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HELCOM´s work on marine mammals
1.
Introduction
This paper contains an overview of the work of the Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission - the Helsinki Commission - (HELCOM) carried out under the Convention on the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area (the Helsinki Convention) and related to UNEP´s Marine Mammals Action Plan. (Valid autumn 2000)

In the HELCOM working programme 2000-2002 one programme component deals with ANature Conservation and Integrated Coastal Zone Management@ having as its goals to conserve natural habitats and biological diversity and to promote ecosystem approaches for the sustainable use and management of coastal and marine natural resources.

The operational responsibility within HELCOM for marine mammals lays within the Nature Conservation and Coastal Zone Management Group (HELCOM HABITAT). Currently harbour porpoises and seals are the mammals in the Baltic Sea Area which are of main concern. For both of these species HELCOM has developed Recommendations in order to protect the species and to improve their population status. The protection/management of the two species is mainly connected with current fishing practices and reduction of the pollution load to the Baltic Sea Area. Considering areas of key importance within HELCOM the newly re-organized HELCOM has given priority to, i.a., environmental impacts of fisheries management/practices and biodiversity.

A paper on co-operative linkages, encompassing, i.a., protection of marine and coastal living resources, has been developed between the Secretariat for HELCOM and the Secretariat for the Convention on Biological Diversity. A corresponding co-operation on wetlands with the Secretariat for the Ramsar Convention is under development.   

2.
Harbour porpoise
The population of harbour porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) in the Baltic Sea proper, Gulf of Finland, Bothnian Sea and Bay has decreased over many years and is currently at levels where the species is heavily endangered. The species in this area is considered a separate population from those in the Kattegat/Skagerrak. HELCOM is concerned about the critical situation for harbour porpoise in the Baltic Sea. In an attempt to improve the situation for the harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea HELCOM, in March 1996, decided upon HELCOM Recommendation 17/2 concerning AProtection of Harbour Porpoises in the Baltic Sea Area@.

In this HELCOM Recommendation the Contracting Parties to the Helsinki Convention recommend to the Governments of the Contracting Parties:

· to give highest priority to avoid by-catches of harbour porpoises;

· to take action, in close co-operation with ICES, for the collection and analysis of additional data on population distribution and abundance, stock identities and threats such as pollutant levels, by-catch mortality, disturbance by shipping (e.g., under water noise);

· to consider the establishment of protected marine areas for harbour porpoise within the framework of Baltic Sea Protected Areas (BSPAs), when documented information is available that an area hosts harbour porpoise; and

· to report to the Commission every three years, beginning from 1998 on their progress in implementing the above recommendations.

HELCOM Recommendation 17/2 and EU´s Natura 2000 provide the legislative instruments to designate protecting measures for smaller cetaceans. A joint HELCOM/ASCOBANS reporting format and reporting rhythm for HELCOM Recommendation 17/2 has been adopted. There is, however, no joint monitoring programme for harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea and statistics on the species are either missing or very poor.

2.2
Actions taken to protect the harbour porpoises
In the protection of harbour porpoises the highest priority should be given to the mitigation of by-catches especially in relation to salmon drift nets and bottom set gill nets. A reduction of net length and fishing efforts as well as implementation of marine protected areas for harbour porpoises are options to consider. These options should be based on a recovery plan for harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea to be developed, encompassing mitigation measures to improve the living conditions for the species. The development of such a recovery plan is envisaged as a joint effort of ASCOBANS, HELCOM, IBSFC, ICES, WWF-Sweden and other interested parties. A joint workshop on this matter is planned to be convened in the beginning of 2001, possibly hosted by Sweden as the Lead Country for HELCOM Recommendation 17/2. 

In its 1999 requests to ICES for scientific advice HELCOM has asked ICES to evaluate the population of seals and harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea, including the size of the populations, distribution, migration, reproductive capacity, effects of contaminants and health status, and additional mortality owing to interactions with the commercial fishery (e.g. by-catches, intentional killing). Moreover, a scientific statement is requested with respect to the status and recruitment of harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea Area. Furthermore, HELCOM has requested the HELCOM project on Hazardous substances to take into account also the potential adverse effects of chemical pollution on the health of harbour porpoises and seals, especially the identified Anew@ poly-brominated compounds and organotin compounds.

2.3
Actions proposed to protect the harbour porpoises
Closer co-operation between HELCOM and IBSFC
Taking into account that the Contracting Parties to the AConvention on Fishing and Conservation of the Living Resources in the Baltic Sea and the Belts, 1973" (the Gdansk Convention) and the Helsinki Convention are the same (the European Community representing Denmark, Finland, Germany and Sweden in the Gdansk Convention) and that both Conventions work to preserve/increase the living resources of the Baltic Sea Area, closer co-operation between these two Conventions seems necessary. To this end the Chairman of HELCOM has, in a letter to the Chairman of IBSFC, addressed the need to develop cooperative linkages between the two organizations. With respect to management considerations the use of fishing gear and proper records of by-catches are of increasing concern for HELCOM not just regarding harbour porpoises and seals but also for sea birds and fishes. 

