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HELCOM is an 
intergovernmental 
organization made up 
of the nine Baltic Sea 
coastal countries and 
the European Union. 

Founded in 1974, 
its primary aims are 
to protect the marine 
environment of the 
Baltic Sea from all 
sources of pollution, 
as well as to ensure 
safe maritime 
navigation. 

The official name of 
HELCOM is the Baltic 
Marine Environment 
Protection Commission; 
it is the governing 
body of the Helsinki 
Convention.
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State & ConServation
Taking care of nature conservation and 
biodiversity protection, its monitoring and assessment.

PreSSure
Addressing nutrient and hazardous substance inputs to the sea. 

Gear
Facilitating region-wide cooperation on national marine strategies.

aGriCulture
Developing sustainable agricultural practices 
with the least marine impact.

FiSh & aquaCulture
Promoting an ecosystem-based approach in fisheries.

MaritiMe SPatial PlanninG
Ensuring coherent planning in the region.

ShiPPinG
Identifying and taking actions to limit 
sea-based pollution and ways for safer navigation.

reSPonSe
Responding swiftly to national and international maritime pollution. 

6

14

18

20

22

24

26

32



4  H E L C O M  A C T I V I T I E S  R E P O R T

Monika StankiewiCz
Executive Secretary, HELCOM

Stralsund, Germany 27 August 2015

BarBara hendriCkS
German Federal Minister for the Environment, 
Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety
(Center)

Monika StankiewiCz
Executive Secretary, HELCOM

No one would deny how important 
cooperation is—not just among the 
countries around the sea but also 
increasingly with other seas in other regions. 
However, getting concrete evidence about 
such cooperation is another story.
 While I am all for cooperation, I had 
my share of doubts when Contracting 
Parties decided that HELCOM should seek 
even greater synergies with other Regional 
Seas Conventions, in particular in the 
adjacent North Sea. There are already so 
many activities and meetings in the Baltic 
Sea which we need to take care of and 
coordinate and which I would not like to 
compromise, I thought. To follow what 
others do and even to try to daily coordinate 
our doings over sea basins felt somewhat 

unreal. Further, I wondered whether there 
would be an equal interest from countries 
in other sea regions to cooperate with 
HELCOM in the Baltic Sea. After all, the 
Baltic is quite a remote and small sea, not 
connected to the great ocean, and therefore 
the challenges sometimes differ. 
 What I did not think though was that 
this could be a source of great inspiration. 
 Last fall, rather unexpectedly, a first-
hand opportunity came about to bring 
cooperation between the sea regions 
to another level. I was bound for two 
consecutive meetings in August, both in 
Germany: joining the annual tour of the 
German Federal Minister of the Environment, 
Dr. Barbara Hendricks, in Stralsund, 
preceded by the meeting of the European 
Water Commissions in Magdeburg. 
 Dr. Darius Campbell, the Executive 
Secretary of OSPAR, the marine commission 

in charge of the North–East Atlantic, was 
invited to attend the same exact meetings. 
I already knew Darius quite well from 
before, so it was easy to connect with him in 
advance and share travel plans. Splitting the 
costs even, a car was hired (thank you Darius 
for the initiative!) and off we went: from 
Berlin to Magdeburg, then to Stralsund, and 
back to Berlin in the course of four days.
 As there were almost 840 kilometres 
and eight hours of driving ahead of us, in 
the confined space of a small car, one might 
slightly dread for a few awkward silences.
 Quite the contrary. 
 While the particularities of the 
environment, surrounding countries and 
their contexts vary significantly between 
the Baltic and North Seas, the work of the 
separate Regional Seas Conventions also 
have many common features—more than 
one would imagine. 
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dariuS CaMPBell
Executive Secretary, OSPAR

 HELCOM and OSPAR are neighbours, 
we share three bordering countries and 
have many similar processes, so there are 
some pre-given conditions for cooperation. 
However, the lengthy talks proved that there 
really are many more connecting points.
 For instance, HELCOM and OSPAR share 
the need for political support for the work to 
be effective—no wonder we had both gladly 
accepted the invitation to meet with such 
a high level person as the German Federal 
Minister. Meeting Dr. Hendricks was an 
opportunity to inform her about HELCOM 
activities and also national priorities in the 
region – and not just her but the large media 
crowd following the tour. Getting to meet 
this Minister was particularly pleasant as 

she already possessed such a high level of 
knowledge relevant for marine protection 
and the work of the Regional Seas 
Conventions.
 The German Minister was no stranger to 
marine litter issues, very topical for HELCOM 
last year as the Regional Action Plan for 
Marine Litter was adopted in June. Marine 
litter is one issue which exemplifies the 
connection between HELCOM and OSPAR: 
as the litter mitigation plan for the North Sea 
area had been ready earlier, OSPAR provided 
support to us when our region started the 
work. Recent inter-regional cooperation on 
sea birds, indicators, underwater noise, and 
the HELCOM-OSPAR task force on ballast 
water are other concrete cases of successful 
mutual cooperation. 

 When attending the Meeting of 
the Executive Secretaries of the European 
Water Commissions, the common points 
between us were again evident, such as 
the imminent need to put even more effort 
in connecting measures at sea with the ones 
on land and the related monitoring and 
assessment activities.
 One discovery was that when 
comparing experiences with another region, 
one can get highly useful reassurance of 
the chosen direction and draw from the 
experience elsewhere to help adjust the 
course of action if needed. Many lessons 
can be learnt from both sides. The shared 
issues connect us as counterparts and make 
us members of the same family.
 Thank you colleagues in other Regional 
Seas Conventions for being such a great 
source of inspiration!
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Stralsund, Germany in August 2015. From left: 

Monika Stankiewicz, 
HELCOM Executive Secretary

Barbra Hendricks, 
German Federal Minister of the Environment

Darius Campbell
OSPAR Executive Secretary
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Better traCkinG 
throuGh new Core 
indiCatorS
This past year HELCOM made significant 
strides in evaluating the progress made 
towards Good Environmental Status (GES) 
in the Baltic Sea. Almost twenty new core 
indicators have been developed for elements 
of the marine ecosystem. These indicators 
are essentially tools for evaluating the status 
of the sea in a systematic way and allowing 
the tracking of changes over time, marking 
an important step forward from the use of 
different assessment criteria as well as the 
lack of a clear definition of GES.
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alwayS rooM 
For iMProveMent: 
Coordinated 
MonitorinG 
A successful case of ensuring that project 
results are policy relevant and are in line with 
the needs identified by HELCOM countries 
is the large EU-funded project, Testing new 
concepts for integrated environmental 
monitoring of the Baltic Sea (BALSAM). The 
key result of the 2013-2015 project was 
improving the coordination of environmental 
monitoring and supporting the long-term, 
regular monitoring activities of HELCOM. 
More information on the current monitoring 
programmes and activities in the Baltic were 
collected and included in the extensive 
HELCOM Monitoring Manual. In addition, 
guidelines were made for seabird and 
benthic habitat monitoring while databases 
were created for seals and seabirds. The 
project also investigated how research 
vessels could be used in a more harmonized 
and cost-effective way, for example, through 
the online exchange of information on such 
vessels and their planned cruises.

reSearCh veSSelS to 
Coordinate More
All research cruises, sailing for samples or 
conducting other marine monitoring 
activities, will be better coordinated across 
the Baltic Sea through the updating of a 
HELCOM Recommendation. Also coop-
eration between ships and the smoother 
granting of permits are addressed. Another 
recently introduced tool facilitating coordi-
nation is the HELCOM online platform for 
sharing information on planned and com-
pleted cruises, which shows real-time vessel 
positions based on HELCOM Automatic 
Identification System (AIS) for ships.

