material. 
Many data layers have, however, been collected 
ad hoc for the purpose of the ‘State of the Baltic 
Sea’ report. Thus, only part of the required data 
is systematically updated.

The EU co-financed BalticBOOST project has 
carried out a literature review of studies that 
provide quantitative data on the extent of pres-
sures and on impacts on benthic species and 
habitats (HELCOM 2017k). HELCOM GEAR has 
supported the publication of the project report 
as a HELCOM BSEP in 2018 (HELCOM 2017v). 

Baltic wide distribution maps of species, bio-
topes and habitat complexes have also been 
developed as part of the HELCOM HOLAS II and 
the EU co-financed project TAPAS. These data 
layers are improved as part of the 2018 update 
of the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report. Benthic 
distribution maps are currently available for five 
key habitat forming species, eight broad-scale 
habitats, and nine habitat complexes. The maps 
representing benthic habitats vary considerably 
in resolution between countries and there are 
also gaps in the information. Some countries 
have carried out mapping and/or modelling of 
benthic habitats based on the HELCOM HUB13 

classification of benthic biotopes (HELCOM 
2013b). When available, this information has 
been integrated as part of the broad-scale hab-
itat maps. However, for a majority of countries 
broad-scale habitat maps at EUNIS level 2 have 
been used. 

13 HELCOM Underwater  Biotope and habitat classification



tion on 42 data layers representing the distribu-
tion of species and habitats. The evaluation of 
impact on the ecosystem is based on estimat-
ing the sensitivity of species and habitats to 
the different pressures. The estimates of these 
so called ‘sensitivity scores’ were established 
through an expert survey (HELCOM 2017af). 

The southwest areas of the Baltic Sea and 
many coastal areas experience higher potential 
cumulative impacts than the northern areas 
and many open sea areas (Figure 2.8.1) (HEL-
COM 2017af). This reflects that human activities 
are more concentrated in coastal areas and 
close to urban populations but also that sensi-
tive species and habitats are more common in 
shallow areas. 

Other HELCOM activities related to cumulative 
impacts

There are no HELCOM actions that directly ad-
dress cumulative impacts on the environment. 
There are several steps ongoing to improve the 
quality of the assessment of cumulative im-
pacts, including for the update of the ‘State of 
the Baltic Sea’ report in 2018 (see Chapter 8 of 
mentioned report). An inherent problem is that 
gaps in underlying datasets, both pressures and 
ecosystem components, may result in an ap-
parent low impact.

HELCOM agreements

Cumulative impacts are the collective burden 
on the Baltic Sea ecosystem from human activ-
ities and can thus be considered as reflected by 
all articles of the Helsinki Convention that con-
cern pressures on the environment. Similarly, 
there are no HELCOM actions that specifically 
address cumulative impacts, while the major-
ity of HELCOM actions related to measures are 
aimed at mitigating pressures, albeit from the 
perspective of individual activities. Information 
on cumulative impacts is essential for imple-
menting cross-sectoral approaches and ecosys-
tem based management and may also inform 
Maritime Spatial Planning, e.g., by identifying 
areas of special concern. 

Status and trends

In the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report, the Baltic 
Sea Impact Index (BSII) is used to identify areas 
where human induced pressures have relatively 
high or low cumulative impacts on the marine 
environment. The evaluation is based on spatial 
information on human activities, pressures and 
ecosystem components. In total, the distribu-
tion of 54 human activities and pressures in the 
Baltic Sea during 2011–2015 was compiled into 
19 pressure layers and combined with informa-

2.8. Comulative impacts
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Figure 2.8.1. Map of the cumulative impacts of anthropogenic pressures based on the Baltic Sea Impact Index. The cumulative impacts are calculated based 
on the method of the Baltic Sea Impact Index as the ‘sum of impact’. The method for assessment is given in the supplementary material (HELCOM 2017ae). The 
Baltic Sea Impact Index is an estimation of cumulative impacts based on currently best available regional data, but spatial and temporal gaps may occur in 
underlying datasets.
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HELCOM together with VASAB have been 
working on coherent regional maritime spatial 
planning processes in the Baltic Sea since 2010, 
according to jointly agreed policies, including 
Horizontal Action Spatial Planning of the EU 
Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region. 

A majority of joint actions have been accom-
plished and work is ongoing on the actions that 
are implemented nationally (Figure 2.9.1).

HELCOM agreements

Maritime spatial planning is an inherent com-
ponent of the biodiversity segment of the Baltic 
Sea Action Plan (BSAP), based on Article 15 of 
the Helsinki Convention requiring the Contract-
ing Parties to conserve natural habitats and 
biological diversity and to protect ecological 
processes. Such measures should be taken in 
order to ensure the sustainable use of natural 
resources within the Baltic Sea Area. 

2.9. Maritime spatial planning 
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Figure 2.9.1 Accomplishment of HELCOM actions in the field of Maritime Spatial Planning related to measures and management coordination. Each block 
represents one action. For explanation to how the assessment is done see Introduction, Box 1.

The Regional Baltic Maritime Spatial Planning 
Roadmap (2013-2020) provides a common fra-
mework for the countries to work to achieve 
the goal of drawing up and applying maritime 
spatial plans throughout the Baltic Sea re-
gion by 2020 which are coherent across bor-
ders and apply the ecosystem approach (HEL-
COM 2013f). Through joint actions HELCOM 
and VASAB have since agreed on several guid-
ing documents for the application of trans-
boundary marine spatial planning principles 
(Table 2.9.1). These guidelines are currently be-
ing implemented at a national level. 

Joint actions

Joint HELCOM-VASAB principles (HELCOM 2010) 
were adopted in 2010 (Table 2.9.1). The Contra-
cting Parties made a commitment (HELCOM Re-
commendation 28E-9) to jointly develop, apply 
and evaluate broad-scale, cross-sectoral, MSP 
principles applying the ‘ecosystem approach’ by 
2012. The ecosystem-based approach, calling 
for a cross-sectoral and sustainable manage-
ment of human activities, is an overarching prin-
ciple for maritime spatial planning which aims at 
achieving a Baltic Sea ecosystem in good status. 

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028E-9.pdf
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Table 2.9.1. Accomplishment of joint actions to develop maritime spatial planning related to measures and management 
coordination. Blue= accomplished. Orange=Partly accomplished.

 Action

Develop, test, apply and evaluate broad-scale, cross-sectoral, marine spatial planning principles based on the Ecosystem Approach

Establish a joint, co-chaired HELCOM-VASAB Working Group on Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP)

Adopt a set of joint HELCOM-VASAB broad-scale transboundary Maritime Spatial Planning principle

Adopt “Guidelines on transboundary consultations and cooperation in the field of MSP” and the “Guidelines on public participation for MSP with 
transboundary dimensions”

Adopt “Guidelines on the application of Ecosystem Approach in transnationally coherent MSP

Update the Roadmap for Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) in 2014 after HELCOM and VASAB ministerial meetings

on how MPAs should be properly taken into 
account in MSP and how MPAs can contribute 
to the application of HELCOM-VASAB Regional 
broad-scale MSP principles. 

HELCOM also agreed in 2016 on an action la-
belled “How to consider MPAs in Maritime Spa-
tial Planning and vice versa” (HELCOM 2016b). 
The aim of the action is to provide guidance 



on “transboundary consultations and coopera-
tion in the field of MSP”, “public participation for 
MSP with transboundary dimensions” and “the 
application of Ecosystem Approach in transna-
tionally coherent MSP”. 

Maritime spatial plans, which are coherent 
across the borders and apply the ecosystem 
approach, have been agreed to be in place 
by 2020 but have already been developed by 
some countries.

National actions

The agreed national actions related to MSP have 
been implemented to various degrees. Nation-
al frameworks for coherent MSP, with the tar-
get year 2017, are in place or under development 
in most HELCOM countries (Table 2.9.2). 

Several of the MSP actions are still to be im-
plemented in the future. By 2018 it has been 
agreed to apply the jointly developed guidelines 
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Table 2.9.2. Accomplishment of national actions to implement maritime spatial planning related to measures and 
management coordination. Orange=partly accomplished, Grey=future target year. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries 
that have implemented the action.

 Action Status

Develop national frameworks for coherent MSP 5 / 9

Identify contact points for MSP for the purpose of transboundary consultation and joint planning 7 / 9

Apply HELCOM guidelines on “transboundary consultations and cooperation in the field of MSP”14 and Apply HELCOM 
guidelines on “public participation for MSP with transboundary dimensions”

Target year: 2018

Apply HELCOM guidelines on “the application of Ecosystem Approach in transnationally coherent MSP”
4 / 9 

Target year: 2018

Apply maritime spatial plans, which are coherent across the borders and apply the ecosystem approach
2 / 9 

Target year: 2020

der MSP process in the Baltic Sea. The focus 
of the work has been on defining data needs 
and harmonisation requirements for MSP in-
put data. The future outputs will be common 
format for output data resulting from Mari-
time Spatial Plans and development of regio-
nal environmental datasets. The use of cu-
mulative impact assessment tools combined 
with precise and essential environmental da-
ta-sets in MSP process will further support 
the ecosystem approach in MSP in the Baltic 
Sea region.

Reflection on HELCOM actions

Follow-up on the application of the guidelines 
on MSP by the countries is a continuous task of 
the HELCOM-VASAB MSP WG. Another task, to 
identify minimum requirements for preparing 
and implementing MSP across the borders and 
to follow up how they are met to ensure coher-
ence of the plans, has not been initiated yet.

