
Western Baltic IMMA

Description:

The IMMA includes the waters of the southern 

Kattegat, the Belt Sea, the Sound and western Baltic 

Sea. The main part of the area is between 10 and 40 

m deep and due to the many islands, the only 

passage from the central Baltic Sea to the Kattegat is 

through the narrow straits of Little Belt (<2 km wide), 

Great Belt (18 km wide), and the Sound (<7 km wide). 

The entire inflow into the Baltic Sea is forced through 

those relatively shallow (20 m depth) and narrow 

channels creating areas with a unique structure. The 

currents can vary depending on the weather 

situation. A salt-water inflow into the Baltic Sea 

happens usually after long periods of easterly winds 

changing within a very short time to westerly winds. 

The water body then shifts towards the north and 

east of the Baltic Sea thereby creating a drag that 

causes the inflow of fresh oxygenated and salty 

waters in the brackish waters of the Baltic Proper.

Area Size
53,137 km2

Qualifying Species and Criteria
Harbour porpoise – Phocoena phocoena

Criterion B (2); C (1,2); D (1)

Harbour seal – Phoca vitulina

Criterion B (2); C (1,2)

Other Marine Mammal Species 

Documented
Halichoerus grypus

Summary
The Western Baltic IMMA encompasses a diversity 

of habitats ranging from the shallow waters of the 

Kattegat to the turbulent waters in the straits of the 

Belt Sea connecting the open-water areas of the 

North Sea to the brackish Baltic Proper. This area 

includes the majority of the distribution of the 

genetically distinct Belt Sea population of harbour 

porpoises (Phocoena phocoena). As such it contains 

important areas for foraging and reproduction. It 

also serves as important habitat for three main 

management units of Atlantic harbour seals (Phoca

vitulina): The Limfjord management unit consists of 

~1,000 seals, while the Kattegat and the northern 

part of the Belt Seas holds a management unit with 

10,000 seals, and the southwestern Baltic Sea is 

inhabited by approximately 1,000 individuals.



Harbour seals (Phoca vitulina) are a dominant species 

along the Swedish west coast, the Danish islands and 

along the Swedish and German coastlines. Three 

different management units are recognised in the 

Western Baltic/Kattegat area, namely: 1) the Limfjord

area, connecting the Kattegat and the North Sea. 

Here the main haul-outs are found in Ejerslev Røn

and Blinderøn, in the central fjord, 7 km apart. Smaller 

haul-outs are found throughout the fjord area. 2) the 

Kattegat. Here haul-outs are found on skerries along 

the Swedish coast and around Danish islands in 

Kattegat and the Danish coastline. Major haul-outs 

are around the Danish islands of Læsø, Anholt, 

Hesselø and Samsø and the Swedish island of 

Hallands Väderö and skerries in the Varberg and 

Tistlarna area. In Kattegat, a roughly 30 km radius 

around the haul out sites can be assumed to include 

at least 50% of the seals’ home range based on 

telemetry data (Dietz et al., 2015). 3) the Western 

Baltic and Belt Seas, where major haul-outs are 

found at Aunø, Rødsand, Vitten, Falsterbo and 

Saltholm.

Criterion B: Distribution and Abundance
Sub- criterion B2: Aggregations

The IMMA area encompasses important habitat in the 

mixing zone between the saline water from the North 

Sea and the brackish water from the Baltic Proper. 

The narrow straits of Little Belt, Great Belt, the Sound 

and Fehmarn Belt create strong fronts, eddies and 

upwelling where harbour porpoises (Phocoena

phocoena) are known to gather. Kernel density 

analysis based on harbour porpoise tracking data 

clearly identified several areas within this IMMA with 

higher density compared to neighbouring areas –

eastern Kattegat, the Sound, the Belt Seas (including 

the Great Belt and Little Belt) and the western Baltic 

(Sveegaard et al., 2011, 2018, 2022). Several of these 

high-density areas have also been confirmed by 

aerial surveys and predictions from spatial modelling 

(e.g. Lacey et al., 2022; Unger et al., 2022) and passive 

acoustic monitoring (Hansen & Høgslund, 2023).

Figure 1: Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) in Kattegat. Photo credit: Anders Galatius, Aarhus University



Counts of harbour seals in the IMMA at haul-outs 

during the moulting season in 2022 were ca. 1200 in 

the southwestern Baltic Sea, around 1,100 animals in 

the Limfjord and ca 8,300 in the Kattegat area (ICES, 

2023). The current count data furthermore shows 

different trajectories for the individual management 

units showing that each of the genetic management 

units grows or shrinks at its own rate (HELCOM, 

2018b, 2023).

The global population of harbour seals is estimated 

at 315,000 mature animals and the species is listed as 

Least Concern on the IUCN Red List (Lowry, 2016).