takinG Care oF 
threatened SPeCieS
The protection of threatened Baltic Sea 
species will take a leap forward once the 
advanced draft of a HELCOM Recommenda-
tion is finalized. The new Recommendation 
follows up on the critical situation of many 
Baltic Sea species—following the 2013 
HELCOM Red List of Baltic Sea Species in 
Danger of Becoming Extinct (BSEP 140). 
The preparation of a Recommendation on 
the conservation of habitats and biotopes is 
expected to begin shortly.

radioaCtivity now 
traCked For 30 yearS 
Despite an overall trend of decreasing 
concentrations of radionuclides, the Bal-
tic Sea still is one of the most polluted sea 
areas in terms of radioactive contamina-
tion. Radioactive substances in the Baltic 
Sea have been systematically monitored 
since 1984 and the next thematic assess-
ment of long-term changes is expected 
to be released at the end of 2016. The 
openly accessible database covers data on 
aquatic and airborne discharges of radio-
nuclides from nuclear powerplants and 
reprocessing plants from 1952 onwards. 
The HELCOM MORS Expert Group, which 
has met for 30 years, has largely been 
responsible for its development. 
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 The new indicators offer firm, jointly 
agreed criteria which allow HELCOM and 
any decision-makers to follow changes in 
the environment. The categories are in line 
with HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan, which 
defines the objectives and needed actions for 
reaching GES in the entire Baltic Sea by 2021. 
 The Second Holistic Assessment of the 
Ecosystem Health of the Baltic Sea is under-
way and will make use of the new core indi-
cators. Assessment results are first expected 
in mid-2017 and will demonstrate how close 
we are to reaching the goals outlined in the 
Baltic Sea Action Plan. 
 Data for the indicators comes from the 
extensive monitoring conducted by the Baltic 
coastal states on species, biotopes, hazard-
ous substances, nutrients and various human 
activities in the Baltic Sea. The core indica-
tors were developed with the cooperation 
of experts in the field and can be used for a 
multitude of purposes across the region and 
beyond. Cooperation with other European 
Regional Sea Conventions, sharing experi-
ences with United Nations Environmental 
Programme (UNEP), and synergies with the 
ongoing processes in the EU are included 
in the steps taken to making the indicators 
interregionally relevant. 
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Breedind SuCCeSS in 
the white-tail eaGle 
PoPulation on SwediSh 
BaltiC Sea CoaSt
% reproduCing pairs 
source: swed ish museum of Natural h istory

new triuMPhS over 
hazardouS SuBStanCeS 
in the BaltiC Sea
The breeding success of the white-tailed 
eagles along the coastlines of the Baltic 
Sea tells an encouraging story. In the 
1970s the number of pairs successfully 
breeding reached an all-time low; since 
then, regional and global cooperation has 
successfully enabled bans on PCBs and DDTs, 
both of which are highly harmful to the 
environment, especially top predators such 
as the white-tailed eagle. The initial results 

of a new HELCOM core indicator show 
that these birds’ breeding health, which 
was previously seriously affected by these 
hazardous substances, as of 2015 reflects 
good environmental status in most coastal 
areas. 
 Hazardous substances have been on 
HELCOM’s agenda since the late 1970s 
when regional coordinated monitoring 
began, enabling a joint understanding of 
which actions need to be taken to protect 
the marine environment. Significant progress 
has been made for many of the substances 

listed on HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan 
priority substance list, and in 2015 the 
HELCOM Pressure Working Group agreed 
to start reviewing the list. The aim is to 
conclude whether some of the substances 
can be removed from the list, as well 
as identify whether any emerging new 
substances should be given consideration 
in regional environmental protection. 
Pharmaceuticals make up one of the more 
recently tackled concerns. 

You lead the development of two 
hazardous substances core indicators, 
on PFOS and HBCDD. Can you tell 
us why these substances were 
chosen as HELCOM indicators? 
Perfluorooctane sulfonate (PFOS) and 
hexabromocyclododecane (HBCDD) are 
man-made substances used in a broad 
variety of products. They are stable and 
toxic; they also accumulate in the food 
chain. They have posed concern because 
concentrations of both substances have 
increased in the Baltic environment at 
least since the beginning of contaminant 
monitoring in Sweden in the 1970s.

What are the benefits of developing 
indicators for the Baltic Sea regionally? 
The core indicators provide comparable 
results between sub-basins of the Baltic 
Sea. One challenge in the past has been 
the large number of countries surrounding 
the Baltic with different types of monitoring 
programmes. This has led to diverging types 
of input data, or in some cases even a lack 
of data, for the evaluation of the substances. 
Why is it important to monitor HBCDD? 
High levels of HBCDD have proven to 
be toxic; effects on the nervous system, 
hormonal functions and reproductive success 
have been shown. A robust assessment of 

the substance will identify problem areas 
as well as general development over time. 
This will give policymakers a good basis for 
decisions on management. 
Where does PFOS come from and 
why does it end up in the Baltic Sea? 
PFOS has been phased out of production 
and use since the beginning of 21st 
century. PFOS can, however, still be found 
in, for example, textiles, kitchen appliances 
and foam fire extinguishers. PFOS can be 
released into air and water via industrial 
production as well as through secondary 
emissions from consumer products and 
sewage treatment plants.  

interview sara danielsson & elisaBeth nyBerg  Swedish Museum of Natural History
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exPertS CoMe toGether
Scientific advice from experts in the Baltic 
Sea region contributes to management 
decisions made by HELCOM. In 2015 the 
HELCOM Expert Network on Hazardous Sub-
stances was established to provide a platform 
to discuss issues and indicators used to assess 
the Baltic Sea. The newly established network 
filled in gaps in HELCOM’s working structure 
and will ensure that future efforts to improve 
the chemical status of the Baltic Sea will be 
targeted by—and regionally coordinated 
among—all HELCOM members. 

new inSiGhtS on 
PharMaCeutiCalS
Pharmaceuticals constitute a group of 
emerging hazardous substances. The most 
comprehensive compilation of data made on 
the concentrations and sources of phar-
maceuticals in the Baltic Sea region was 
completed in 2015 through cooperation be-
tween HELCOM and the Policy Area Hazards 
of the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region, 
with support from UNESCO. The compilation 
identifies concentrations of pharmaceuticals 
which cause concern, such as hormones and 

antibiotics. Based on available information, a 
new report is being finalized, integrating in-
formation on the production and consump-
tion of pharmaceuticals in the region, their 
pathways to the Baltic Sea environment, as 
well as concentrations in the environment 
and effects on marine life.
 The information will enable future 
regional action to safeguard the Baltic Sea 
environment from the harmful effects of 
these substances. The report will be based 
on information compiled at national and 
regional levels. 
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unique aSSeSSMent 
SySteM ready
Eutrophication, caused by excessive inputs 
of nutrients to the marine environment, is 
widely known to be detrimental to water 
quality and biodiversity. HELCOM continues 
to push forward in finding ways to address 
the issue, with key efforts being made in the 
last two years through the Making HELCOM 
Assessments Operational (EUTRO-OPER) 
project. Focused on making eutrophication 
assessments operational, the project intro-
duced this year a new online assessment 
system—the first of its kind. 