HELCOM-VASAB Expert Subgroup on Data has 
been overseeing and guiding the work related 
to data sharing and data needs of cross-bor-

13 The planned guidelines on transboundary consultations and cooperation in the field of MSP and guidelines on public 
participation for MSP with transboundary dimensions  were merged into one set of  guidelines “Guidelines on transboundary 
consultations, public participation and co-operation”
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work, such as to apply and develop common 
approaches to assess cumulative pressures and 
impacts of human activities on the marine envi-
ronment (HELCOM 2017n, see also section 2.8), 
and provide continuous access to and build 
a base for comprehensive and reliable data 
and information, knowledge and expertise, on 
cross-border protected areas. 

A new project called ‘PanBaltic SCOPE will 
advance tools to support implementation of 
ecosystem approach in MSP by developing 
harmonized, cross-border approaches for cu-
mulative impact assessments and methods 
on how to integrate social and economic anal-
ysis in MSP (activities led by HELCOM) and by 
facilitating data sharing (HELCOM participating 
in the activity).

The future implementation of the work plan is 
to take into account identified needs and rec-
ommendations on maritime spatial planning 
across borders by the Baltic SCOPE project. The 
recommendations cover general aspects as 
well as shipping, fisheries, energy and environ-
ment. Some of the identified needs are covered 
to a certain extent by the agreed plans for future 
work on a regional level, such as the need for 
common knowledge of the values of ecosys-
tems in the Baltic Sea usable in MSP, for exam-
ple green infrastructure/blue corridors, and the 
need for process integration between MSP and 
the management of the marine environment 
including the development of the marine pro-
tected areas network. Some of the recommen-
dations are already being addressed in HELCOM 



national HELCOM actions according to the top-
ics addressed in this chapter. The focus of this re-
port is on the concrete measures and manage-
ment actions to improve the state of the Baltic 
Sea (dark grey colour in figure 3.1), which also 
comprise the majority of HELCOM actions. The 
implementation of other types of actions, e.g. 
data, knowledge, and assessments, are listed in 
Annex 3. This chapter, furthermore, focuses on 
actions related to the conservation of biodiver-
sity while actions related to the management 
of commercially exploited populations are ad-
dressed in section 2.6.

3. Biodiversity

The status of the Baltic Sea biodiversity is as-
sessed according to five ecosystem compo-
nents: benthic habitats, pelagic habitats, fish, 
mammals, and birds (HELCOM 2017n). The five 
ecosystem components are represented in the 
biodiversity segment of the Baltic Sea Action 
Plan (BSAP). Actions that are related to red list-
ed species and habitats in general are present-
ed separately in this report (section 3.5) and Ma-
rine Protected Areas are addressed as a special 
measure to conserve and protect biodiversity 
(section 3.6). 

Figure 3.1 shows the distribution of joint and 

Figure 3.1. Number of HELCOM actions related to conservation of biodiversity separated by a) joint, and b) national actions. Type of action is further indicated 
according to the colour legend. Abbreviations used: MPA=Marine Protected Areas, RED LISTS=action related to HELCOM red listed species, biotopes and habitats, 
HABITATS=pelagic and benthic habitats. 
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the BSAP with the goal to reach a ‘Favourable 
conservation status of Baltic Sea biodiver-
sity’. The majority of biodiversity actions are 
related to migratory fish species and seals (Fig-
ure 3.2). Currently, 42% of the actions that are 
implemented jointly and 21% of actions that are 
implemented nationally have been achieved 
(Figure 3.3).

Selected HELCOM Recommendations aimed 
at the conservation and protection of biodiver-
sity are listed in Table 3.1.

This chapter addresses the actions taken to 
protect and conserve species and habitats 
that are also assessed in the ‘State of the Baltic 
Sea’ report (HELCOM 2017n). 

HELCOM agreements

Biodiversity is addressed through Article 15 of
the Helsinki Convention, which commits the 
Contracting Parties to “individually and joi-
ntly take all appropriate measures with 
respect to the Baltic Sea Area and its coas-
tal ecosystems influenced by the Baltic Sea 
to conserve natural habitats and biologi-
cal diversity and to protect ecological 
processes”.

More specific HELCOM agreements on biodi-
versity have been formulated through HELCOM 
Ministerial Declarations, and through the com-
mitments under the Biodiversity segment of 
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Figure 3.2. Number of HELCOM actions, joint and national, covering different 
biodiversity topics related to conservation of species and habitats.

Figure 3.3. Accomplishment of HELCOM actions on biodiversity conservation and protection related to measures and management coordination. Each 
block represents one action. For explanation to how the assessment is done see Introduction, Box 1.
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Table 3.1. HELCOM Recommendations related to the conservation and protection of biodiversity, agreed or amended by 
HELCOM after 2007.

34E-1 Safeguarding important bird habitats and migration routes in the Baltic Sea from negative effects of wind and wave energy production at sea

32–33-1
Conservation of Baltic salmon (Salmo salar) and sea trout (Salmo trutta) populations by the restoration of their river habitats and manage-
ment of river fisheries 

19-2 Protection and improvement of the wild salmon *) (Salmo salar l.) populations in the Baltic Sea area 

27-28-2 Conservation of seals in the Baltic Sea area 

21-4 Protection of heavily endangered or immediately threatened marine and coastal biotopes in the Baltic Sea area

17-2 Protection of harbour porpoise in the Baltic Sea area

37-2 Conservation of the Baltic Sea species categorized as threatened according to the 2013 HELCOM Red List

35-1 System of Coastal and Marine Baltic Sea Protected Area

Link to SDG targets 

14.2: By 2020, sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems to avoid significant adverse impacts, 
including by strengthening their resilience, and take action for their restoration in order to achieve healthy and pro-
ductive oceans

14.5: By 2020, conserve at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas, consistent with national and international 
law and based on the best available scientific information

13.2: Integrate climate change measure into national policies, strategies and planning

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2034E-1.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2032-33-1.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2019-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2027-28-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2021-4.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2017-2.pdf
http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2037-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2035-1.pdf
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gives information on the living conditions for 
macrofauna in deeper areas. In areas suffering 
from permanent hypoxia the soft-bottom mac-
rofauna indicator is only applied in areas above 
the halocline. Oxygen debt was originally devel-
oped as an indicator of eutrophication.

The benthic community was assessed in the 
north and central Baltic Sea as well as in the Bay 
of Mecklenburg. Good status is achieved in all 
areas except the Bay of Mecklenburg. Oxygen 
debt is failing to reach the threshold value in all 
areas where it was assessed, i.e. in the Gulf of 
Finland and Baltic Proper (Figure 3.1.1). Oxy-
gen debt in deeper areas thereby determines 
the integrated status in the sub-basins where it 
was assessed and good integrated status was 
only achieved in the Gulf of Riga and in the Åland 
Sea and north thereof (HELCOM 2017n). 

Status and trends

The benthic and pelagic habitats are assessed 
in terms of abiotic features as well as associat-
ed biological communities. There are still only 
a limited number of operational core indica-
tors to assess benthic and pelagic communi-
ties and those currently agreed are not opera-
tional on a Baltic wide scale. Thus, the integra-
ted assessment results should be cautiously 
interpreted.

Benthic habitats

The assessment of benthic habitats in the open 
sea is based on an indicator representing the 
status of the soft-bottom macrofauna com-
munity and the indicator ‘Oxygen debt’ which 

3.1. Benthic and pelagic habitats

Figure 3.1.1. Results of the integrated 
assessment of benthic habitats and of 
individual core indicators used in the 
assessment. The shades of green and red 
in the integrated status represent distance 
from good status with the lighter colour being 
closest to good status. Core indicator results are 
given as achieving the threshold value (green) 
or failing the threshold value (red). No circle 
represents areas where the indicator is not 
applicable. Empty cells represent areas where 
the assessment was not carried out due to lack of 
data or lack of agreement on a threshold value. 
The oxygen debt indicator was agreed not to be 
used in the Gulf of Bothnia.
* only assessed above the halocline in Gulf of 
Finland, Northern Baltic Proper and Western and 
Eastern Gotland Basins.



ved the threshold value in the Bothnian Bay and 
Bothnian Sea, but not in other assessed areas 
(Figure 3.1.2). The indicator ‘Cyanobacterial 
bloom index’ did not achieve the threshold val-
ue in any of the open sea sub-basins where it 
was assessed. The core indicator ‘Chlorophyll-a’ 
achieved the threshold value only in the Katte-
gat. Good integrated status was not achieved 
in any open sea sub-basin, with the exception 
of Kattegat.

Pelagic habitats

The status of pelagic habitats is assessed using 
the core indicator ‘Zooplankton mean size and 
total stock’ in the Gulf of Bothnia, Gulf of Finland 
and the Northern Baltic Proper, and the two 
indicators ‘Cyanobacterial bloom index’ and 
‘Chlorophyll-a’ that have been developed as eu-
trophication indicators. 

The zooplankton community indicator achie-
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Figure 3.1.2. Results of the integrated 
assessment of pelagic habitats and of 
individual core indicators used in the 
assessment. The shades of green and red 
in the integrated status represent distance 
from good status with the lighter colour 
being closest to good status. Core indicator 
results are given as achieving the threshold 
value (green) or failing the threshold value 
(red). No circle represents areas where 
the indicator is not applicable. Empty cells 
represent areas where the assessment was 
not carried out due to lack of data or lack of 
agreement on a threshold value. 
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reflecting changes in salinity, temperature and 
pH, i.e. parameters that are affected by climate 
change and that are projected to be even more 
so in the future (HELCOM 2013a). Changes in 
these characteristics of the pelagic habitats 
will affect the distribution range of species and 
may eventually even exclude species from the 
Baltic Sea. 