Figure 2: Harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in the Great Belt. 
Photo credit: Signe Sveegaard, Aarhus University

Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities
Sub- criterion C1: Reproductive Areas

In the Baltic Sea region, harbour porpoise calves are 

born in the summer period, with the main peak in 

June-August (Siebert et al., 2006; Sørensen & Kinze, 

1994; Börjesson & Read, 2003). Four surveys have 

been conducted in July in the area: MiniSCANS 2012 

(Viquerat et al., 2014), SCANS-III (Hammond et al., 

2021), MiniSCANS-II 2020 (Unger et al., 2021) and 

SCANS-IV (Gilles et al., 2023), and through all of them 

mother-calf pairs have been observed in the IMMA. 

Furthermore, the area holds the majority of the 

distribution range of the Belt Sea population, so 

calving, rearing of young and mating all must occur 

within the area.

The region encompasses different management 

units of harbour seals with limited gene flow between 

them (Olsen et al., 2010, 2014). Harbour seals are 

considered to be more limited in range relative to 

grey seals, leading to much finer population 

structure, as seen in the IMMA (Dietz et al., 2015; 

Olsen et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2022). Comprehensive 

monitoring of breeding is only conducted in the 

Danish areas of Limfjorden and Kattegat. In the 

former area, ca. 95% of all pups are recorded at the 

haul-outs Ejerslev Røn and Blinderøn (Seganfreddo

et al., 2023). In 2022, the total pup count in Limfjorden

was ca. 400 (ICES, 2023). In Kattegat, Svanegrunden

near Samsø is a very important breeding site where 

>1,000 pups have been recorded on occasions during 

recent years. Other important breeding are haul-outs 

are Anholt, Hesselø and Knobgrundene and Sønder

Rønner at Læsø. All of these haul-outs usually have 

counts of several hundred pups (unpublished data, 

Aarhus University). The total pup count in Danish 

Kattegat was ca 1,900 in 2022 (ICES, 2023). There are 

no systematic pup counts in Sweden or the 

southwestern Baltic, but in the latter area, Vitten and 

Aunø are known to be important breeding haul-outs. 



Based on travel distances from telemetry studies 

(Dietz et al., 2013, 2015) it must be assumed that 

almost all harbour seals occurring in the area are also 

breeding on haul-outs in the IMMA.

Sub- criterion C2: Feeding Areas

The narrow straits of Little Belt, Great Belt, the Sound 

and Fehmarn Belt create strong fronts, eddies and 

upwelling with food-rich areas providing high 

abundance of important prey species for both 

porpoises and seals.

Harbour porpoises need to eat very regularly to 

sustain their high metabolic rate (Kastelein, et al., 

2018; Koopman, 1998; Read, 1990; Rojano-Doñate et 

al., 2018) and as a result they spend a considerable 

amount of their time foraging (Wisniewska et al., 

2016). This means that harbour porpoises forage 

wherever they are, and that any area regularly 

frequented is in fact a feeding area.

Depending on their habitat, harbour seals in the area 

are opportunistic feeders with a broad spectrum of 

fish prey. Whiting (Merlangius merlangus), sand eel 

(Ammodytes sp.), black goby (Gobius niger), dab 

(Limanda limanda), sand goby (Pomatoschistus

minutus), Norway pout (Trisopterus esmarkii), small 

sandeel (Ammodytes tobianus) and European eel 

(Anguilla anguilla) have been documented as prey 

based on otoliths from scat samples (Scharff-Olsen 

et al., 2018). There are clear differences in prey 

preferences between management units, apparently 

depending on the availability of prey items in the 

individual regions (Scharff-Olsen et al., 2018).

Analyses of available telemetry data around Anholt

and Falsterbo show that waters around the haul out 

site are heavily used for feeding (Dietz et al., 2013, 

2015), with most travel distances being within 30-50 

km from the haul-out sites. In the Limfjord, seals tend

to focus foraging activities on the narrow passages 

that are found throughout the fjord (Teilmann et al., 

2020). In the southwestern Baltic, harbour seals 

tagged at Falsterbo tended to feed along the 

southern coast of Scania (Dietz et al., 2015).

Criterion D: Special Attributes
Sub- criterion D1: Distinctiveness

The Belt Sea harbour porpoise population residing in 

this IMMA is genetically and morphologically 

different from the two neighbouring populations in 

the Baltic Proper and the North Sea (Lah et al., 2016; 

Wiemann et al., 2010; Galatius et al., 2011). 

Morphometric studies of skulls of harbour porpoises 

in the Baltic Sea Region showed that the beak of the 

harbour porpoises in the Belt Sea population are 

pointing downward compared to the neighbouring 

populations. This is believed to be an adaptation to 

benthic feeding in the shallow waters of this IMMA 

(Galatius et al., 2011).
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