EUTRO-OPER article: intro + interview

health CheCk 
For the BaltiC Sea
HOLAS II, the Second Holistic Assessment 
of the Ecosystem Health of the Baltic Sea, 
will provide information on the latest 
status of the marine environment, as well 
as cumulative pressures and impacts from 
major human activities. Preparations for the 
many components of HOLAS II are speeding 
up and the first version of the assessment is 
scheduled for mid-2017. 
 For the first time, social and economic 
analysis will be truly incorporated into the 
HELCOM assessment by linking human 

activities to pressures and impacts on 
ecosystem components within one holistic 
framework.
 Overall, HOLAS II will demonstrate 
an improved application of the ecosystem 
approach on a sea basin scale, thus 
promoting understanding of the ecosystem 
approach and its practical use. 
 HOLAS II will provide a solid basis for 
decision-making by helping to evaluate 
progress made in achieving Good 
Environmental Status by 2021, in line with 
the Baltic Sea Action Plan and follow-up 
commitments. 

What, in your opinion, has been the 
most important outcome of the EUTRO-
OPER project that was completed this 
year? The main outcome of the project is 
a new online system for producing assess-
ments on Baltic-wide eutrophication—one 
of the main threats to the environment of 
the Baltic Sea. The new system is, at the 
moment, internationally unique in that as-
sessments for an entire regional sea can be 
produced semi-automatically. This is a signifi-
cant accomplishment when we consider that 
the workflow pulls together expert-vetted 
data from nine Baltic coastal states. 
What does the new workflow system 

offer? The new process is much more effi-
cient. It combines and calculates monitoring 
data into resulting indicators and assess-
ments, which are systematically reviewed 
by country-nominated experts. In the past, 
this was all done manually. The workflow is 
also more transparent as experts are involved 
not just at end stages but along the way 
to ensure that datasets and analyses are 
complete and accurate. This enhances the 
validity of findings, as assessments can be 
replicated. One further benefit is that data 
and indicators used in coming assessments 
will be available for other purposes. These 
achievements would not have been possible 

interview  ViVi  fleming-lehtinen  EUTRO-OPER, Finnish Environmental Institute (SYKE)

without the cooperation of our partner or-
ganisation, the International Council for the 
Exploration of the Sea (ICES), in particular 
Hjalte Parner.
How does the workflow system contrib-
ute to the development of the Second 
Holistic Assessment of the Ecosystem 
Health of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS II)? 
The new system is important to HOLAS II, 
expected in 2017, since it will be launched 
with current information on eutrophication 
thus providing vital information online. It can 
also be seen as a pilot for other upcoming 
thematic assessments, such as on hazardous 
substances. 
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interreGional 
MonitorinG oF BirdS 
leaPS Forward 
Seabirds are highly mobile, posing challenges 
for gathering sufficient knowledge and 
determining the best ways to protect them. 
As such, both scientific and managerial 
cooperation with other regions is vital. 
Moreover, marine birds are sensitive to 
changes in the environment and are 
considered to be good indicator species for 
evaluating environmental status. By joining 
forces in the continued development of 
environmental core indicators, interregional 

work on marine birds has started with fresh 
energy in the new OSPAR Commission 
covering the North-East Atlantic, as well as 
the International Council for the Exploration 
of the Sea (ICES). 

BaltiC Bird-
watCherS unite 
Countries along the Baltic Sea have 
monitored seabirds for decades; however, 
the resulting data has been stored in 
different institutes and databases. This has 
made it challenging to assess and act on 
the regionally important questions, such as 

what the number of seabirds in a certain 
area can tell us about the health of the 
marine environment. Progress has been 
made in 2015 on a regional scale on seabird 
populations, distribution and mobility 
through a metadatabase as well as joint 
seabird monitoring guidelines created under 
the Testing new concepts for integrated 
environmental monitoring of the Baltic Sea 
(BALSAM) project. The seabird metadatabase 
includes detailed information on all water 
bird surveys in the Baltic Sea since 1991.

keePinG an eye on Seal ConServation eFFortS 
The Baltic coastal countries have made commitments to conserving seals and progress of these 
efforts is regularly reviewed by HELCOM. In addition, four core indicators on Baltic seal species 
have been under development in 2015, with attention also being paid to improved data and 
data flow to facilitate the regular updating of indicators. The national 
management plans for seals are also regularly reviewed. Seal protection 
work is the responsibility of the HELCOM ad hoc Seal Expert Group, 
which has met for ten years.

rinGed Seal PoPulation in the BaltiC Sea
source: h e lcom
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interview 
JaniCa Borg
HELCOM Secretariat

What are the highlights of the 
modernized HELCOM MPA database? 
The main improvement in the new MPA 
database is the map interface which 
connects information for each site directly 
to the map of the area. This GIS-based map 
includes the location and size of each MPA, 

the Natura 2000 sites, maps of HELCOM 
Red List species and habitats, as well as a 
shapefile download function. All information 
on, for example, species, biotopes, biotope 
complexes, management and regulated 
activities are stored in interactive tables 
which can be used to sort and analyse data. 
In addition, you can find information on 
what types of pressures are found within 
each MPA, a feature not covered by other 
similar databases.

 The structure of the database helps 
keep the information up to date and 
accurate: the HELCOM countries directly 
update the database and all data is reported 
either from drop-down fields or, in the case 
of numerical data, from shapefiles. The lack 
of free text fields makes the error margin 
very small.
Why is the launch of the modernized 
HELCOM MPA database important? It is 
an important tool for HELCOM countries in 
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updating, storing and analysing information 
on HELCOM MPAs. This kind of information 
is often stored nationally, which results 
in differences in data formats between 
countries, which in turn makes analysing and 
comparing the data difficult. The database 
also serves the common user; anyone can 
read and download both information and 
maps.
 In addition, the predecessor to the new 
database (BSPA database) was no longer 

meeting the requirements of HELCOM 
members, and there was a dire need for a 
new, enhanced tool.
What is the importance of the 
forthcoming report on the ecological 
coherence of HELCOM MPAs? Ecological 
coherence describes how well a collection 
of MPAs provide protection both individually 
and together as a network. The aim is to 
assess whether the protection extends 
beyond that provided by a single site. 

helCoM Marine 
ProteCted areaS

dESIgnATEd
MAnAgEd

source: h e lcom, 2015 

new dataBaSe oPen 
For helCoM Marine 
ProteCted areaS
The successful conservation of biodiversity 
and versatile ecosystems greatly depends 
on designating marine protected areas. 
The most recent achievement by HELCOM 
in this issue was the October 2015 launch 
of the modernized database on coastal and 
marine Baltic Sea protected areas (HELCOM 
MPAs), providing easier access to more 
detailed information on the sites. 
 There are currently 174 HELCOM MPAs 
covering 12% of the marine area, making 
the Baltic Sea a pioneering region in marine 
protection.