The benthic habitat is characterized by the 
same properties as pelagic habitats but also by 
the structure and perturbation of sediments. 
Measures to decrease human induced distur-
bance on the seafloor contributes directly to 
the conservation of benthic habitats but also to 
localized improvement of pelagic habitats since 
in the vicinity of activities that disturb the sea-
floor the overlaying watermass is also affected 
through increased turbidity. Measures to reduce 
pressures on the seafloor have so far not been 
agreed in HELCOM (see section 2.7 Seabed loss 
and disturbance).

Reflection on HELCOM actions

With the exception of red listed features, there 
are no HELCOM actions that specifically men-
tion the protection of pelagic or benthic hab-
itats. However, many actions related to pres-
sures on the Baltic Sea serve to improve the 
state of pelagic and benthic habitats including 
those directed towards reducing input of nutri-
ents, hazardous substances and marine litter, 
introduction of non-indigenous species, and 
underwater sound.

The pristine pelagic habitat is characterized by 
its chemical and physical properties, including, 
i.a., nutrient concentrations, naturally occur-
ring chemical compounds, water transparency, 
availability of light and oxygen, pH, salinity, tem-
perature, and water movements. Several of the 
characteristics of the pelagic habitat are thus 
covered by the assessment of eutrophication. 
There are, however, yet no HELCOM indicators 



smolt production is compared to an estimated 
potential smolt production capacity (PSPC) of 
rivers15. Based on data from 2011-2015 the indi-
cator was assessed for rivers entering the Gulf 
of Bothnia, Gulf of Finland, Gulf or Riga, and the 
Gotland Basin, indicating that good status is 
only achieved in the area of the northern Quark 
(HELCOM 2017c). New ICES assessment results 
based on data from 2017 suggest that the de-
velopment has been positive compared to the 
previous assessment; according to new results 
the stock status is good in all assessment areas 
except the Eastern Baltic and the Gulf of Finland 
(ICES 2017e). These new assessment results will 
be reflected in an update of the HELCOM core in-
dicator report in 2018.

The core indicator ‘Abundance of sea trout 
spawners and parr’ is based on a comparison of 
the observed parr densities in rearing habitats 
with reference potential parr densities in the 
specified habitats16. The indicator is applicable 
in all HELCOM countries and was last updated 
in 2014. Of the 629 sea trout river populations 
in the Baltic Sea, 29% were evaluated as having 
good status, 23% were evaluated as not achiev-
ing good status and the remaining rivers were 
not evaluated. In some areas, only 26% wild and 
mixed sea trout river populations had estimat-
ed smolt production achieving the threshold 
value in 2014 (ICES 2015). The status of sea trout 
stocks is better in the south-western sub-basins 
where the majority of stocks reach production 
levels reflecting good status (HELCOM 2015a). A 
positive development in sea trout parr densities 
since 2012 has been observed in some rivers en-
tering the Gulf of Finland and the Bothnian Sea.

HELCOM actions related to conservation and 
restoration measures for fish are addressed in 
this section, including for salmon, sea trout, and 
eel. The status of additional commercial fish spe-
cies and HELCOM actions related to the manage-
ment of commercial fish species are addressed 
in section 2.6.

The BSAP includes a number of actions direct-
ed towards improving the status of salmon and 
sea trout rivers. Further commitments are made 
through HELCOM Recommendation 32-33/1 on 
the ‘Conservation of Baltic salmon (Salmo sal-
ar) and sea trout (Salmo trutta) populations by 
the restoration of their river habitats and man-
agement of river fisheries’ (adopted 2011). The 
national reporting of accomplishment of actions 
under the BSAP is presented here, complement-
ed with information from the reporting of Rec-
ommendation 32-33/1 in 2017 (HELCOM 2017af). 

Eel is also addressed in the BSAP and the 2013 
HELCOM Ministerial Declaration. In addition to 
actions related to the management of eel (sec-
tion 2.6), Baltic Sea countries have agreed to con-
sider measures beyond the management plans 
and to coordinate the conservation of eel stocks. 
HELCOM is also supporting activities in reintro-
ducing sturgeon to potential spawning rivers in 
Germany and Poland.

Status and trends – salmon and seatrout

The core indicator ‘Abundance of salmon spa-
wners and smolt’ is based on the smolt produc-
tion in rivers with wild salmon stocks. It is appli-
cable for all HELCOM countries except Denmark, 
Germany, Poland and Russia. The estimated 

3.2. Fish
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15   The threshold value is defined as 75% of the PSPC
16  Good status is achieved when the moving parr densities average over 4-5 years remains above 50% of the reference parr density.

http://helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2032-33-1.pdf


rivers (Table 3.2.1). The development of rec-
ommendations on management and conserva-
tion measures have not started but will be im-
plemented through the RETROUT project (start 
October 2017), with HELCOM as a partner.

Implementation of HELCOM actions related to 
the conservation of salmon and sea trout

Joint actions

HELCOM has agreed to develop an overview 
of common practices and recommenda-
tions for restoration of salmon and sea trout 
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Table 3.2.1. Accomplishment of joint HELCOM actions related to the conservation and coordinated management of salmon 
and sea trout populations. Target year is indicated for actions that are not accomplished. 

 Action

Common practices for breeding, rearing and releasing salmon and sea trout as reintroductions in potential salmonid rivers (Target year: 2015)

Recommendations for riverine and estuarine management and conservation measures, such as fish ways for up and down migration, resto-
ration and protection of spawning grounds, concerning fisheries within rivers and estuaries (Target year: 2015)

national reporting that restoration plans may 
still be missing for suitable rivers. For Germany 
the restoration plan refers to sturgeon; Germa-
ny together with Poland are carrying out a stur-
geon reintroduction programme in the Odra 
River and Vistula basin.

National actions

National restoration plans to reinstate mi-
gratory fish have been developed or are under 
development in the majority of countries (Table 
3.2.2). Several countries however noted in their 

Table 3.2.2. Accomplishment of national actions related to the conservation of salmon and seatrout populations. 
Blue= accomplished at the regional level, Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have 
implemented the action.

 Action Status

National restoration plans to reinstate migratory fish 7 / 9

Conserve at least ten wild salmon river populations

Reintroduce native salmon in at least four potential salmon rivers

(Table 3.2.3) as well as to Reintroduce native 
salmon in at least four potential salmon 
rivers (Table 3.2.4). 

The agreement of the BSAP to Conserve at 
least ten wild salmon river populations 
has been accomplished at the regional level 
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carried out, e.g., in river Venta and as part of 
Latvian-Lithuanian cooperation. In Germany a 
sea trout management programme has been 
launched and measures are taken to improve 
habitat quality or rivers and to remove migra-
tion obstacles. 

It can be noted that restoration activities are 
ongoing in numerous additional rivers, also in 
sea trout rivers in Denmark, Estonia, Finland 
and Sweden (HELCOM 2017ag). In Latvia, there 
are no nation-wide measures to restore salm-
on rivers, however, local projects have been 

Table 3.2.3. Reported wild salmon rivers with conservation measures.

Country Rivers

Estonia Kunda, Keila, Vasalemma

Finland Tornionjoki, Simojoki

Lithuania Neris, Vilnia, Vokė, Siesartis, Šventoji, Kena, Minija, Dubysa, Jūra (salmon stocking)

Sweden In parts of all rivers during 2010-2014 except in Nissan tributary Sennan, Löftaån and Tvååkersån. 

Table 3.2.4. Reported rivers with reintroduction of native salmon in potential salmon rivers.

Country Rivers

Estonia Pirita, Loobu, Selja, Valgejõgi, Jägala, Purtse, Narva (not anymore), Pärnu (since 2013)

Sweden Plans developed for Ångermanälven

Finland Iijoki salmon has been restocked in Iijoki and Kiiminkijoki. The Finnish Neva salmon strain has been restocked in Kymijoki

level in the ‘North Sea’ series, and 10.7% in 
the ‘Elsewhere’ series. The ‘recruiting yellow 
eel’ index was 21% of the level during the refe-
rence period. The Eel Management Plan silver 
eel biomass and mortality rate estimates (re-
ported in 2015) indicate the stock in the EU-as-
sessed area is not within the biomass limits of 
the Eel Regulation and in most management 
units, anthropogenic mortality exceeds a le-
vel that can be expected to lead to recovery” 
(ICES 2016). 

Status and trends - eel

There is no HELCOM indicator for eel but the 
species is categorized as critically endangered in 
the HELCOM Red List (HELCOM 2013d). The main 
concern regarding eel is its sharply decreased 
recruitment since the 1980s.

The 2016 ICES report from the Working Group 
on Eel (WGEEL) concludes the following: “In 
2016, the WGEEL glass eel recruitment indices re-
main low at 2.7% of the 1960–1979 reference 



regulation of fishing gear and development of 
common management plans with neighbour-
ing countries. 

Efforts to enhance co-ordination of mea-
sures to conserve eel stocks within the Baltic 
Sea, as well as with other European coun-
tries, have been reported to take place for ex-
ample through the development of a joint man-
agement plan for the Polish–Russian zone of the 
Pregola drainage basin and Vistula Lagoon, and 
in the Curonian Lagoon. 

The majority of countries have developed and 
implemented national programs for the con-
servation of eel stocks.

Implementation of HELCOM actions related 
to the conservation of eel

National actions

In addition to the development of manage-
ment plans for eel (see section 2.6 on Species 
removal by fishing), HELCOM has agreed on 
four additional actions related to the conserva-
tion of the eel population (Table 3.2.5).

Three countries have reported that addi-
tional measures to reduce fishing mortality 
of eel beyond the management plans have 
been taken. This concerns for example the 
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Table 3.2.5. Accomplishment of national actions related to the conservation of eel. Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ 
indicates the number of countries that have implemented the action.

