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Background  
This document represents the Swedish opinion on the way forward for threshold value setting for 

the HELCOM Copper indicator and addresses the work carried out by Chalmers University of 

Technology (on behalf of a process established by Sweden and Denmark – as reflected in Document 

5-1 and its attachments).  

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information provided and use it in the discussion of 

threshold values for the copper indicator. 
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Opinion from Sweden on the proposed sediment threshold value for 

the Helcom copper indicator 
 

Proposal 
When deriving the EQS (Environmental Quality Standard) for copper in sediment, Sweden 

proposes to use an assessment factor of 2 instead of 3 as proposed by Chalmers University of 

Technology. Consequently, Sweden proposes a threshold value for Helcom copper indicator 

of 30 mg/kg Cu, at 5% TOC.  

Background 

Chalmers University of Technology was tasked to organise a multilateral consultation and 

review aspects of EQS derivation for copper in sediment. On the basis of this work an EQS 

for copper in sediment is proposed (see document 5-1 and attachments). Sweden agrees with 

the proposed derivation of the EQS except for the size of the assessment factor.  

Arguments for the proposal 

Sweden agrees that the assessment factor should be at least 2, and that there are 

uncertainties related to e.g. Baltic Sea conditions that might warrant an even higher 

assessment factor (see document 5-1 and attachments). However, an assessment factor of 3 

results in an EQS (of 20 mg/kg) that seems to be close to natural background levels. Hence, 

it can be expected that a high proportion of assessment areas will not achieve the threshold 

value because of natural conditions. In the Technical Guidance 27 For Deriving 

Environmental Quality Standards (page 66), the following is recommended in such cases: 

“There are two circumstances in which natural backgrounds might result in failure of an 

EQS. First, if natural background concentrations are locally elevated, and second, if the 

EQS is set unrealistically low, i.e. below typical natural background levels. In the latter 

case, many water bodies could fail the EQS. The failures in both cases would occur despite 

there being little risk to local aquatic communities. It is therefore important to try avoiding 

a too conservative approach when deriving the EQS, e.g. a large AF to compensate for, e.g. 

uncertainties involved in extrapolating from laboratory to field conditions. If a proposed 

EQS is expected to lead to widespread EQS failure due to natural background 

concentrations of the metal, the first step should be to check the scope for refining the EQS 

by reducing uncertainty, before the proposed EQS is adopted as the final EQS. If this is not 

possible, the natural background will need to be taken account of when assessing 

compliance, as allowed for in the EQSD1.”  

According to this statement, there are two main options: 

- To reduce the uncertainty, i.e. to perform additional studies. 

- To avoid a too conservative approach, i.e. to select a less conservative assessment 

factor. 

Proposals for generating additional data to reduce the uncertainty are provided in the 

Chalmers report. However, considering the timeline for the upcoming HOLAS III 

assessment, a threshold value needs to be agreed upon based on the currently available data.  

 
1 Directive 2013/39/EU amending the WFD and EQSD Directive 2008/105/EC on Environmental 
Quality Standards   
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Natural background could be taken into account by using local, natural background 

concentrations as threshold value in the case these exceed the EQS2. However, there will be a 

cost associated with determining local background concentrations, and this should be done 

sparingly. If an overly large number of areas fail the threshold value because of natural 

conditions, this infer a risk that limited resources would be steered away from identifying 

and remediating areas affected by anthropogenic pollution. 

Based on the above arguments, Sweden proposes to use the slightly less conservative 

assessment factor of 2 in the derivation of the final Helcom threshold value.  

 

Needs for future work 

The multilateral consultation and review has highlighted a number of aspects relevant to a 

Helcom copper indicator assessment for sediment where more data and improved 

knowledge is needed. For example, improved knowledge is needed on natural background 

concentrations, and about the concentrations and influence of AVS (acid volatile sulphides) 

on the bioavailability/toxicity of copper across the Baltic Sea. More knowledge on the 

impacts of copper alone as well as in mixtures on the Baltic Sea ecosystem is also needed. 

These aspects are to varying degrees relevant also for other metals as well as organic 

contaminants, and should be included in future Helcom work in order to refine future 

assessments. 

 
2 Technical Guidance on Implementing Environmental Quality Standards (EQS) for Metals (WFD 
CIS), Water Directors meeting, Helsinki, 26 November 2019 