The previous ecological coherence 
assessment was made in 2010. The goal, 
according to HELCOM Recommendation 
35/1, is to establish an ecologically coherent 
and effectively managed network of coastal 
and marine Baltic Sea protected areas. 
 The fresh assessment of the ecological 
coherence of coastal and marine Baltic Sea 
protected areas is expected to be released in 
2016. 
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interview 
stefanie werner 
Federal Environment Agency

What was the process of creating the 
HELCOM Regional Action Plan for 
Marine Litter? Not long ago, marine litter 
was not regarded as a serious problem for 
the Baltic Sea. That changed due to various 
reasons. Beach litter pilot projects, such as 
MARLIN in 2013, proved that significant 

amounts of litter along the Baltic Sea beach-
es are found, comparable in volume to other 
sea regions. Other studies became available, 
for example, on microplastics in sediments 
and water columns of the Baltic Sea. Marine 
Litter Actions Plans for other European seas 
such as the North-East Atlantic under OSPAR 
were adopted, demonstrating a range of 
actions which were applicable in other sea 
regions, too. Moreover, the EU Marine Strat-
egy Framework Directive came into place 

demanding an assessment of the state of 
pollution with marine litter and setting up of 
coherent monitoring by EU Member States.
Out of the list of thirty regional actions 
to tackle litter, which would be your top 
priorities? The problem of marine litter is 
very complex in nature and the list of actions 
was derived through the involvement of a 
wide range of related expert from various 
areas—including the fishing, shipping, 
sewage and storm water handling, waste 

new era For taCklinG 
Marine litter 
The Baltic Sea is known for its busy traffic 
and high population in its catchment 
area, raising the risk for considerable 
amounts of marine litter. 
 In the region, less visible littering— 
either below or above surface—has long 
been tackled, for instance in the much 
improved management of waste water 
and discards from ships. By the 1990s 
HELCOM had already launched the Baltic 
Strategy on Port Reception Facilities 
for Ship-Generated Wastes, which 
introduced a “No-Special-Fee” system 
for Baltic Sea Ports, meaning that all 
waste fees are already included in 
the harbour fees.
 Emerging concerns on ghost nets, 
hazardous substances and microplastics 
have together inspired the creation of 
a joint HELCOM scheme to address the 
litter challenge. Near the start of the 
2015’s beach and cruise season, HELCOM 
Regional Action Plan for Marine Litter in 
the Baltic Sea was officially adopted. The 
action plan, with thirty regional actions, 
will be carried out in 2015–2025 by 
HELCOM member states. 
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management and cosmetic sectors. As they 
stand at the moment, the actions describe 
important fields where actions are needed 
and specific measures have to be developed. 
Only when these measures lead to visible 
reductions of litter in the Baltic Sea environ-
ment can we prioritize them in terms of their 
effectiveness.
Waste prevention is one of the activities 
in the Marine Litter Action Plan. What 
are some methods for implementing 

this? One important requisite for increased 
sustainability in the manufacture of plastics 
—a main source of marine litter—lies in 
‘smart’ product design. Although there are 
relatively few basic plastics, or polymers, 
many of the additives used in production can 
greatly impair their recycling or can result 
in more down-cycling than eco-effective 
recycling. A reduction in the use of hazard-
ous substances in the production of plastics 
might help with recyclability. Product design 

should focus on maximizing product persis-
tence to avoid the decline of non-renewable 
natural resources as well as put into effect 
a general limitation on the production of 
new plastics. The repair of plastic products 
is often economically unprofitable—or not 
even technically possible. Furthermore, a 
fundamental change in the use of plastics 
usage would be desirable, for example, with 
take-away food. 
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an in-dePth look 
at dredGinG 
Biotopes of the Baltic seafloor are 
negatively affected by human activities 
such as dredging, construction, fishing with 
bottom contact, fishing gear, as well as the 
extraction of sand and gravel. HELCOM has 
regularly inspected information submitted 
by member countries. An updated report 
on disposal of dredged material at sea 
for 1999–2013 has been prepared in 
2015. Also, as a part of the revision of the 
HELCOM Guidelines for Management of 
Dredged Material at Sea, the new reporting 
format for dredging has boosted more 
diligent reporting from the countries about 

their dredging, disposals and—importantly 
—estimations on hazardous substances 
contained in disposed materials at sea. 

dealinG with 
SewaGe SludGe
Work continues on identifying ways to best 
handle sewage sludge resulting from the 
treatment of municipal wastewater. Sewage 
sludge has energetic potential and contains 
components that can be reused. It is also, 
however, a collecting point for harmful 
substances and pathogenic flora contained 
by sewage water. As such, sustainable and 
environmentally friendly ways of sewage 
sludge handling are on top of HELCOM’s 

agenda. The upcoming Recommendation 
on Sewage Sludge Handling will identify 
the ways of sewage sludge handling that 
assure the maximum recycling of nutrients, 
in particular phosphorus, while minimising 
negative impacts on the environment. 
Potential areas where sewage sludge and its 
products can be used include agriculture and 
forestry, land reclamation and landscaping, 
as well as energy production. The final 
Recommendation will introduce restrictions 
for the use of the sludge to be applied in all 
the countries of the Baltic Sea drainage area. 

keePinG down the underwater noiSe
A knowledge base on harmful underwater noise in the Baltic Sea was kick-started this 
year by HELCOM to help suppress this growing concern for marine species. 
A regional register of impulsive sounds, established together with 
OSPAR, is a concrete achievement. To register the occurrence 
of such abrupt, challenging-to-measure sounds, 
national reporting is required in a jointly agreed 
manner. Another major line of work for the new 
HELCOM Expert Network on Underwater 
Noise is the regionwide HELCOM 
indicator for ambient noise, 
that is, continuous low 
frequency anthro-
pogenic sound.
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Six Pollution hot 
SPotS Cleaned uP 
Six waste water treatment plants were 
approved for deletion in 2015 from the 
HELCOM Hot Spot list, which identifies 
significant pollution sites in the Baltic Sea 
catchment area. All six are located in the 
Polish terrain: three in Warsaw area and 
the rest in Krakow, Lublib and Poznan. 
The HELCOM list of Hot Spots originally 
named 162 sites as very major sources of 
pollution – including municipal and industrial 
waste water treatment, agriculture, as well 
as industrial sites. Currently a quarter are 
left thanks to clean-up efforts. The list was 
originally established as a part of the Baltic 

Sea Joint Comprehensive Environmental 
Action Programme (JCP, 1992–2013).

iMPleMentinG the 
BaltiC Sea aCtion Plan
A follow-up system for HELCOM 
requirements is under development; an 
online explorer will show the level of 
accomplishment by HELCOM countries 
according to certain agreed actions. The 
backbone of the assessment is made up 
of the actions in the HELCOM Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (BSAP) as well as the Ministerial 
Declarations of 2010 and 2013, which 
build on and complement the BSAP. The 
assessment is based on regionally agreed 

criteria. Actions requiring implementation at 
the national level are informed by national 
reporting from HELCOM members.
 The assessment explorer includes only 
those actions from BSAP and Ministerial 
Declarations that have clear and measurable 
targets. Actions with more general 
objectives are followed up by the relevant 
HELCOM working groups, providing a 
basis for evaluating progress over time. The 
overarching goals and objectives expressed 
in the BSAP—to achieve a Baltic Sea in good 
environmental status by 2021—continue to 
guide the work of HELCOM in years to come. 
In the future, the follow-up is planned to 
expand to HELCOM Recommendations.