And as mentioned above (cf. section 2.2) HELCOM has invited IBSFC to participate in the work to secure a future for the harbour porpoises in the Baltic Sea through a possible development of a recovery plan for harbour porpoises.

Furthermore, in the letter to IBSFC, HELCOM has drawn the attention to the emerging ecosystem approach, in which all significant factors affecting species and populations within the ecosystem, including effects of fishing activities, are taken into account. This approach represents a change from the highly focussed short-term sector by sector resource assessment and management approach to the broader more encompassing ecosystem approach that moves from smaller to larger scales and from short-term to longer-term management practices. It is a movement from management of commodities to the sustainable use and management of the productive potential of ecosystem goods and services. In this respect clear objectives for an ecosystem approach, to the management and protection of the Baltic Sea. need to be formulated. Such objectives need to be set at the general level, as overall or integrated objectives, and at the specific level, as more detailed and operative objectives. In both cases the environmental and fisheries aspects have to be joined considering the ecosystem advice on the environment and on the fisheries provided by ICES to both organizations. 

3.
Seals

There are three different species of seals in the Baltic Sea: the common seal (Phoca vitulina) mainly distributed in the southern Baltic Sea and Kattegat; the grey seal (Halichoerus grypus) mainly distributed in the northern part of the Baltic Proper, the Gulf of Finland and the Gulf of Bothnia; and the ringed seal (Phoca hispida) mainly distributed in the Gulf of Bothnia. 

The status of the seal populations in the Baltic Sea is primarily determined by two developments: the degree of disturbance as a result of various human activities, and potential epizootic diseases. These problems vary between the different seal species and between different areas of the Baltic Sea.

At the end of the 1980s the seal populations in the Baltic Sea were in a very critical situation due to the fact that organochlorine compounds such as DDT and especially PCB were responsible for the serious decrease in the reproductive rate of these seal species. In addition a severe epizootic disease in European common seal caused a gross mortality of around 60 % in Danish and Swedish waters in 1988. To address this HELCOM adopted Recommendations to eliminate the use of DDTs and PCBs as well as other hazardous substances. 

In order to further protect the three seal species HELCOM, in 1988, adopted HELCOM Recommendation 9/1 AProtection of Seals in the Baltic Sea Area@ recommending that the Governments of the Contracting Parties to the Helsinki Convention: 

· through their national instruments ban all hunting of grey seals, ringed seals and harbour seals in the Baltic Area. In order to safeguard the survival of these species, the ban shall be maintained until a natural health condition and a normal reproductive rate can be scientifically shown; and

· make efforts to establish seal sanctuaries and, when appropriate, organize seal breeding in order to save the genetic individuality of the declining Baltic seal stocks. 

HELCOM Recommendation 9/1 also invites ICES to continuously assess the condition of the seal populations of the Baltic Sea, on the basis of new evidence presented by the Contracting Parties as well as other relevant information.

3.1
The state of the Baltic seal populations today

From the very critical situation of all seal populations at the end of the 1980s the populations have recovered from year to year during the 1990s (e.g., 6 % per year for grey seals). A problem today is that there is no or very poor statistics connected with the different seal populations and there is no joint monitoring programme for seals.

Although there is a positive recovery of the seal populations the problem with diseases is still a reality. Around 25 % of the females of the ringed seal are not fertile. Furthermore, by-catches of seals are significant especially in bottom gill nets fisheries.

The recovery of the seal populations have been followed by increasing conflicts with the coastal fisheries, especially with fixed gears. The conflicts are concentrated to the coastal areas of the Gulf of Bothnia, northern Baltic Proper and the Gulf of Finland. Especially in Finland and Sweden the conflicts are strong and there is a demand on lifting the ban on seal hunting contained in HELCOM Recommendation 9/1.

It should be noted that at the same time as there are conflicts between fisheries and seal conservation in the northern part of the Baltic Sea there is an interest to re-introduce seals in the very southern part of the Baltic Sea.

3.2
The Seal Project
The long term goal for the Baltic seal species is to increase the size of their populations so that vigorous populations are established within their natural area of distribution. Based on the increased conflicts between seal protection and fisheries the Commission in 1998 started a Seal Project with the aim to develop a permanent monitoring programme on seals, including parameters on health status, population trends and dynamics as well as fisheries conflicts. Furthermore, the conflicts between coastal fisheries and seal protection is addressed by the Project Group and there is an intensive discussion on resuming seal hunting in parts of the Baltic Sea Area in the Project Group.

The Seal Project will be finalized in 2001 and the final report is expected in spring 2001. It is foreseen that one outcome will be a proposal to lift, in some areas of the Baltic Sea Area, the current ban in HELCOM Recommendation 9/1 on seal hunting.
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