 Action Status

Consider additional measures if necessary, such as reducing fishing mortality in accordance with the ICES advice, 
removing migration barriers, and re-stocking in eel-safe river systems

3 / 9

Enhance co-ordination of measures to conserve eel stocks within the Baltic Sea, as well as with other European 
countries

5/ 9

Develop national programs for the conservation of eel stocks as a contribution to a Baltic coordinated programme 
to ensure successful eel migrations from the Baltic Sea drainage basin to national spawning grounds

7 / 9

Implement national programs for the conservation of eel stocks as a contribution to a Baltic co-ordinated pro-
gramme to ensure successful eel migrations from the Baltic Sea drainage basin to national spawning grounds

8 / 9

Coastal fish

Status and trends – coastal fish

The status of coastal fish is assessed by two 
HELCOM core indicators: ‘Abundance of key 
coastal fish species’ and ‘Abundance of key 
coastal fish functional groups’. 

‘Abundance of key coastal fish species’ is 
based on changes over time in perch or floun-
der, with the species chosen depending on the 
natural distribution of these species. The indi-
cator is assessed in the northern, eastern and 

western parts of the Baltic Sea. Thirteen out of 
21 assessed coastal areas achieved the thresh-
old value based on data from 2011-2015. In gen-
eral the status is better in the northern parts of 
the Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2017b).

The core indicator ‘Abundance of key coastal 
fish functional groups’ combines information 
on the abundance of predatory fish (piscivores) 
and of fish feeding at lower trophic levels (repre-
sented by cyprinids). The indicator is assessed in 
coastal areas of the Eastern and Gotland Basins 
and north and east thereof. Piscivores achieved 



Table 3.2.6. Accomplishment of joint actions related to coastal fish related to management coordination. 
Blue= accomplished. 

 Action

Development of a suite of indicators for coastal fish species

Reflection on HELCOM actions to conserve 
salmon and sea trout

Salmon and sea trout are included on the HEL-
COM Red list where they are categorized as 
‘vulnerable’. A preliminary overview of national 
measures taken to protect red-listed fish (HEL-
COM 2016e) indicates that specific conservation 
measures for salmon and sea trout have been 
taken by Finland, Lithuania, Poland, Sweden 
and all countries responding to the survey  have 
conservation measures in place for eel. 

The 2017 follow-up of Recommendation 
32/33-1 provides detailed information on for 
which rivers measures have been taken to con-
serve salmon and sea trout. The measures car-
ried out can be divided into three broad types: 
measures restoring water quality and habitats 
(e.g. improving spawning areas through restor-

ing gravel beds, meander restoration), mea-
sures to improve accessibility to rivers (e.g. in-
troduction of fish ladders/fishways, removal of 
migration barriers), and management of river 
fishery (e.g. temporal and spatial closures, reg-
ulation of gear, minimum size of catch).

The most recent HELCOM core indicator repo-
rt on salmon spawners and smolt, based on da-
ta from 2011-2015, shows that the status was not 
good in the majority of assessment areas. As-
sessments by ICES based on more recent data, 
however, shows that the status is improving. 

A dedicated regional project on sea trout – RE-
TROUT - with HELCOM involvement as a partner, 
started its work in October 2017 with the aims to 
update the regional overview and assessment 
of sea trout populations and to recommend riv-
er habitat restoration measures and other man-
agement options by 2020. 

good status in 13 out of 16 coastal assess-
ment units, mainly in the coastal areas of the 
northernmost sub-basins. Cyprinids achieved 
good status in 7 out of the 16 assessed units, 
mainly in the coastal areas of the western Gulf 
of Bothnia and Baltic Proper. Where good sta-
tus is not achieved this is mainly due to too high 
abundance of cyprinids, indicative of eutrophi-
cation (HELCOM 2017a). 

Implementation of HELCOM actions related to 
coastal fish

There is only one HELCOM action related to 
coastal fish that falls under the categories 
‘measures’ or ‘management coordination’, i.e. 
the development of a suite of indicators for 
coastal fish species. This action is accompli-
shed (Table 3.2.6).

17 Estonia and Russia have not responded to the survey carried out through the State and Conservation Working Group.
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HELCOM. The current assessment considers 
the abundance of the population as well as 
the distribution. For grey seals the population 
condition is also assessed in terms of nutri-
tional and reproductive status. The indicator 
on ‘trends and abundance’ considers both the 
abundance and growth rate of the population, 
and threshold values need to be met for both 
parameters. For a population to be in good sta-
tus threshold values need to be reached for all 
indicators. These conditions are currently only 
met for harbour seals in the Kattegat (Figure 
3.3.1) (HELCOM 2017aa). Some of the indicators 
and parameters are, however, close to achieving 
the threshold values such as reproductive and 
nutritional status of grey seals (HELCOM 2017ae, 
HELCOM 2017t). 

While the threshold values for growth rate are 
not always met, the growth rate is positive for all 
management units accept the ringed seal in the 
Gulf of Finland, where the population is dec-
reasing (Figure 3.3.1). In the eastern part of 
the Gulf of Finland only around 100 animals re-
main. Notably, the distribution of ringed seals 
is restricted due to the declining ice coverage in 
the Baltic Sea.

The growth rate for the Kalmarsund popula-
tion of harbour seal is not achieving the thresh-
old value but is close to doing so (HELCOM 
2017aa), while the abundance is low with only 
about 1 100 seals in 2015. The population is, fur-
thermore, categorized as vulnerable according 
to the HELCOM Red List (HELCOM 2013d).

The growth rate for grey seal and harbour 
seal in the Kattegat is levelling off indicating 
that the populations are approaching carrying 
capacity. 

HELCOM activities related to seals are guid-
ed by HELCOM Recommendation 27/28-2 on 
the ‘Conservation of Seals in the Baltic Sea 
Area’ (adopted 2006). Several paragraphs of 
the recommendation are also reiterated in 
the BSAP. In accordance with the Recommen-
dation, HELCOM has established monitoring 
programmes for grey seal, harbour seal and 
ringed seal and defined reference levels for 
their abundance and distribution, and for grey 
seal also for the population condition. The im-
plementation of HELCOM actions presented in 
this section stems from national reporting on 
the implementation of the BSAP and the latest 
evaluation of the Recommendation, which was 
carried out by the HELCOM SEAL expert group 
(SEAL EG) in 2016. 

HELCOM Recommendation 17/2 on ‘Protec-
tion of Harbour Porpoise in the Baltic Sea 
Area’ (adopted 1996/amended 2013) identifies, 
e.g., the reduction of by-catch as a priority for 
improving the status of harbour porpoise and 
recommends the Contracting Parties to consid-
er the establishment of marine protected areas 
for harbour porpoises. The State and Conser-
vation Working Group has recently developed 
guidelines for the reporting on the Recommen-
dation, including how to harmonize reporting 
with the requirements under ASCOBANS. The 
first reporting using the new guidelines will be 
available in 2018-2019. 

Status and trends

The status of grey seal, harbour seal and rin-
ged seal is assessed according to manage-
ment units for seal populations as agreed in 

3.3. Mammals
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Figure 3.3.1. Status of seal populations in the Baltic Sea according to management units. 
An empty circle represents areas where the assessment was not carried out due to lack of data or lack of agreement on a threshold value. Green: threshold value 
achieved. Red: Threshold value not achieved. The assessment results for trends (growth rate) and abundance are here shown separately while ‘good status’ for the 
indicator is reached only when threshold values are achieved for both parameters. The arrows for ‘trends’ indicate the direction of change. 

*Grey seals belong to one management unit representing the entire Baltic Sea. The distribution indicator is however assessed separately in the Southwest Baltic 
Sea (SW), were the distribution fails to achieve good status, and in the area North and East of Bornholm (NE), where the distribution achieves good status.
**The assessment also includes ringed seals in the Gulf of Riga, Archipelago Sea and Estonian coastal waters.
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rised as ‘critically endangered’ in the HELCOM 
Red List (HELCOM 2013c). 

The Kattegat-Belt Sea-Western Baltic sub-
population was recently estimated at around 
40 500 animals19. Based on a survey of small 
cetaceans in European Atlantic waters and 
the North Sea (SCANS) the population has 
been stable over the past twenty-two years 
(Hammond et al. 2016). This sub-population 
was assessed as ‘vulnerable’ in the HELCOM 
Red List.

A HELCOM core indicator on abundance of har-
bour porpoise is under development but not yet 
operational. There are two sub-populations of 
harbour porpoise in the Baltic Sea: one mainly 
occurring east of Bornholm in the Baltic Proper 
and the other one occurring in southern Katte-
gat, the Belt Sea, and the southwestern parts of 
the Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2017a). 

The number of animals in the Baltic Proper 
sub-population is estimated to be around 500 
animals18 and this sub-population was catego-
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18 95 % confidence range 80 to 1091
19 95 % confidence range 25 614 to 65 041
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accomplished for harbour seals, but for grey 
seals and ringed seals they are not yet develop-
ed by all countries concerned (Table 3.3.1). Har-
monization of the national management plans is 
an ongoing process through HELCOM SEAL EG.

Implementation of HELCOM actions to improve 
the status of mammals

National actions

The development and implementation of na-
tional management plans for seals have been 

Table 3.3.1. Accomplishment of national actions to improve the status of seals. Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly 
accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have implemented the action.