nutrientS to 
the BaltiC Sea 
are deCreaSinG
Countries’ progress in reaching their 
HELCOM nutrient reduction targets is a 
priority topic for the HELCOM Pressure 
group, which issued a follow-up report in 
2015 on country-allocated reduction targets. 
A more comprehensive follow-up system for 
the regional nutrient reduction scheme is 
under preparation based on the most recent 
data on polluting nutrient inputs. 
 The data for individual sub-basins is 
included in another recent report on the 
assessment of nitrogen and phosphorus 
input to the Baltic Sea in 2012. The statistical 
trend of the overall burden of nitrogen 
and phosphorus to the sea as a whole 
indicates decreases of 18% and 23%, 
respectively, in the past 15 years. However, 
the situation differs between the sub-
basins. According to the HELCOM nutrient 
reduction scheme, reductions in inputs of 
nitrogen were needed to three sub-basins 
where Maximum Allowable Inputs were 
exceeded: Baltic Proper, Gulf of Finland and 
Kattegat. Out of these, only in Kattegat 
has the nitrogen input been sufficiently cut. 
However, statistically significant reduction 
has been achieved for the Baltic Proper – by 
almost 55,000 tonnes when considering the 
average annual input during 2010–2012 
compared to the reference period 1997–
2003.
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Gear helPS 
Coordinate it all 
The HELCOM Group on the Implementation 
of the Ecosystem Approach (Gear Group) 
has continued to outline the regional 
coordination of Programme of Measures 
needed to achieve a healthy Baltic Sea, 
as agreed in HELCOM Baltic Sea Action 
Plan as well as the EU Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive and the Maritime 
Doctrine of the Russian Federation. 
 Countries are currently developing 
measures to improve the state of the marine 
environment. During the last few years, 
efforts have been increased with the aim of 

achieving a Baltic Sea in Good Environmental 
Status by 2021. This past year the Gear 
Group has continued regional coordination 
on information exchange and aligning 
measures primarily of national concern 
and responsibility. The group also worked 
on developing additional measures and 
actions at the regional level, considering 
transboundary issues.
 The coordination process aims to ensure 
that national measures have a positive 
impact on waters under the jurisdiction of 
neighbouring countries and contribute to 
achieving or maintaining good environmen-
tal status on a regional scale.

 During 2015 the Gear Group has also 
developed Joint Documentation on Regional 
Coordination of Programmes of Measures 
in the Baltic Sea area. It provides an over-
view of HELCOM agreements and how they 
contribute to achieving good environmen-
tal status in the Baltic Sea region. In this 
process, additional actions aimed at regional 
coordination, also contributing to HELCOM 
targets and objectives, have been recom-
mended by HELCOM working groups. These 
will be further considered and specified as 
part of HELCOM’s work in the coming years.

1 8  H E L C O M  A C T I V I T I E S  R E P O R T
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Cooperation with other regions and institutions 
has always been highly regarded by HELCOM. 
Recent connections have been made especially 
with OSPAR and ICES, as the joint group to assess 
the status of bird populations in the Baltic Sea 
and the North East Atlantic was formed in 2015. 
By joining forces in the continued development 
of environmental core indicators, HELCOM and 
OSPAR also plan to explore synergies that 
will ensure support for the 
ongoing pan-European 
assessment processes.

H E L C O M  A C T I V I T I E S  R E P O R T  1 9
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eFFeCtive Manure 
ManaGeMent BrinGS 
oPPortunitieS 
Agriculture can pose problems for the health 
of the Baltic Sea as it is one of the major 
sources of nutrient leaching, which can 
cause eutrophication. In the fields, however, 
nutrients are vital for plant growth and 
nutrients leaching into watercourses are a 
financial loss for the farmer. While they are 
problematic when they end up in the wrong 
place, nutrients are valuable.
 Moreover, one of the main nutrients, 
phosphorus, is an unrenewable resource. 
Mined phosphorus reserves will eventually 
be exploited; at the same time, we should 
produce 60% more food by 2050 to feed 

the growing world population (FAO 2012). 
There is a need to start recycling phosphorus 
properly before it runs out from reserves.
 Efficient manure management is the key 
to nutrient recycling and reducing nutrient 
loading to the Baltic Sea. Treating manure 
not as waste but as a resource requires 
taking manure nutrients fully into account 
when fertilizing crops. There are two 
excellent tools for this: nutrient bookkeeping 
and manure standards.

what haS helCoM 
done aBout it?
In the 2013 Ministerial Declaration, 
HELCOM members committed to establish 
national guidelines or standards for nutrient 

content in manure by 2016, and to develop 
guidelines or recommendations on the 
use of such standards by 2018. HELCOM 
members also agreed to promote and move 
towards applying nutrient accounting at the 
farm level by latest 2018.
 In 2015, the Agri Group worked 
towards establishing a baseline. Two 
HELCOM workshops were organized by lead 
countries Germany and Finland on nutrient 
bookkeeping and manure standards. Both 
workshops were attended by country experts 
to share experiences, identify possibilities 
for cooperation, and find the obstacles and 
knowledge gaps. In 2016, the Agri Group is 
continuing towards the goal set at the 2013 
Ministerial Meeting.
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interview 
sari luostarinen
Natural Resources Institute Finland

What are the most important aspects of 
applying nutrient recycling in agriculture 
to pursue environmental benefits? The 
key aspects of nutrient recycling are manure 
management and good soil condition; they 
are closely interlinked. If soil is in good 
condition, there is less leaching of nutrients 
and crops grow better. Manure on the other 
hand contains organic matter, so applying 
manure to the fields helps soil stay in good 
growing condition. In the long run, more 
precise utilization of manure will also reduce 
the leaching of nutrients as there is less 
surplus.
Why is manure management such a 
current topic in the policy and research 
discussions on recycling resources? It 
is a current topic because the advantages 
of manure are increasingly understood 
and appreciated. More effective manure 
utilization brings additional benefits, such 
as reduced need for mineral fertilizers, 

improved soil condition and possibilities for 
the energy sector. On one hand, poor use 
of manure is a problem and a source of 
nutrient leaching so we need measures to 
tackle it. On the other hand, there are great 
opportunities in manure management as 
well as manure processing for creating new 
livelihoods. 
 The current trend of placing more 
value on manure as a resource started 
in 2000s. Both regulatory and financial 
restraints have played roles in lifting up the 
new accreditation of manure’s worth. More 
stringent environmental regulations have 
helped drive innovations forward.
In your view, what are the key 
challenges of manure management 
and sustainable agricultural practices 
at large? The profitability of agriculture 
is a challenge: solutions for manure 
management need to be economically 
viable for farms, thus financial incentives 
and subsidies are needed. As far as manure 
processing is concerned, profitability as well 
as a predictable policy framework are vital. 
For example, the subsidy system for biogas 

production cannot change every few years 
—or there will be no investments in biogas 
plants.
 Creating a joint understanding and 
shared practices of calculating manure 
quantity and quality in the Baltic Sea region 
is the way forward. This work is currently 
underway in the Agri Group.
How do you see the future? How will 
agricultural production in the region 
change and how will it affect the Baltic 
Sea? We can already see that the sizes 
of farms increase while the number of 
the farms decrease. The trend is the same 
throughout the region. This development 
can bring new possibilities for manure 
management and processing since bigger 
farms can utilize the benefits of scale and 
make better profit. Furthermore, when 
more manure is processed, it can make 
cooperation between crop farms and animal 
farms easier. Another benefit is that such 
processed manure products are more easily 
transported from excess regions to those 
needing nutrients.

The profitability of 
agriculture is a challenge: 

solutions for manure management 
need to be economically viable for farms.

