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HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan
-  its ecological objectives and biodiversity

By Hermanni Backer

HELCOM HAS STARTED the process 
of developing a pragmatic assessment 
system  for Baltic Sea biodiversity, 
including developm ent of indicators 
and a m ethod of combining these into 
higher-level indices. All interested 
scientists are invited to contribute 
with comments on the work.

The B altics u n iq u e  con d itio n s lim it the  
diversity of life in  the sea and m ake ecosystems 
exceptionally sensitive to pollution, the effects 
of industrial fisheries, offshore activities, and 
the in troduction  of non-native species. The 
naturally low biodiversity of the  Baltic Sea 
adds to the specific im portance of the w ell­
being of populations of all native species. As 
there is very little functional redundancy  in the 
Baltic Sea ecosystem, it can be argued that 
virtually all Baltic Sea species are “keystone 
species." A nother im plication of the  un ique 
Baltic Sea biodiversity is th a t m any well- 
s tud ied  elem ents of the  in te rnational and 
E u ropean  b iod iversity  d iscourse  are very 
difficult to apply directly to the Baltic. Novel 
so lu tio n s for b iod iversity  objectives and 
in d ica to rs  for th e  reg ion  m u st therefore  
be sought.

The H elsink i C o m m ission  (HELCOM), the
in ter-governm ental organisation responsible

for overseeing the protection of the Baltic 
m arine environm ent, is presently  w orking on 
an im proved assessm ent system  includ ing  
m arine biodiversity. W ith the revised 1992 
H elsinki C onvention text, the Com m ission 
aim s to reach “ecological balance" (or “good 
ecological status," using W ater Fram ew ork 
D irective term inology) in  th e  Baltic Sea 
ecosystem. According to the approach applied, 
b iological d iversity  -  u sing  th e  w idest 
definition of the term  -  is actually the essence 
of this ecological balance. Consequently, some 
m etrics for assessing Baltic Sea biodiversity 
m ust be agreed upo n  in  order to m ake sound  
m anagem en t decisions. Even if scientific 
p u b lica tio n s on m arine b iod iversity  are 
published continuously and our know ledge in 
the field is growing, this is no t an easy task. 
U nfortunately, m any of th e  ind ica to rs  or 
param eters devised by scientists are very 
difficult to m ake operational w ith standard 
m onitoring.

HELCOM is developing a B altic  Sea A ction  
P la n  in  acco rdance  w ith  th e  ecosystem  
approach, also envisaged to be applied in the 
future E uropean M arine Strategy. The plan  will 
be an in tegrated approach for the  adaptive 
m anagem ent of hum an activities im pacting on 
the Baltic Sea m arine environm ent. It shall 
d is tingu ish  betw een  actions th a t can be 
im plem ented  at regional or national levels and 
m easures th a t can only be im plem ented  at the 
level of the EU (Com m on Fisheries Policy, 
C om m on Agricultural Policy, m arketing and

use of chemicals) or globally (e.g., shipping 
th ro u g h  th e  In te rn a tio n a l M aritim e 
Organisation). The Ecological Objectives for 
the  id en tified  m ain  en v ironm en ta l issues 
(eu troph ica tion , haza rd o u s substances, 
m aritim e safety and  loss o f biodiversity), 
l in k ed  to th e  HELCOM  m o n ito rin g  and  
assessm ent p rogram m es, w ill be used  to 
m easure progress tow ards the agreed targets.

Currently, HELCOM is developing Ecological 
O bjectives w ith in  the  Baltic Sea for 
eu tro p h ica tio n , n a tu re  conserva tion  and  
hazardous substances and will focus in the 
near future on eutrophication and biodiversity. 
O ne of the m ost im portan t functions of the 
Ecological Objectives and related Indicators is 
com m unication: how to translate science to 
managers. For that purpose, there is on the 
one hand a need to sim plify the  com plex 
ecosystem. O n the o ther hand, it is im portan t 
to have a solid scientific foundation. Therefore, 
HELCOM invites the  MarBEF netw ork  of 
excellence to provide in p u t into HELC-OM’s 
objectives. O ne opportun ity  is to give feedback 
u sing  HELC-OM’s eM eeting facilities on 
http ://w w w .helcom .fi (Events & M eetings) 
(eMeetings -  Ecological Objectives).

H erm anni Backer
Project Assistant 
HELCOM
Email: H erm anni.backer@ helcom .fi

Great British Marine Animals -  Second Edition out now!
Great British Marine Animals is an eye- 
opening celebration of Britain’s sea 
creatures, from the magnificent basking 
shark to the tiny but dazzlingly 
colourful jewel anemone. Designed to 
aid identification of the common animal 
species, it also describes their intriguing, 
often bizarre, lifestyles using pairs or 
sequences of photographs to accompany 
the text. There are many unusual 
photographs, including those of crabs in 
territorial dispute, sea-hare mating 
chains, starfish chasing brittle stars and 
even a blenny having a “bad hair day.” It

will appeal to everyone who loves 
wildlife and beautiful photo-graphy or 
wants to discover more about our seas.

The book’s 272 pages contain 420 
colour photographs in total, many of 
them full or half page.

Available from bookshops or by mail 
order from NHBS 
0044 1803 865 913 
www.nhbs.com, RRP £15.00 
ISBN 09522831 5 8
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The end of an era
-  is small no longer beautiful?

