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Background 
In the 2013 Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration the Contracting Parties agreed to “apply  innovative  water  
management  measures, in  particular  under  difficult soil conditions, to ensure that upgrading and 
renovation of the agricultural drainage systems aim at reducing nutrient concentrations in the outlets of the 
adjacent catchment” (HELCOM, 2013, paragraph 14 (N)). The term innovative water management measures 
can be understood to encompass holistic water management on the catchment level which considers both 
the environmental, agricultural production and rural economic objectives and builds resilience and adaptive 
management capacity for climate change adaptation and mitigation.  
 
A strategic project initiative, WATERDRIVE, was introduced in HELCOM AGRI 4-2017 and this initiative is now 
being revised as a project proposal to be submitted in the 3rd call of the Interreg Baltic Sea Region Programme. 
This document introduces the scope of the project initiative in order to facilitate implementation of the 
Action 5 in the AGRI group work plan with regard to application of innovative water management measures 
and to contribute to the development of the proposal.  
 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- take note of the information on the WATERDRIVE project initiative, 
- provide feedback on the questions presented in the document, 
- consider the role of HELCOM AGRI group as a platform for a regional dialogue on innovative water 

management solutions in rural areas in relation with the WATERDRIVE project initiative.  
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Water management and climate change preparedness in rural areas 
Most of the Baltic Sea coastal and open sea areas suffer from eutrophication due to both current and 
historic nutrient inputs (HELCOM, 2017). Recently published long term data on water quality and nutrient 
loads to the Baltic Sea show that to meet the nutrient load reduction goals set in the HELCOM Baltic Sea 
Action Plan, in particular, for diffuse sources, further measures need to be implemented in the drainage 
basin (Tattari et al. 2017; Aakkula & Leppänen, 2014; Kyllmar et al. 2006, 2014). The rate of decline in 
overall nutrient inputs is slowing down and, in fact, waterborne nutrient inputs to the Baltic Sea from 
diffuse sources have been quite stable in the recent assessments, showing no signs of decline. Climate 
scenarios predict aggravation of the water quality challenge, along with water shortage challenge which is 
already present as we have seen, for instance in Sweden and Poland (e.g. Collentine et al. 2013).  

Despite the still incomplete assessment of the ecosystem functions and nutrient pathways, it can be argued 
that the management frameworks to mitigate nutrient losses from agriculture (eg. the nitrates directive 
and agri-environment support for EU countries) are not effective enough to bring about the improvements 
in water quality on the catchment scale. For instance, the European Court of Auditors has in two recent 
reports criticized the agri-environment support schemes and the Baltic Sea eutrophication mitigation 
mechanisms for poor targeting and effectiveness (EU CoA). Clearly, the needed effect cannot be achieved 
with individual farm-based measures alone. Farmers on the other hand have difficulties coping with 
tightening legislation and uncertainties about the effects of the measures as well as about the surrounding 
conditions. After all, we need agriculture to be sustainable and to be able to fulfill also its role in land and 
nature management as an important ecosystem service for the society. Moreover, synergies between the 
different roles of agriculture will generate tangible value added for the rural economies. 

Therefore, increased focus is needed on holistic and integrated management catchment level measures 
and land use management. Better preconditions and management capacity are needed to link smart on-
farm water management and good agricultural practice and local solutions to holistic water management 
on the sub-catchment and watershed levels. For example, the source-to-sea concept developed within the 
GEF (REF Granit et al, 2017), provides a suitable framework within which to assess and manage different 
flows and pressures for better sustainability. 

The 2013 Ministerial meeting made a commitment concerning innovative water management (“to apply 
innovative water management measures, in particular under difficult soil conditions, to ensure that 
upgrading and renovation of the agricultural drainage systems aim at reducing nutrient concentrations in 
the outlets of the adjacent catchment (cf. HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration paragraph 14 (N).”). 
This issue was also elaborated at HELCOM 2014 with invitation to the CP’s to consider how this 
commitment can be incorporated in HELCOM work and the work plan of the AGRI Group (HELCOM 2014, 
document 7.2 INF).  

Since then, several separate initiatives have explored the question and project ideas have been developed. 
A consortium led by SLU submitted a project proposal WATERDRIVE to the 2nd call of the Interreg BSR 
Programme 2014-2020 in January 2017, but this proposal was rejected. SLU and the consortium, at the 
moment consisting of partners from Sweden, Finland and Poland, is still strongly committed to the initiative 
and is developing a new project proposal in the 3rd call of the same programme. The consortium aims to 
develop WATERDRIVE as a strategic pan-Baltic project which seeks to make available and apply the existing 
knowledge and decision support tools across the region and build capacity among authorities and 
agricultural advisors in holistic water management in the rural areas. In short, the project would establish 
both a strategic and operational framework for holistic and resilient water governance and ensure the 
necessary information flows within the context of rural water management. The project involves public 
authorities and agricultural advisory services as the primary target groups and engage them in practical 
interactions with experts and further target groups such as interest and citizen groups. Selected local 
demonstrations will be supported with incremental input. On the global arena, WATERDRIVE seeks to 
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establish the Baltic Sea Region as a pilot macro-region in sustainability of rural areas through integrated 
approach to water and its economic growth potential.  

The purpose of this document is to support the introduction of this issue in the HELCOM Agri group agenda, 
to establish a network of CP representatives and to support the development of the WATERDRIVE 2.0 
project proposal. For this aim, we request the CP’s to provide feedback on the following three questions: 

1. With respect to water and agriculture, what are the priority concerns (< 5yrs / 5+ years) in your 
country on the national level, as well as on the regional level should these differ? What adaptations 
are being made to better manage these issues? 
 

2. What are the main issues your country needs to solve in revision and implementation of the River 
Basin Management Plan Programmes of Measures (or equivalent instruments in non-EU 
countries)? What is the timeline for the evaluation of the current round of Programmes of 
Measures in your country? 
 

3. What issues in this topic are particularly interesting and suitable from your perspective for 
international exchange and cooperation? Which mechanisms and bodies would be most suitable to 
deploy for this cooperation? 

The Contracting Parties are also requested to nominate contact persons from relevant ministries to further 
liaise with HELCOM Agri group and the WATERDRIVE project consortium with respect to this issue and the 
specific project initiative.  
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