H E L C O M  A C T I V I T I E S  R E P O R T  2 1
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CoaStal FiSh 
PoPulationS reveal 
More aBout Sea health 
The Baltic Sea contains many different 
species of fish and their well-being relies on 
the health of the waters they call home. To 
better understand their status across the re-
gion, indicators on coastal fish were among 
the first of nearly 20 new HELCOM core 
indicators under development this year as a 
result of careful preparations by HELCOM ex-
perts. For example, the abundance of typical 
species of fish, such as perch and flounder, 
in coastal areas will now be systematically 
tracked. The new core indicators will play 
a vital role in ongoing work, as they help 
measure the progress made in achieving 

Good Environmental Status (GES) in the 
Baltic Sea. 

new reCoMMendation 
on aquaCulturen 
The goal of the new HELCOM Recommen-
dation on sustainable aquaculture (37/3), 
developed within the HELCOM Group 
on Ecosystem-based Sustainable Fisher-
ies (Fish Group), is to provide a process for 
determining what constitutes BAT and BEP 
in aquaculture in the region. The Recom-
mendation outlines criteria for best practices 
for minimizing and preventing negative 
environmental impacts of aquaculture, in-
cluding freshwater and marine fish farming, 
the introduction of non-indigenous species, 

ecological and genetic impacts on wild fish 
stocks from unintended releases of farmed 
species, nutrient pollution, as well as the 
introduction of antibiotics and other phar-
maceuticals. The great potential of develop-
ing and applying environmentally friendly 
technologies and production methods in 
aquaculture is still being realized in this 
growing industry. Several rounds of nego-
tiations between HELCOM members took 
place during 2015 on this Recommendation, 
which is an indication of the vital interests 
and issues at stake. The Recommendation 
will be the main HELCOM instrument in im-
plementing the requirements of the Helsinki 
Convention that relate to BAT and BEP in the 
aquaculture sector. 

total CoMMerCial 
FiSherieS landinGS 
in 2014
LOw HIgH
source: ste f data
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interview 
Jens olsson
Project Manager of FISH-PRO II, 
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences

Why were the core indicators on coastal 
fish chosen? Coastal fish communities are 
vital to fishing, recreation, as well as coastal 
ecosystem functioning and structure in 
the Baltic Sea. Given this, it is important to 
include coastal fish—both as species and 
as communities—in the assessment of the 
status of these waters. 
 The Baltic is a large brackish sea with 
pronounced differences in salinity, tempera-
ture, nutrient status and types of coastline. 
We tried to select indicators that are general 

and applicable in all Baltic coastal areas 
despite the substantial environmental dif-
ferences that are present. So, the chosen 
indicators not only describe the status of fish 
communities and coastal ecosystems but 
they can also be used Baltic-wide.
What do the indicators tell us about 
coastal fish populations and the health 
of the Baltic Sea? The indicators tell us, 
generally, whether coastal fish communi-
ties are in good status. A wide range of 
factors influence coastal fish communities 
and there is no one-to-one relationship 
between a single pressure and an indicator’s 
response—which is why several measures 
are employed. Key species and piscivores are 
affected by commercial and recreational fish-

ing pressures, the amount and quality 
of available nursery and spawning habitat, a 
changing climate, as well as to some extent 
eutrophication and top-level predators. 
The abundance of cyprinids (in the south 
and west also mesopredatory fish) is mainly 
impacted by eutrophication, habitat and 
climate. A Baltic Sea in good status would be 
reflected by high abundances of piscivores 
and key species and by low to intermediate 
abundances of cyprinids.

herrinG SPawninG 
PoPulation in 
the BaltiC Sea
spawN iNg stocK b iomass of h err iNg 
i N the baltic sea, exclud iNg 
bothN iaN bay. 1000 toNNes
source: ices
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unique in euroPe: Sea 
BaSin-SCale MaritiMe 
SPatial PlanninG
The joint HELCOM-VASAB Working Group 
on Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) has co-
ordinated regional work on MSP since 2010. 
The group is significant, as it constitutes the 
only formal cooperation involving all riparian 
countries as well as the EU in MSP discus-
sions on a sea-basin scale in Europe. 
 The working group is a forum to pro-
mote coherent Maritime Spatial Planning in 
the Baltic Sea. It also advances the under-
standing and application of an ecosystem 
approach in MSP; HELCOM has a major role 

to play in this work. Transboundary context 
is also of special interest.

Better data For MSP 
The development of high-quality Maritime 
Spatial Planning (MSP) demands up-to-date 
and precise information on the ongoing use 
of marine areas and resources, as well as on 
planned development of human activities at 
sea. The importance of trustworthy spatial 
and factual data to support MSPs is also 
growing due to transboundary consultation 
on MSP. Effective consultations require the 
clearly defined sets of the data used for the 
development of MSPs by countries, their 

availability, as well as compatibility of their 
technical parameters. A new data expert 
group was established in 2015 as part of the 
HELCOM-VASAB cooperation to launch a 
regional dialogue on common approaches 
to information support of MSP. On the 
agenda of the group is the integration of 
the minimum required set of national data 
to be available for transboundary consulta-
tion with the identification of their technical 
parameters. The group is also tasked to es-
tablish data exchange on metadata provided 
by national data holders, as well as the 
appropriate use of international information 
resources gathering sectorial data.
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ProjeCtS helP 
Maintain the dynaMiC 
Future oF MSP
There are a number of ongoing or soon-to-
be-started projects on MSP. For example, 
Baltic SCOPE focuses on planning various 
marine-based activities and determining 
whether such activities can coexist in 
different parts of marine areas. HELCOM’s 
role in the SCOPE project—which is 
coordinated by the Swedish Agency for 
Marine and Water Management—has 
been to provide countries with maritime 
GIS data, as well as maps on ship 
movements based on the HELCOM 

Automatic Identification System (AIS) 
network.
 Projects on MSP such as Baltic SCOPE 
are important sources of information and 
best practices for the joint HELCOM-VASAB 
Working Group, which supports countries in 
doing ecosystem-based MSP.

new Guideline on 
eCoSySteM-BaSed 
aPProaCh in MSP 
The application of an ecosystem-based 
approach in Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) 
got an extra boost this year. A procedurally 
oriented guideline developed by the joint 

HELCOM-VASAB Working Group on 
MSP will fulfil a commitment made in the 
Regional Baltic Maritime Spatial Planning 
Roadmap (2013-2020). As a result, an 
ecosystem approach as an underlying overall 
principle for MSP in the Baltic Sea will 
become easier to apply. 
 Another set of regional guidelines has 
been under development for carrying out 
MSP cross-border consultations between 
the Baltic coastal states. The primary aim 
is to ensure early and efficient information 
exchange and engagement. 

oFFShore 
windFarMS
in the BaltiC Sea

CAnCELLEd
COnCEPT/EARLy PLAnnIng
COnSEnT APPLICATIOn SubMITTEd
COnSEnT AuTHORISEd
fAILEd PROPOSAL
gEnERATIng POwER
undER COnSTRuCTIOn
unknOwn

source: h e lcom



2 6  H E L C O M  A C T I V I T I E S  R E P O R T

helCoM CeleBrateS 10 
yearS oF exChanGinG 
data on ShiP MoveMent 
This year marked a decade of successful 
Automatic Information System (AIS) 
information exchange on ship movement in 
the Baltic Sea region. The HELCOM regional 
system to exchange and collect ship position 
messages sent through AIS devices went live 
in summer 2005, and has been used since 
that time to track, in near real time, ship 
traffic across the sea.
 In addition to promoting and facilitating 
navigation safety, the vast amount of data 
collected has also been used for other 
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initiatives. This year, the first versions of 
traffic density maps were prepared for case 
study areas—one in the Baltic Sea southwest 
and the other between Estonia, Latvia and 
Sweden—in support of a two-year maritime 
spatial planning project, Baltic SCOPE.

adoPtinG 
the teChnoloGy
AIS was originally developed for aviation 
but at the turn of the millennium it rapidly 
gained in popularity for on-board use on 
larger ships, a trend strengthened by the 
2000 decision to make AIS mandatory in 
some commercial vessels.