 Action
Countries 

concerned* 
Status

National management plans for grey seals DK, EE, FI, PL, RU, SE 4 / 6

Implementation of national management plans for grey seals DK, EE, FI, PL, RU, SE 4 / 6

National management plans for harbour seals DK, SE 2 / 2

Implementation of national management plans for harbour seals DK, SE 2 / 2

National management plans for ringed seals EE, FI, RU, SE 2 / 4

Implementation of national management plans for ringed seals EE, FI, RU, SE 1 / 4

Protect ringed seal in the Gulf of Finland EE, FI, RU 1 / 3

Implementation of non-lethal mitigation measures for seals-fisheries interactions ALL 2 / 9

*Countries for which it is relevant to develop management plans for the respective species

is considered as partly accomplished based on 
the follow-up of Recommendation 27-28/2, as 
well as based on national reporting on the im-
plementation of the BSAP. Development of “seal 
safe” fishing gear is ongoing in Denmark, Fin-
land, Latvia and Sweden (HELCOM 2016d). The 
main purpose of seal safe gear is to hinder seals 
from entering the trap or damage the catch 
and it is used to mitigate conflicts between 
fisheries and seals. In Estonia, Lithuania and 
Sweden fishermen can apply for funding of seal 
safe gear and compensation schemes are also 

HELCOM agreed at the 2013 Ministerial Meeting 
to pay particular attention to protect the ringed 
seal in the Gulf of Finland. Transboundary co-
operation between Estonia, Finland and Russia 
towards a joint conservation plan for ringed seal 
was initiated through the project ‘Gulf of Fin-
land year 2014’ and a joint project application 
to improve the knowledge of the situation of the 
ringed seal in the Gulf of Finland has recently 
been submitted.

The implementation of non-lethal mitiga-
tion measures for seals-fisheries interactions 



under consideration by other countries (HEL-
COM 2017w). The use of pingers to deter seals 
from fishing gear has been tested by several 
countries but results are only partly successful. 

In 2016 HELCOM Recommendation 27/28-2 was
evaluated by HELCOM SEAL EG (HELCOM 2016d).
The Recommendation includes additional co-
mmitments related to the protection of Bal-
tic seals, including common principles for 
the allowance of licences for deliberate kill-
ing of seals, to prevent illegal killing, and 
to establish a network of protected areas 
for seal habitats across the Baltic Sea area. 

The evaluation concluded that, in accordance 
with the Recommendation, there is no hunting 
on seal populations below the agreed Limit Ref-
erence Level (LRL)20 and that when the popula-
tion size exceeds the LRL, hunting only occurs in 
populations with positive growth rates. 

The SEAL EG evaluation points out that pro-
tective hunting at fishing gear is used as a miti-
gation of fisheries conflicts with seals. The eval-
uation suggests that the possibility to hunt seals 
specializing on gear has likely reduced illegal 
killing, but there is no assessment of the size of 
illegal kills. 

In Denmark, Estonia, and Russia all major 
haul-out sites for seals are protected and in Fin-
land and Sweden the majority of haul-out sites 
are protected. The agreement to establish a net-
work of MPAs for seal habitats in the Baltic Sea is 
assessed as being partly accomplished.

There is only one HELCOM action that specifi-
cally address the protection of harbour por-
poise and this action, which is related to re-
duction of by-catch, is covered in section 2.6 
of this report.

Reflection on HELCOM actions on the 
conservation of mammals

While the majority of seal populations are still 
not achieving good status, the population 
trends show increasing abundance of most 
populations. The development and implemen-
tation of management plans for seals, as agreed 
to be fulfilled by 2012 in the BSAP, is however, 
only partly accomplished. The SEAL EG was 
invited to consider the sufficiency of HELCOM 
actions to achieve good status for seals in the 
Baltic Sea. The group was of the view that the 
existing HELCOM actions should be sufficient 
to reach good status for seals, provided that 
they are fully implemented. An exception is the 
ringed seal considering that the ice extent and 
number of ice days is decreasing in the Baltic 
Sea and that this species is dependent on sea 
ice for breeding (HELCOM 2017w).

The Baltic Proper sub-population of harbour 
porpoise was categorized as ‘critically endan-
gered’ in the HELCOM 2013 Red List and the 
population in the western Baltic Sea as ‘vulner-
able’ (HELCOM 2013d). A preliminary overview 
of national measures taken to protect red-listed 
mammals, shows that some form of conserva-
tion measures to protect harbour porpoise have 
been taken by all countries in which waters the 
harbour porpoise resides (HELCOM 2016d). 

In 2016, Sweden designated four new Natu-
ra 2000 sites, aimed at the protection of har-
bour porpoise. One of the new areas (including 
Hoburgs bank and Midsjöbankarna) has been 
identified as a main breeding area for harbour 
porpoise in the Baltic Proper. The new Swedish 
Natura 2000 sites cover 1.3 million hectares. 

20 The Safe Biological Level. This level has been set at 10.000 for genetically isolated populations. For harbour seals 
and LRL at 10 000 harbour seals has been set for the combined management unit “Kattegat (including the Danish 
Straits)” and “Southwestern Baltic” – see further conditions for this LRL in document 6-21 to HOD 51-2016.
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ing 65% of the species assessed. When consider-
ing species groups, pelagic feeders and grazing 
feeders achieved the threshold value while sur-
face feeders, benthic feeders and wading feed-
ers failed to achieve the threshold value. Trends 
for breeding birds in the period 1991-2015 show 
seven species with significant positive and 12 
significant negative trends, while six species ap-
pear to be stable and for one species the result 
is uncertain (HELCOM2017d).

Implementation of HELCOM actions related to 
the conservation of birds

HELCOM has agreed to protect seabirds in 
the Baltic Sea, taking into consideration mi-
gratory species (Table 3.4.1). This action is 
evaluated as partly accomplished through the 
agreement of HELCOM Recommendation 34/1 
on “Safeguarding important bird habitats and 
migration routes in the Baltic Sea from negative 
effects of wind and wave energy production at 
sea”. The Recommendation which was adopted 
in 2013 has not been followed-up as of to date. 
Mapping of migration routes and staging areas 
for birds in the Baltic Sea region to support the 
implementation of the Recommendation is 
planned for 2018.

Status and trends

The status of birds is assessed based on two 
HELCOM core indicators: ’Abundance of water-
birds in the wintering season’ and ‘Abundance 
of waterbirds in the breeding season’. Good 
status is achieved when the abundance of 75% 
of the considered species does not decline by 
more than 30%21 compared to a reference pe-
riod. The two indicators, which are assessed at 
the level of the whole Baltic Sea region, did not 
achieve good status in the period 2011-2015 
(HELCOM 2017n). 

Of the individual species included in the win-
tering bird indicator, 74% did not achieve good 
status and the indicator was thus very close to 
achieving the threshold value (HELCOM2017e). 
When considering species groups, surface feed-
ers and pelagic feeders achieved the thresh-
old value whereas benthic feeders and graz-
ing feeders did not reach the threshold value. 
Trends for the period 1991-2015 shows that nine 
species included in the wintering bird indicator 
have significant positive trends and 16 signifi-
cant negative trends, while two species appear 
to be stable. 

For breeding birds, 17 of the 26 species includ-
ed in the indicator are in good status represent-

3.4. Birds

Table 3.4.1. Accomplishment of joint HELCOM actions to conserve birds in the Baltic Sea. Orange=partly accomplished. 

 Action

Protect seabirds in the Baltic Sea, taking into consideration migratory species

21 20% in species laying only one egg per year.



Sea region are prohibition of hunting and col-
lection of eggs, protection of nesting areas from 
disturbance, restoration of degraded breeding 
habitats and predator management. 

HELCOM has also recognized that the protec-
tion of seabirds, due to their mobile and trans-
boundary nature, needs to take place through 
cooperation with other regions through Con-
ventions and institutions such as the Agreement 
on Conservation of African Eurasian Migratory 
Waterbirds (AEWA) under the Convention on 
Migratory Species (CMS), and particularly in the 
North Sea (OSPAR) and Arctic (Arctic Council) ar-
eas (HELCOM Ministerial Declaration 2013).

Reflection on HELCOM actions

Some of the species included in the core indi-
cators on birds have also been listed as threat-
ened according to the HELCOM Red List. A pre-
liminary overview of national measures taken 
to protect red-listed birds shows that specific 
conservation measures are in place for only 
four of 23 threatened bird species while most 
threatened species are subject to some form of 
general protection of the species or its habitat, 
for example through national action plans or 
legislation (HELCOM 2016d). Examples of imple-
mented measures to protect birds in the Baltic 
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sive Red Lists based on criteria developed by 
the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN); ‘Red List of Baltic Sea underwa-
ter biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes’ 
(HELCOM 2013e) and ‘Red List of Baltic Sea spe-
cies in danger of becoming extinct’ (HELCOM 
2013d). The assessments revealed a critical 
situation for many Baltic Sea species and bio-
topes (Figure 3.5.1).

Red-listed species and habitats are found 
among all ecosystem components addressed 
in the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report. In this sec-
tion, HELCOM actions addressing red listed spe-
cies and habitats in general are addressed. 

Status of red listed species and habitats

In 2013, HELCOM published two comprehen-

3.5. Red listed species and habitats

Figure 3.5.1. Number of red listed species, biotopes and biotope complexes in the Baltic Sea (HELCOM 2913d and 2013e). For information on the different 
categories see Box 3.
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for Baltic Sea underwater biotopes and 
habitats (HELCOM 2013b) (Table 3.5.1).