A r e c e n t p h o to g ra p h  o f Port Erin M arine L aboratory, I s le  o f  Man

By Richard Hartnoll

IN SEPTEMBER 2006, LIVERPOOL 
University will close the Port Erin 
Marine Laboratory in the Isle of Man, 
bringing to an end over a century of 
investigation into the central regions 
of the Irish Sea.

The rationale is no t simple, bu t it emphasises 
the curren t vulnerability of small off-campus 
research centres. They are falling victim  to 
various pressures. O ne is the current ethos of 
in terd isc ip linary  studies, w here  they  have 
geographical problem s of close integration. 
However, m ore im portan t is the cost-driven 
evaluation of university facilities: small rem ote 
institu tions are inevitably expensive in un it 
costs, and  their outgoings cannot easily be 
buried  am idst central funding. The decision 
has been made. The Isle of M an governm ent 
may retain som e research facility on the site, 
b u t noth ing has been settled.

The driving force beh ind  the founding of the 
laboratory was Sir W illiam  H erdm an, Professor 
of N atural H istory at Liverpool from  1881 to 
1921. Initially the laboratory was privately 
funded (at one guinea, = € 1 .5 , per year) by the 
m em bers of the Liverpool M arine Biological 
Com mittee, first on Puffin Island off the  north  
coast of Wales (1887-1892) and  th en  in a 
small build ing  on the north  side of Port Erin 
Bay in the  Isle of M an (1892-1902). The larger 
build ing  on the present site on the sou th  side 
of Port Erin Bay was opened in 1902 and was 
transferred to Liverpool University in 1919.

The w ork at Port Erin in the early part of the 
20th century focused largely on comm ercial 
finfish and shellfish, especially on herring, 
w hich was a m ajor local fishery. However, 
there w ere also basic scientific studies such as 
those on algae and taxonomy. There were, in 
addition, routine hydrographic m easurem ents, 
of w hich m ore later. T hroughout the period  up 
to the 1940s the laboratory functioned w ith  a 
small resident staff, w ith  m uch of the  research 
being driven by visiting scientists based in 
Liverpool, w here the director was located.

This all started to change in the late forties. 
Additional resident staff were recruited, and in 
1950 John Colm an was appoin ted  as the first 
re sid en t director. For the  first tim e, the  
laboratory had a dedicated research vessel of 
substance, the  William Herdman. The research 
field diversified, w ith  basic research including

algology, benth ic com m unities, rocky-shore 
ecology and Zooplankton. The ethos was still 
essentially research, and by the  end of the 
sixties there were eight scientific staff based in 
Port Erin. Fundam ental research diversified 
further, b u t fisheries research was still a major 
p reo ccu p atio n . However, th ere  w as an 
increasing em phasis on the  scallop fishery as 
this steadily overtook the herring  as the major 
local resource.

In the early seventies there was ano ther major 
shift in em phasis as the laboratory took over a 
su b stan tia l teach ing  role u n d e r its new 
director, E rnest Naylor. Liverpool initiated a 
m arine biology honours degree, and to date 
alm ost a thousand  studen ts have spen t their 
final undergraduate  year in the  Isle of Man. 
They are now scattered th roughou t the m arine 
biology com m unity, m any in positions of 
pow er and responsibility. We will welcom e the 
last of their k ind in Septem ber this year. 
M arine biology will continue to be taught in 
Liverpool, bu t the am bience will perhaps not 
be the  same. Have you ever tried  to dive in the 
Mersey?

N evertheless, th is  teach ing  role w as no t 
fulfilled at the expense of research. At the same 
tim e as the  honours class grew, so did the 
num ber of research students, peaking at thirty  
or m ore in  the eighties. T hen slowly the screws 
began to turn , as university funding in the UK 
becam e tighter. Research funding was harder 
to come by, so research studen t num bers fell. 
The staffing levels at Port Erin presented  a 
dem ographic tim e-bom b -  we were largely an 
ageing population , and as retirem ents occurred

replacem ents did not follow. W hole-anim al 
biology was no longer sexy -  em ploy another 
m olecu lar b io log ist instead! In th e  early 
nineties the  University was w arned of the Port 
Erin predicam ent -  invest now or perish later. 
T he la tter o p tio n  w as eviden tly  th e  one 
chosen.

There is no p o in t in being m orbid at the 
closure, though  w e are entitled to be sad. W hat 
are the positive achievem ents of 114 years of 
m arine biological research in Port Erin? Firstly, 
there is a m ajor body of scientific publication, 
covering m any fields, w here it w ould  be 
invidious to highlight topics. Secondly, there 
are our m any graduate students, from  all 
corners of the world, w ho have taken the Port 
Erin experience hom e w ith  them . No less 
im portant, the hundreds of undergraduates 
w ho have achieved a Liverpool m arine biology 
degree. There are the ongoing data collections 
that we hope to hand  on for posterity  and 
continuation; the long-term  fishery data for 
herring and scallop; and the hydrographic 
records, the longest continual records in the 
UK, som e extending over 100 years. For m any 
years seen sim ply as a background data source 
for biologists, these are now seen as sem inal 
data in our understand ing  of global w arm ing 
and m arine eutrophication. We hope that our 
inheritance will prove w orthw hile.

Richard G H artnoll
Port Erin M arine Laboratory
University of Liverpool
Email: R .G .H artnoll@ liverpool.ac.uk
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