 The widespread use of AIS made it 
possible to view an automatically updated 
picture of ship traffic in the entire region 
in near real time. This was made possible 
through the use of interlinked coastal 
antennas collecting radio messages from all 
AIS devices within the combined listening 
range. 
 The decision to establish a HELCOM AIS 
system for monitoring Baltic-wide ship traffic 
was made in 2001 after the Baltic Carrier 
accident, one of the most serious oil spills in 
the Baltic Sea during last decades. As a result 
of the event, how to improve the safety of 
navigation in the region became a strong 
priority through, among other things, the 
use of AIS. 
 The first meeting of the HELCOM AIS 
Expert Working Group was held in February 
2002, chaired by Mr. Benny Pettersson—
one of the innovators behind maritime AIS 
applications and a driving force on the topic 
at global forums such as the International 
Association of Marine Aids to Navigation 
and Lighthouse Authorities (IALA) and the 

International Maritime Organization (IMO).
 The HELCOM AIS system was launched 
in 2005, when the transmission of a live 
Baltic-wide traffic picture became possible. 
Historical data of activity has also been 
collected since then by the Danish Maritime 
Authority on behalf of the HELCOM 
network. The system was the fruit of several 
years of work by members of the Expert 
Working Group for Mutual Exchange and 
Deliveries of AIS & Data (HELCOM AIS EWG). 

aiS today
The regional HELCOM AIS system continues 
to provide the coastal states and the 
HELCOM Secretariat with AIS data, which 
has also become of interest to new user 
groups such as maritime spatial planners, 
researchers, as well as commercial actors 
such as environmental consultancies. In 
2016, the AIS Expert Working Group will 
focus on future developments concerning 
access to data. Further products making use 
of the extensive data will be released as part 
of the coming 2016 Maritime Assessment. 
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next MaritiMe 
aCtivitieS aSSeSSMent 
will Be CoMPrehenSive
Preparations speed up for the comprehensive 
HELCOM assessment of maritime activities 
in the Baltic Sea area, anticipated for release 
in December 2016.
 Based on national submissions, HELCOM 
annually updates a number of datasets on 
maritime activities in the Baltic Sea area, 
covering issues such as spills observed via 
aerial surveillance, shipping intensity (AIS) 

and accidents, response operations, fisheries 
activities, and dredging. The HELCOM 
Maritime Assessment will synthesize the 
information and utilize different ongoing 
assessment activities as well as other sources 
to create a comprehensive overview of 
maritime activities and their environmental 
effects.
 The Maritime Assessment, covering 
years 2005–15, will be an opportunity to 
consider the long-term effects of shipping 
regulations in the region.

CruiSe ShiP SewaGe 
in BaltiC PortS 
thorouGhly MaPPed
HELCOM countries held intensive 
negotiations in 2015 on the enforcement 
of the Baltic Sea’s special area status for 
sewage, decided by IMO in 2011. The 
starting dates for no longer discharging 
passenger ship sewage to the sea have been 
postponed to  2019 for new ships and 2021 
for existing ships, as of the IMO meeting in 
April 2016. For direct passages between St. 
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Petersburg and the North Sea, there is an 
extension until 2023. 
 Technical cooperation has continued on 
sewage delivery within the Port Reception 
Facilities (PRF) Cooperation Platform 
between countries, industry stakeholders 
and civil society with more events in the 
pipeline in 2016.
 HELCOM published an overview 
report in early 2015 covering the active 
cruise voyage months of 2014. The report 
describes in detail the cruise ships operating 

in the Baltic Sea, the length of their sea 
voyages, frequency and duration of port 
visits as well as sewage facilities. 

advanCinG the SaFety 
oF winter naviGation 
HELCOM has updated its Recommendation 
on the Safety of Winter Navigation (25/7), 
which gives guidelines on essential cold 
weather-related issues to member states. In 
particular, a revised correspondence chart 
has been included to allow Finnish-Swedish 

ice classes to be easily compared to other 
key ice class systems. Importantly, it provides 
up-to-date information on approximate 
correspondence as the chart takes into 
account updates made in recent years to 
other classification systems. Such updates 
are part of HELCOM’s ongoing work to 
ensure navigational safety in the Baltic Sea.   

Ships’ ballast water may carry alien 
species which are harmful to the marine 
environment, which is why HELCOM 
has worked regionally on ballast water 
issues for over a decade. One aspect of 
this work is to obtain a realistic view of 
the requirements for safe ballast water 
exchange, as environmental precautions 
are not always needed, depending 
on the voyage. How to carry out such 
exemptions and exceptions to the rules 
of the IMO Ballast Water Management 
Convention (BWMC) has moved ahead as 
HELCOM has been actively working on 
regional aspects of the Convention. The 
Joint Harmonized Procedure for Ballast 
Water Exemptions of HELCOM and 
OSPAR from 2013 has been considered 
within IMO as a good example of 
interregional cooperation. 

 A final milestone was reached in 
autumn 2015 when, based on field trials 
around the Baltic Sea 2013-2014, the 
joint procedure was revised to achieve 
even more cost efficiency and to add 
a Baltic Sea target species list. The 
system is now ready for use by HELCOM 
members.
 The Joint HELCOM/OSPAR Task 
Group on Ballast Water Management 
Convention Exemptions (HELCOM/
OSPAR TG BALLAST)—formed by the 
participating countries, shipping industry 
and NGOs—has also discussed revising 
the criteria for target species or species 
of special interest. Such target species 
are a key feature of the procedure 
which aims to assess, in a scientifically 
justifiable way, the risk of deviations 
from ballast water practices outlined 
in the IMO Ballast Water Management 
Convention.

BloCkinG alien SPeCieS throuGh BallaSt water
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GettinG CloSer 
to neCa StatuS in 
the BaltiC Sea
Nitrogen Oxide (NOx) emissions from 
shipping is a major issue touching the 
Baltic Sea. To tackle this ongoing challenge, 
HELCOM has been working towards NOx 
Emission Control Area (NECA) status. A 
Baltic NECA will ensure that NOx levels 
decrease over the long term by requiring 
new ships sailing in the area to meet tighter 
emissions standards.
 The process of gaining NECA status 
for the Baltic Sea started in 2007, when 
HELCOM began carrying out the necessary 
environmental and economic studies, as 
well as assessing technical requirements 
and finalizing submission papers. Intensive 

negotiations have also been conducted on 
the right timing for a final submission to 
the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO), which will approve the proposal. 
The NECA efforts are being made 
alongside international partners, who are 
simultaneously working to apply the same 
standards to the North Sea, located west of 
the Baltic. The tighter Tier III NOx emission 
standards for new ships are planned to 
come into force in 2021.  

reviSitinG MiniMuM 
FineS For ShiPS 
Since the 1990s, HELCOM has had in place 
a system of minimum fines for any ship 
violating the anti-pollution regulations 
in the Baltic Sea region. The latest 
concerned HELCOM Recommendation 
(19/14) is from 1998; it specifies the 
minimum recommended level of fines for 
infringements of international environment 
legislation relevant for shipping (e.g., 
MARPOL).
 Updating these regional minimum fines 
for ships to correspond to more stringent 
regulations has been the task of a dedicated 
Correspondence Group under the HELCOM 
Maritime Working Group led by Denmark 
in 2015. 

A major milestone was reached in 
March 2016, when all HELCOM 
countries agreed on a Roadmap 
which includes a commitment to 
submit a proposal to IMO for 
a Baltic Sea NECA.
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interview
Jorma Kämäräinen 
Finnish Transportation Safety Agency

Why is it important that the Baltic Sea 
become a NOx Emission Control Area 
(NECA)? Nitrogen oxides (NOx) contribute to 
eutrophication, a major threat to the Baltic 
Sea. About 25% of the total nitrogen input 
to the marine environment occurs through 
atmospheric deposition and shipping 
emissions play a significant role in this. To 
reach the agreed nutrient levels—i.e., close-
to-natural levels—measures must be taken in 
the Baltic to reduce loading from all sectors, 
including shipping. NOx emissions also add 
to the acidification of the environment and 
cause negative human health effects.