As a result of the critical outcome of the 
two Red ist assessments, HELCOM agreed at 
the 2013 Ministerial Declaration to develop 
two recommendations: one on conservation 
plans for threatened species, and another on 
conservation plans for threatened habitats 

Implementation of HELCOM actions on red 
listed species and habitats

Joint actions

The HELCOM Red List on underwater features 
published in 2013 was based on the joint de-
velopment of a new classification system 
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and biotopes. A new HELCOM Recommenda-
tion on the ‘Conservation of Baltic Sea Spe-
cies Categorized as Thre-atened According 
to the 2013 HELCOM Red List’ was adopted in 
2016 (Rec 37/2,‘) while a recommendation on 
threatened habitats and biotopes has been 
drafted but not reached adoption.

In 2016 HELCOM agreed on a set of new ac-

tions for consideration including ‘Activities to 
support conservation of Baltic Sea species and 
biotopes/habitats categorized as threatened 
according to the HELCOM Red List’ (HELCOM 
2016b). As a follow-up to this action a list of na-
tional conservation measures is being compiled 
under the State and Conservation Working 
Group (HELCOM 2016d).

Table 3.5.1. Accomplishment of joint HELCOM actions to conserve red listed species and habitats in the Baltic Sea. 
Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly accomplished. 

 Action

Develop a new classification system for Baltic Sea underwater biotopes and habitats

Develop by 2015 regional targets for the implementation of the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity, including the development of a set of HELCOM 
core indicators for biodiversity and their monitoring

Develop by 2015 a new HELCOM Recommendation on conservation plans for species which are at risk of extinction

Develop by 2015 a new HELCOM Recommendation on conservation plans for habitats and biotopes which are at risk of extinction

National actions

Through HELCOM Recommendation 37/2 a 
number of national actions have been agreed, 
for example to develop new or amend existing 
conservation -, recovery - or action plans for 
HELCOM threatened species as needed and 
with the aim to implement the plans by 2021 at 
the latest. The link to HELCOM Marine Protect-
ed Areas (MPAs) is highlighted in the Recom-

mendation by requesting countries to consider 
new or expanded MPAs for the conservation 
of HELCOM threatened species, in particular to 
improve connectivity between populations and 
key areas along migration routes. Implementa-
tion of Recommendation 37/2 will be reported 
for the first time in 2018.

Two HELCOM actions related to improving the 
status of red-listed biotopes and habitats have 
future target years (Table 3.5.2).

Table 3.5.2. Accomplishment of national HELCOM actions to conserve red-listed species and habitats in the Baltic Sea. 
Grey=future target year. 

 Action Status

Take measures so that by 2020, regionally, a) the loss of all red-listed marine habitats and biotopes in the Baltic 
Sea will be halted

Target year: 2020

Take measures so that by 2020, regionally b) red-listed marine habitats and biotopes have largely recovered, and 
that degradation and fragmentation have been significantly reduced, the progress of which will be measured with 
a core indicator to be produced

Target year: 2020

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2037-2.pdf


Reflection on HELCOM actions

The development of a HELCOM Recommenda-
tion on the conservation of red listed biotopes, 
agreed through the 2013 Ministerial Declaration, 
has not been realized. It was, furthermore, agre-
ed that measures should be taken to restore and 

halt the loss of red listed marine habitat and bio-
topes by 2020. When this commitment was ma-
de it had been tentatively agreed to update the
HELCOM Red List assessment by 2019. The next 
update of the Red List assessment should opti-
mally be timed so HELCOM could follow up to the 
targets for biotopes and habitats set for 2020. 

Box 3. Background to the Red List categories

The HELCOM Red List is based on IUCN criteria and categories. Critically Endangered, Vulnerable and Endangered 
species and biotopes are described as “threatened”. The threatened and near threatened species and biotopes are 
jointly labelled as Red Listed. The definition of categories found in the Baltic Sea can be briefly described according 
to the following (for full description see IUCN (2017).

Species:

REGIONALLY EXTINCT (RE): when there is no reasonable doubt that the last individual potentially capable of repro-
duction within the region has died or disappeared from the region or, in the case of a former visiting taxon, individu-
als no longer visit the region. 

CRITICALLY ENDANGERED (CR): when the best available evidence indicates that the species meets the IUCN cri-
teria ‘Critically Endangered” and therefore is considered as facing an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild.

ENDANGERED (EN): when the best available evidence indicates that the species meets IUCN the criteria “Endan-
gered” and therefore is considered to be facing a very high risk of extinction in the wild.

VULNERABLE (VU): when the best available evidence indicates that the species meets IUCN the criteria “Vulnera-
ble” and therefore is considered to be facing a high risk of extinction in the wild.

NEAR THREATENED (NT): when the species has been evaluated against the criteria but does not qualify for Criti-
cally Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable now, but is close to qualifying for or is likely to qualify for a threatened 
category in the near future.

Biotopes:

CRITICALLY ENDANGERED (CR): when the best available evidence indicates that the biotope meets any of the Red List 
criteria for ’Critically Endangered’ and it is therefore considered to be facing a very severe risk of collapse throughout 
its distribution

ENDANGERED (EN): when the best available evidence indicates that the biotope meets any of the Red List criteria 
for ‘Endangered’ and it is therefore considered to be facing a severe risk of collapse throughout its distribution.

VULNERABLE (VU): when the best available evidence indicates that the biotope meets any of the Red List criteria 
for ‘Vulnerable’ and it is therefore considered to be facing a moderately severe risk of collapse throughout its distri-
bution.

NEAR THREATENED (NT): when the best available evidence indicates that the biotope meets any of the Red List 
criteria for ‘Near Threatened’ and it is therefore considered to be facing a moderate risk of collapse throughout its 
distribution.
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10% target in all sub-basins and including 
the EEZ beyond territorial waters, when sci-
entifically justified. This aim was partly accom-
plished when evaluated in 2016 (Table 3.6.1. 
see also HELCOM 2016a, e.g. Table 14).

The HELCOM MPAs should provide prtec-
tion to Red listed species in the Baltic Sea. 
This objective is only partly accomplished sin-
ce based on the latest evaluation only 36% of 
threatened species and 12% of threatened bio-
topes are protected within at least one MPA. 
This estimate is based on reporting of protected
features to the HELCOM MPA database and 
may underestimate the actual protection of red 
listed features.

A specific aim of the network of HELCOM 
MPAs is that it should be ecologically coherent, 
i.e. that the network of protected sites should 
deliver more benefits than individual MPAs. 
Ecological coherence of the network was eval-
uated in 2016 based on four aspects: represen-
tativity, replication, adequacy and connecti-
vity. Areal representation of different types of 
geographical features and broad scale habi-
tats, and the replication of a set of indicative 
species, biotope complexes and broad-scale 
habitats, was assessed at an acceptable level. 
However, evaluations of adequacy, which con-
siders the quality of the network, and connec-
tivity, which measures how well the network 
supports the migration and dispersal of spe-
cies, indicate that the network is not yet eco-
logically coherent. 

In 2016 HELCOM agreed on a set of new ac-
tions for consideration including ‘Coordination 
of management measures of pressures and im-
pacts on MPAs, in particular for adjacent trans-
national MPAs’ which is being taken forward 
under the regular work of the State and Conser-
vation Working Group (HELCOM 2016b). 

HELCOM agreements

The designation of marine protected areas 
(MP-As) is a measure aimed at protecting 
valuable habitats and biological and genet-
ic diversity, i.a., through spatial and temporal 
regulation of human activities, implementa-
tion of conservation measures, and by raising 
public awareness. 

The designation of MPAs has been an instru-
ment for protection in the Baltic Sea for more 
than 30 years with the overarching HELCOM tar-
get to achieve a coherent and effectively man-
aged network of MPAs in the Baltic Sea. This 
target refers not only to the network of HELCOM 
MPAs, but also to other protection programmes 
such as Natura 2000 and Ramsar sites.

Specific HELCOM objectives for MPAs are ad-
dressed in HELCOM Recommendation 35/1 on 
‘System of Coastal and Marine Baltic Sea Pro-
tected Areas (HELCOM MPAs22) (adopted in 2014) 
which was followed-up in 2016 together with an 
assessment of the ecological coherence of the 
MPA network (HELCOM 2016a). Results from the 
2016 evaluation related to measures and man-
agement co-ordination are summarized here.

Implementation of HELCOM actions on marine 
protected areas

Joint actions

When evaluated in 2016, 11.8% (54 367 km2) 
of the Baltic Sea area was covered by MPAs 
and thus, the CBD Aichi target of conserving at 
least 10% of coastal and marine areas has been 
reached at the level of the regional sea. The ma-
jority of the sites are, however, located in the 
coastal areas and Recommendation 35/1 there-
fore stipulates the further aim of reaching the 

3.6. Marine protected areas
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22 Former HELCOM BSPAs

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2035-1.pdf


Table 3.6.1. Accomplishment of joint actions on marine protected areas related to measures and management coordination. 
Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly accomplished. Grey=future target year. 

 Action

Revise by 2014 HELCOM Recommendation 15/5 “System of coastal and marine Baltic Sea protected areas (BSPAs)”

A least 10% of the marine area in all sub-basins of the Baltic Sea including the EEZ areas beyond territorial waters is covered by MPAs where 
scientifically justified

HELCOM MPAs, inter alia, provide specific protection to those species, habitats, biotopes and biotope complexes included in the HELCOM Red 
Lists, by considering these in the site selection procedure 

When selecting new areas, ensure that the network of HELCOM MPAs is ecologically coherent and takes into account connectivity between sites 
including for example migration routes, species mobility and areas of special ecological significance such as spawning areas (Target year: 
2020)

Sweden also designated four new Natura 
2000 areas. The new Swedish sites, which co-
ver 1.3 million hectares, are currently not re-
ported as HELCOM MPAs. At the 2017 UN SDG 
Ocean Conference, Denmark, Estonia and 
Sweden made voluntary commitments to des-
ignate new marine protected areas, including 
in the EEZ (see Annex 1, Voluntary commit-
ments SDG14).