What are the challenges in the process? 
The development of the Baltic Sea NECA 
application is an ongoing process, as 
more studies on NOx emissions and their 
harmful effects on the environment and 
human health have been done since the 
current version was accepted in 2012 at the 
HELCOM annual meeting.
How does the NECA roadmap relate 
to HELCOM’s Baltic Sea Action Plan? 
HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan, adopted 
in 2007, committed to implement more 
stringent requirements for emissions from 
shipping by evaluating the impact of NOx 
emissions from shipping in the Baltic on the 
marine environment. A roadmap for making 
the Baltic Sea a NOx Emission Control Area is 
a concrete step in support of these goals. 

interview
sille Juhl prang
Ministry of the Environment, Denmark

An adequate level of fines for infringements 
is an important element in enforcing 
environmental regulations for shipping in the 
Baltic Sea, including MARPOL special area 
rules, thus ensuring a level playing field for 
fully compliant members of the industry. To 
this end Denmark is working with the other 
Baltic coastal countries to find a common 
regional level of minimum administrative 
fines through the revision of HELCOM 
Recommendation 19/14, fully aware that 
some coastal countries focus more on 
criminal sanctions.

nox eMiSSionS 
FroM all ShiPS

LOw HIgH
source: h e lcom, 2011 
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BooStinG CaPaCity 
For Better 
Pollution reSPonSe 
Marine pollution response at sea is one 
of the longest running areas of HELCOM 
cooperation. The current Baltic set-up on 
the availability of vessels, gear and human 
resources—known as the minimum national 
response capacity—is specified in HELCOM 
Recommendation 31/1. With recent 
increases in the size of ships, the HELCOM 
Response Working Group is reconsidering 
these regional minimum capacity recom-
mendations. 

 In addition to the Baltic-wide Helsinki 
Convention of 1992 and the bi- and trilateral 
response agreements which countries have 
signed with their neighbours, the Response 
Group has recently been exploring a third 
geographic level of cooperation through 
the concept of four “response regions” 
according to HELCOM Recommendation 
28E/12. Within these regions the Baltic 
coastal countries would more fully utilize 
their response capacities. Finland is leading 
the intersessional work to consider develop-
ing Recommendations for such response 
regions.

SuCCeSSFul oil 
diSaSter reSPonSe 
SiMulation oPeration 
at PoMeranian Bay
Twenty ships under the HELCOM flag 
conducted a successful simulation operation 
in September to contain and recover two 
oil spills from collided vessels off the Polish 
coast in the Pomeranian Bay, as part of the 
annual Baltic Sea pollution response exercise 
Balex Delta 2015. A large-scale national on-
shore exercise was organized simultaneously 
for the deployment of clean-up units as well 
as for rehearsing coordination. 
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 For over 25 years HELCOM has sus-
tained the internationally operational 
preparedness in maritime emergencies and 
polluting accidents at sea—in one of the 
most vulnerable and busiest sea areas in 
the world. The fact that HELCOM member 
states send their vessels each year for an 
international drill is quite special as such 
well-established frameworks are rare 
elsewhere in the world.

loweSt nuMBer 
ever reCorded on 
SPillS FroM ShiPS 
The long-term trend of ship spill detec-
tion through aerial surveillance has been a 
decrease in oil spill discoveries and the size 
of spills. In 2015, 82 mineral oil spills were 
detected, which is the lowest number ever 
recorded. The vast majority (98%) were 
smaller than 1m3 with 78% being smaller 
than 100 litres. Of particular concern is that 
about half (49%) of all the detections in 
2015 were identified as other substances 

than oil or as unknown observations. Such 
spills may cause a threat to the marine envi-
ronment as they are not properly regulated.
  HELCOM cooperation on aerial surveil-
lance within the Baltic Sea area was estab-
lished in the 1980s to spot and monitor spills 
of oil and other harmful substances, with 
the aim of preventing violations to existing 
regulations on ship pollution. The 10-year 
average of flight time has been around 
4,500 flight hours a year in the Baltic Sea; 
this has, however, dropped to around 4,000 
flight hours in years 2014 and 2015.  

oil SPillS 
oBServationS in 

the BaltiC Sea
source: h e lcom, 2015
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illeGal diSCharGeS 
under joint Surveil-
lanCe in the BaltiC 
and north SeaS
Aircraft from six countries from the Baltic Sea 
and North Sea areas carried out a joint in-
ternational aerial surveillance operation with 
the purpose of detecting illegal discharges at 
sea during 42 total flight hours. The opera-
tion, hosted by the Danish Defence Com-
mand, resulted in only one observation of a 
minor discharge of vegetable oil and another 
spot of an unknown substance detected in 
the operation area stretching 62,000 km2 
over Skagerrak and Kattegat.

 The 2015 Super Coordinated Extended 
Pollution Control Operation (CEPCO) was 
attended by Denmark, Finland, Germany, 
Ireland, Norway and Sweden. Such 
coordinated work is a regular biannual 
effort of the HELCOM countries, this time 
conducted jointly with the Bonn Agreement 
and the Danish Defence Command Air 
Station Aalborg (EKYT) as a base. The 
purpose of the operation is to continuously 
survey a selected area with high probability 
of illegal discharges, to identify, record, 
document and report the detected pollutions 
and polluters, as well as to improve 
cooperation.

workinG to iMProve 
reGional airBorne 
SurveillanCe
Steps have been taken to improve 
regional airborne surveillance, which is 
vital to the detection of oil spills and other 
hazardous substances entering the marine 
environment. HELCOM Recommendation 
34E/4, revised this year, recommends that 
regular surveillance be undertaken by air 
across the entire region and that existing 
remote sensing systems be improved to 
allow for use in night and hostile weather 
conditions. Improved surveillance may 
contribute to better identification—and, 

illeGal oil 
diSCharGeS 
1998–2015
source: h e lcom, 2015
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reSPonSe vehiCleS 
in the BaltiC Sea
AIRPLAnES
HELICOPTERS 
And VESSELS
source: h e lcom, 2003–2012 

potentially, the prosecution—of offenders. 
HELCOM has fostered cooperation on aerial 
surveillance among Baltic coastal states since 
the 1980s.

Cleaner ShoreS 
and SaFer wildliFe 
in CaSe oF aCCident 
Response to oil spillages and other harm-
ful  substances on the shore falls under 
HELCOM’s mandate. The related Response 
Manual, Volume III, has been under revision 
by the HELCOM Expert Working Group 
on Response on the Shore (EWG Shore). 
Under the HELCOM Response Working 

Group, Shore is an ad hoc group that works 
as a regional platform for the exchange 
of information on recent national and 
regional developments concerning on-shore 
response, best practices and exercises in 
addition to developing new policy proposals. 
 More systematic work on oiled wildlife 
response is one recent part of HELCOM 
preparedness work on spills. The HELCOM 
Expert Working Group on Oiled Wildlife 
Response (EWG OWR) meets regularly to 
exchange information on developments 
as well as organize trainings and exercises, 
and reports regularly to the HELCOM 
Response Working Group. An assessment is 

currently ongoing on oiled wildlife response 
preparedness in the Baltic Sea region and the 
expert working group has provided inputs to 
the development of a wildlife chapter to the 
HELCOM Response Manual.
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