Management plans, which define the objec-
tives of the MPAs and the restrictions to human 
activities within the sites, are an integral part of 
the application of MPAs. The objective of HEL-
COM is that all existing MPAs should have im-
plemented management plans or measures 
by 2015. In 2016, the percentage of MPAs with 
management plans was 67%. 

National actions

To reach the target of protecting 10% of the 
marine area in all sub-basins, HELCOM Rec-
ommendation 35/1 stipulates that countries 
should designate new sites as HELCOM MPAs 
especially in offshore area beyond territo-
rial waters, where ecologically meaningful. 
When the Recommendation was evaluated in 
2016, only Finland had designated new sites 
since the adoption of the Recommendation 
in 2014 (Table 3.6.2). The 11 new Finnish sites 
increase the total area of HELCOM MPAs in the 
Baltic Sea by 725 km2 and the EEZ area covered 
by HELCOM MPAs by 82km2. Since then Lithua-
nia has also designated MPAs extending in total 
411,5 km2 beyond territorial waters. In 2016 

Table 3.6.2. Accomplishment of national actions on marine protected areas related to measures and management 
coordination. Orange=partly accomplished. ‘Status’ indicates the number of countries that have implemented the action

 Action Status

Designate new sites as HELCOM MPAs where ecologically meaningful, especially in offshore area beyond territorial waters 2 / 9

Develop and apply by 2015 management plans or measures for all existing HELCOM MPAs 67%*

*Percent implemented management plans in 2016.
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ld be updated with a maximum of 12 years in-
terval. In 2016 this was not the case for about 5% 
of the implemented plans.

The Recommendation further specifies that 
management plans, when necessary and in ac-
cordance with other legal requirements, shou-



MPAs”. Such an evaluation is needed to cor-
roborate if HELCOM MPAs are meeting their ob-
jectives and is a successful measure to protect 
biological and genetic diversity. At this time HEL-
COM, however, lacks a common methodology 
for carrying out such an evaluation.

The use of site selection tools is promoted in 
the Recommendation to ensure that the des-
ignation of MPAs contributes to the creation of 
a coherent network of HELCOM MPAs. In this 
regard it can be noted that the BONUS project 
BAMBI (Baltic Sea Marine Biodiversity) has re-
cently developed a methodology for such an 
analysis based on models of connectivity be-
tween a set of type organism.

Proposals for next steps for improving the 
HELCOM MPA network and its assessment have 
been outlined in HELCOM 2016a, chapter 6. 

Reflection on HELCOM actions

HELCOM Recommendation 35/1 combines sev-
eral commitments on MPAs from the BSAP and 
HELCOM Ministerial Declarations in 2010 and 
2013. The 2016 evaluation concluded that none 
of the paragraphs of the Recommendation re-
lated to measures and management coordina-
tion were fully accomplished. 

The Recommendation, furthermore, lays 
down that HELCOM MPAs should be assessed in 
regard of “the effectiveness of the manage-
ment plans or measures of HELCOM MPAs 
by conducting monitoring, and where feasi-
ble scientific research programmes, which 
are directly connected to the conservation 
interests of HELCOM MPAs, including the 
placement of monitoring stations inside the 
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Annex 1. 
Voluntary commitments by HELCOM and Contracting Parties 
at the UN Conference ‘Our oceans, our future: partnering for 
the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 14’ 
held in June 2017

HELCOM

•  Designation and enhancement of implementation of the Baltic Sea as NOx Emission Control Area  
    for ships and public-private partnership
•  Strengthening the implementation of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan to support ocean-related 
    SDGs
•  Identification of Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Areas (EBSA) in the Baltic Sea
•  Regional Seas Programme for ocean-related SDGs

Denmark

•  Marine Protected Areas in Kattegat
•  Reducing marine litter
•  Support Sustainable Coastal Fisheries in Myanmar
•  Reducing plastic marine debris in Indonesia

Estonia 

•  Establishing marine protected areas in Estonian EEZ
•  Establishing regional plans for aquaculture in Estonian marine areas
•  Creating the regulatory system to allow for and promote the use of LNG as an alternative fuel
• Improving the stormwater discharge systems to decrease the load of nutrients, hazardous sub
    stances and litter to the sea
• Identifying impacts of climate change on Estonian marine environment and the assessment of 
    cumulative effects of human activities on marine ecosystems
•  Increasing knowledge and awareness on alien species
•  Building up the national infrastructure to ensure the effective implementation of the Ballast Water 
    Convention
•  Establishing electronic notification systems for the effective use of fishing gear 
•  Establishing integrated nitrogen management systems for the Gulf of Riga
•  Public awareness and information campaign on marine litter and prevention of plastics in the sea
•  Marine litter action plan for ports and harbours



European Union 

•  Strengthening regional cooperation to support implementation of SDG 14
•  Preventing and significantly reducing marine litter in EU Member States' waters
•  Achieve the good environmental status of EU Member States' marine waters by 2020
•  Full deployment of European Marine Observation and Data Network (EMODnet) by 2020
•  Promoting a structured dialogue on cruise tourism between cruise operators, ports and port cities 
•  The EU, together with its Mediterranean partners, has endorsed MedFish4Ever Declaration
•  First State of the Ocean status report, delivered through EU's Copernicus Marine Environment 
    Monitoring Service (CMEMS)
•  Modernization project to update the European Fisheries Control Agency application
•  Additional funds to a number of SDG14 related research and innovation projects
•  European Commission and IOC/UNESCO accelerating Maritime/Marine Spatial Planning processes 
    worldwide
• Protecting fisheries livelihoods in Ghana and Somalia
•  Series of studies on biodiversity conservation in Africa, Asia and Latin America
•  Support for management of protected areas, including MPAs, in ACP Countries
•  Conservation and sustainable use of marine and coastal biodiversity in the Carribean Sea Basin
•  Enhancing the capacity of developing countries to implement their obligations under CITES for 
    marine species
•  Fostering biodiversity action in the outermost regions and overseas countries and territories of EU 
    Member States (BEST)
• Launch of twinned marine protected areas in Europe and Africa, North America, and South 
    America
•  Improvement of regional fisheries governance in Western Africa
•  Support for RFMOs for strengthened governance, science, capacity building and increased com- 
    pliance

Finland

•  Marine Information and Data for Users - www.MarineFinland.fi 
•  Arctic Marine Protected Area Network Toolbox Project (2017-2019, with Sweden and Canada)

Germany 

• Installation of a German air monitoring network to support MARPOL Annex-VI compliance 
    monitoring
•  Reducing air pollution from vessels serving the German Federal Administration
• Partnership for Regional Ocean Governance: International Forum for Advancing Regional Ocean 
    Governance
•  Scoping Processs: Blue Ocean
•  Fostering the conservation and sustainable use of marine Biological Diversity through the Interna-
    tional Climate Initiative (IKI)
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•  Implementation of Ten-point Plan of Action for Marine Conservation and Sustainable Fisheries of 
    German Development Cooperation 
•  Blue Action Fund (Africa, Latin America, Asia and Pacific region)
• Support of the research project: Multidisciplinary drifting Observatory for the Study of Arctic 
    Climate (MOSAiC) 
•  Support of environmental regulatory measures for Deep Sea Mining: Project 
•  Marine Protected Area in the Weddell-Sea, Antarctica

Russia

•  St. Petersburg Initiative (SPbI). Focus of the activities of SPbI is on: Green technologies, Waste water 
 treatment, Waste management, Environmental monitoring, Environmental education and 
   outreach

Sweden 

•  Meeting Sweden's MPA target
• Cross-boundary and inter-sectorial solutions for ecosystem-based marine spatial planning: the 
    Symphony method 
•  Responsible plastic management 
•  Securing social-, economic- and environmental sustainability in the Swedish Maritime Strategy 
•  Development of ecosystem-based management of fish and fisheries in Sweden 
•  The Swedish Government intends to implement appropriate and relevant conservation measures 
    regarding fisheries in order to reach conservation objectives in all marine protected areas by 2020 
•  Support development of a Source to Sea Approach to land based pollution including marine litter 
•  Connecting and Protecting Our Seas: Initiatives in the Baltic and the Mediterranean 
•  Industry and research driven development and introduction of selective and low impact fishing 
    gears 
•  Environmental monitoring with one of the world's most modern research vessels 
•  Ban plastic microbeads in cosmetics 
•  Contribution to the Blue Action Fund 
• Swedish strategy for global action on the environment, climate, oceans and natural resources 
    2018–2022
•  Swedish support to FAO for developing countries implementation of Port State Measures Agree-
    ment, the Global Registry and technical consultations for the marking of fishing gear
•  Arctic Marine Protected Area Network Toolbox Project (2017-2019, with Finland and Canada)
•  Strengthening capacity on ocean acidification monitoring, ecosystem resilience, MPA networks in 
    a changing climate, coral reef protection and marine spatial planning
•  Contribution to the CBD Special Voluntary Trust Fund to support work on EBSAs, Marine Spatial 
     Planning and the Sustainable Ocean Initiative
•  Desktop Study on Marine Litter including Microplastics in the Arctic (Phase I)
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Annex 2. 
Categorization of type of actions

This report focuses on the actions that have been categorized as ‘measures’ and ‘management’ 
coordination according to the definition presented here. Accomplishment of actions related to the 
categories ‘monitoring and assessment’, ‘data and information’ and ‘knowledge’ are presented in 
Annex 3.

Measures - directly aimed at reducing pressures or improving the state of the environment

i. Reduction of pressures
ii. Spatial protection
iii. Restoration/Reintroductions of habitats and species
iv. HELCOM Recommendations that require implementation through measures
v. Joint actions with the aim of influencing international regulations 

b. Management coordination - aimed at establishing joint HELCOM principles for management of the 
marine environment

i. HELCOM Recommendations not included under Measures
ii. Plans, guidelines and manuals
iii. Assessment tools
iv. Classification systems, reporting systems
v. Follow-up/assessments of agreed actions and plans

c. Monitoring and assessment i.e. the implementation of

i. Monitoring and surveillance
ii. Assessments 

d. Data and information 

i. Data 
ii. Databases

e. Knowledge

i. Promotion of research
ii. Reviews and evaluations 
iii. Development of supporting information [e.g. modelling]
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Annex 3. 
Achievement of HELCOM agreements related to knowledge, 
monitoring and assessment, and data

This Annex lists the accomplishment of HELCOM 
actions that have been categorized as related to 
data and information, monitoring and assess-
ment, or enhancing knowledge. The column 
‘Level of implementation’ differentiates be-
tween a) joint actions i.e. actions that are imple-
mented in cooperation through HELCOM sub-
sidiary bodies and HELCOM projects b) national 

actions i.e. actions that are implemented by the 
respective Contracting Party. For actions imple-
mented at a national level the number within 
parenthesis refers to number of Contracting 
Parties that have accomplished the action. Co-
lour codes: Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly 
accomplished, Red=not accomplished Grey=fu-
ture target year.

Eutrophication, including clean shipping

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Estimate the contribution of NOx emissions from shipping to 
eutrophication

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Initiate activity to identify/verify areas critical to N and P losses, uti-
lizing the available data and as a starting point, to enable directing 
targeted and cost-effective measures where they can bring the great-
est environment effect, e.g. compulsory measures on manure handling 
(storage and application) for installations of intensive rearing of cattle, 
poultry and pigs

Not specified National Knowledge

Establishment of a list of hot spots concerning animal farms for 
extensive rearing of cattle, poultry and pigs not in compliance with part 
2, Annex III of the Helsinki Convention

2009 Joint Knowledge

Investigate feasible and effective economic incentives for reducing 
emissions from ships (HELCOM Recommendation 28E/13)

2009 National (2/9) Knowledge

Governments of the HELCOM Contracting Parties shall make use of the 
assessments of the inputs and effects of airborne nitrogen to the Baltic 
Sea in the revision of the emission targets for nitrogen under CLRTAP

2009 Joint Knowledge

Hazardous substances, including accidental pollution from maritime activities

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Evaluation of the need to develop further requirements for reduction of 
heavy metals and other hazardous substances emissions from energy 
production and industrial combustion plants

2008 Joint Knowledge

Screening of the occurrence of selected hazardous substances (2008-
2009)

2009 Joint Knowledge

Screening of sources of selected hazardous substances (2009) 2009 Joint Knowledge
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 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Testing and possible introduction of Whole Effluent Approach (2009) 2010 Joint Knowledge

Further assess the environmentally negative impacts of pharmaceu-
ticals and other substances that are not monitored regularly, with the 
aim as a first step to assess in a coordinated manner their occurrence in 
the Baltic Sea and evaluate their impacts on the Baltic biota

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Collect more information and assess the state of contamination 
with pharmaceuticals and their degradation products of the aquatic 
environment and to develop measures, as appropriate, to prevent 
pharmaceuticals from reaching the Baltic Sea

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Monitoring and assessment of airborne inputs of hazardous substances Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Establishment of chemical product registers to be built upon e.g. the EU 
REACH (EC1907/2006) framework (2010)

2010 National (6/9) Data and information

Take actions to ensure the completion of the re-surveys for areas used 
by navigation (CAT I and II) within the time schedules estimated in the 
2013

2013 Joint Knowledge

Further develop regional preparedness and response related services 
including HELCOM SeaTrackWeb, HELCOM Automatic Identification 
System, HELCOM Pollution Reporting System (POLREP), HELCOM GIS and 
links to relevant EU systems towards a second generation of HELCOM 
oil response information system covering the whole Baltic Sea on an 
equal basis

2015 Joint Data and information

Produce a one-off HELCOM thematic assessment on environmental risks 
of hazardous submerged objects covering contaminated wrecks, lost 
or dumped dangerous goods (e.g. containers), and other objects, also 
utilizing the 2013 report on dumped chemical munitions

2015 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Comprehensively assess the status, environmental risks and 
opportunities of maritime activities in the Baltic Sea region within 
HELCOM, contributing to the HELCOM Holistic Assessment planned for 
2016, as well as to safety measures including routeing and those on 
winter navigation

2016 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Promote wider use of accurate and reliable depth information by e.g. 
developing existing and/or new products including an enhanced and 
freely accessible Baltic Sea Depth Model

Not specified Joint Knowledge

Foster CAT III (CATEGORY III) re-surveys of other areas not primarily for 
safety of navigation purposes, e.g. for environmental protection

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Make full use of satellite surveillance to assit response to accidental oil 
spills in the Baltic Sea 

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Extend monitoring of non-compliant ships entering the HELCOM 
area using Automatic Identification System (e.g. for enforcement of 
the International Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti-fouling 
Systems on Ships - AFS Convention)

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Continued monitoring of radioactive substances in accordance with 
HELCOM Recommendation 26/3 and making assessments of the impacts 
of radioactivity on the marine environment and on humans

Not specified National Monitoring and 
assessment

Develop biological effects monitoring to facilitate a reliable ecosystem 
health assessment

2008 National (7/9) Monitoring and 
assessment
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Marine litter

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Carry out the monitoring of the progress towards achieving the agreed 
goals and to gain an inventory of marine litter in the Baltic Sea as well 
as scientific sound evaluation of its sources

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Identify the socio-economic and biological impacts of marine litter, 
also in terms of toxicity of litter

Not specified Joint Knowledge

Underwater sound

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Map the levels of ambient underwater noise across the Baltic Sea 2016 Joint Data and information

Set up a register of the occurrence of impulsive sounds 2016 Joint Data and information

Non-indigenous species

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Implementation of HELCOM Ballast Water Road Map - compilation 
of a list of non-indigenous, cryptogenic and harmful native species 
and a list of HELCOM Target Species that may impair or damage the 
environment, human health, property or resources in the Baltic Sea

2008 Joint Knowledge

Implementation of the HELCOM Ballast Water Road Map - conducting of 
baseline surveys of prevailing environmental conditions in major ports

2008 National Monitoring and 
assessment

Implementation of the HELCOM Ballast Water Road Map – adjust HEL-
COM monitoring programme to obtain reliable data on non-indigenous 
species/ to link the port surveys and monitoring to shore-ship commu-
nication systems

2010 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Species removal by fishing

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Evaluation of the effectiveness of existing technical measures to 
minimise by-catch of harbour porpoises 

2008 Joint Knowledge

Development and implementation of effective monitoring for by-cau-
ght birds and mammals

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Development and implementation of effective reporting systems for 
by-caught birds and mammals

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment
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Biodiversity

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Assessment of ecological coherence of the BSPA/MPA network (Joint 
HELCOM/OSPAR working programme to the 2003 Ministerial Declaration) 

2010 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Modernize by 2014 the HELCOM BSPA (former Baltic Sea Protected Areas, 
currently MPA – Marine Protected Areas) database to make it publicly 
available

2014 Joint Data and information

Update by 2015 the assessment of ecological coherence of the network 
of protected areas in the Baltic Sea, with an evaluation of marine areas 
in need of further protection

2015 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Further development of a coordinated reporting system and database 
on harbour porpoise sightings, by-catches and strandings 

2010 Joint Data and information

Production of an assessment of the conservation status of non-
commercial fish species

2011 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Updating of HELCOM Red lists of Baltic habitats/biotopes and biotope 
complexes 

2013 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Producing a comprehensive HELCOM Red List of Baltic Sea species 2013 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Further develop common HELCOM approach and assessment tools 
for assessing the status of biodiversity and nature conservation and 
to continuously monitor the conservation status and to periodically 
evaluate whether the targets of this Action Plan have been met using 
indicator-based assessments

2010 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Classify and make inventories of rivers with European eel Not specified National (2/9) Data and information

Other types of actions

 Action Target year Implementation Level Type of action

Assess the effectiveness of the implementation of the HELCOM Baltic 
Sea Joint Comprehensive Environmental Action Programme to be 
accomplished by 2012 and the need for its prolongation, including 
also the extension of the List of HELCOM Hot Spots, at the 2013 HELCOM 
Ministerial Meeting

2012 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Newly applied tools and methods for the assessment of the environ-
mental status and ecosystem health of the Baltic Sea, such as those 
used in the HELCOM Initial Holistic Assessment are further developed 
and updated by 2013 according to improved data availability and sci-
entific knowledge

2013 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Core set of indicators with quantitative targets shall be developed 
for each of the segments of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan, while 
ensuring that the indicators can also be used for the other international 
monitoring and reporting requirements inter alia the EU Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive, and that a full indicator-based follow-up system 
for the implementation of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan be further 
developed and placed on the HELCOM website by 2013

2013 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Arrange in 2013 a HELCOM ministerial meeting to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the national programmes and to review the progress 
towards the ecological objectives describing a Baltic Sea in good 
ecological status. Based on this review the Action Plan will be adjusted 
and the set of indicators with associated targets will be updated to 
ensure their relevance for achieving the objectives

2013 Joint Monitoring and 
assessment

Taking into account existing studies, agree to further assess the 
economic and social consequences of the use of the Baltic Sea, including 
the costs of degradation of the Baltic marine environment

Not specified Joint Monitoring and 
assessment
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