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Background 

This document outlines the different kinds of projects that contribute to the implementation of the Helsinki 

Convention, the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan and the follow-up commitments. It also looks into future 

perspectives, with a special focus on the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region as well as EU-RF dialogue on 

regional cooperation. 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to discuss and conclude on lessons learnt from running projects under the HELCOM 
umbrella as well as to discuss upcoming opportunities for projects to support the implementation of 
HELCOM commitments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

HELCOM work and the implementation of policies are supported by projects. HELCOM projects are a means 

for HELCOM to respond to emerging needs and to organize work that could not otherwise be done by the 

existing groups, or to complement the ongoing work by the groups. 

Projects can broadly be divided into 1) projects with HELCOM being the only/main originator/implementer, 

2) larger regional projects in which HELCOM is one of the partners, and 3) projects without HELCOM’s 

direct involvement.  

1. Projects with HELCOM being the only/main originator/implementer 

Projects are established to deliver targeted products and/or to support ongoing HELCOM processes. A great 

majority of these projects rely on active involvement of and making expert resources available by the 

Contracting Parties. 

Some dedicated staff is usually employed - a project manager, coordinator or researcher - to coordinate 

and support the work of the experts and deal with administrative matters in cooperation with the HELCOM 

Administrative Officer as necessary. An important role of the project staff is also to contribute to HELCOM 

work substance-wise using their expertise and participate in relevant meetings also outside their project, 

e.g. to follow the input and requests from the relevant subsidiary bodies and Contracting Parties.  

Project personnel can be employed by the Secretariat (open recruitment e.g. PROTECT, or national expert 

e.g. EUTRO-OPER), or is contracted from an institute (e.g. PLC-6).  

Some of the projects do not employ additional staff: the support is dedicated to the work of Chairs, expert 

contributions or covering expenses of running the tests (e.g. FISH-PRO II, PEG-QA), or development of data 

and systems (e.g. upgrade of HELCOM webpage and meeting portal).  

Projects are proposed to the Heads of Delegation by the Executive Secretary and subsidiary bodies which 

supervise the project implementation. In few cases the set-up for the project implementation involves 

establishment of additional structures. such as a steering group, project implementation unit (e.g. BASE). 

These projects are most commonly financed from the HELCOM budget and by contributions by the 

Contracting Parties (to the HELCOM budget or in other ways, for instance BNI expertise to MAI/CART 

revision), Nordic Council of Ministers, EU-targeted funding, including related to the EU Strategy for the 

Baltic Sea Region. 

2.  Larger regional projects in which HELCOM is one of the partners 

Through recent years HELCOM has been involved in some larger cooperation projects, either on initiative of 

its own (e.g. BRISK on Sub-regional risk of spill of oil and hazardous substances in the Baltic Sea 2009-2012; 

BALSAM) or upon invitation by other partners (e.g. Baltic COMPASS on Comprehensive Policy Actions and 

Investments in Sustainable Solutions in Agriculture in the Baltic Sea Region, Baltic2Black). These have 

usually involved preparing an application to apply for funding from the EU Baltic Sea Regional Programme 

(BSRP), DG ENV, etc.   

In addition to delivering some specific products for consideration by HELCOM, these projects usually have 

broader aims and outcomes, serving also other partners. Very often they focus on enhancing cooperation, 

broadening networks and facilitating dialogue. Specifically BSRP influences the cooperation dynamics in the 

region, most of all on local and regional level but also on national level, and the projects have ambitions to 

contribute to and influence policy-making, including in HELCOM (but also on European level). 

The participation of HELCOM in these projects, in addition to receiving some resources for work and 

availability of new expertise, has been to build new partnerships and expert networks (e.g. with the 

http://www.brisk.helcom.fi/
http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/completed-projects/baltic-compass/
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agriculture sector), closely cooperate so others’ work can better support HELCOM activities, increase 

visibility, share experiences and transfer knowledge (Baltic2Black).  

HELCOM involvement in the projects is approved by the Heads of Delegation. 

3. Projects without direct HELCOM’s involvement  

There are many projects outside HELCOM which are related to the protection of the Baltic Sea. They can be 

scientific, policy-orientated, or focusing on implementation and investments, or a mixture of these.  

BONUS provides opportunity to enhance the scientific basis needed for HELCOM work. Close cooperation 

between HELCOM and BONUS has been established to set policy-relevant research agenda for the BONUS 

calls. There are also other research projects, on national level, funded by EU (in future HORIZON 2020) etc.  

DG ENV has set framework contracts for projects supporting the implementation of MSFD, and also the 

work of the Regional Seas Conventions. In addition to closing specific knowledge gaps, the support of these 

projects has increasingly been orientated to contributing directly to the identified regional needs of e.g. 

HELCOM (EU Project WISE-MARINE-RSC for the development of a shared environmental information 

system between the EU and Regional Sea Conventions).  

From time to time HELCOM is invited to participate in steering groups or advisory boards of projects.  

Commonly these projects seek possibility to establish a link to HELCOM and present their results in 

HELCOM.  

LESSONS LEARNT AND UPCOMING OPPORTUNITIES 

1. In general, HELCOM projects have had a significant positive effect on the progress of HELCOM work. 

Even with relatively small budgets and limited resources, they can achieve major milestones and 

deliverables within a limited time. Projects have become more important to achieve progress in these 

times of scarcity, when it is more difficult to make resources available on national level to HELCOM 

work. Projects have served as an “ad hoc layer” of the HELCOM working structure, by providing an 

additional and flexible working arrangement for HELCOM processes.     

 

2. A common challenge is that it is not always possible to have the national expertise of all Contracting 

Parties onboard in a HELCOM project, and while some Contracting Parties are vitally interested and 

have possibilities to contribute, some others may lack the resources. HELCOM Roadmap for the 

implementation of the ecosystem approach indicates the common priorities and the upcoming needs 

for deliverables, and by providing the longer time perspective, it allows the Contracting Parties to 

consider and plan their resources accordingly.  

 

3. Another challenge has been to uptake the project results into HELCOM policy-making, and this has 

been especially the case for those BSRP funded projects which serve also other needs than related to 

BSAP and do not always involve relevant competent authorities/HELCOM CP’s nominated institutes. 

Hence better integration of project results into the agendas of HELCOM subsidiary bodies of and 

ensuring national ownership for the outcomes remains to be solved. 

 

4. Marine environment protection is a field in which many actors in the region are interested in and would 

like to play a role and contribute, ranging from local authorities, to research institutions and public 

organizations. They seek close cooperation with HELCOM and often have an understanding that a 

success of their project lies in close policy linkage and serving the needs of BSAP, MSFD etc. They bring 

additional resources for the needed work, but their partnerships are built more loosely. The support 
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to/involvement of HELCOM in these project is decided on a case-by-case basis. What should be the role 

and involvement of HELCOM towards these initiatives and projects?  

 

5. The EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region has a project-orientated focus. In future, the EU Baltic Sea 

Regional Programme 2014-2020 will be closely linked to support implementation of the EU Strategy. 

Further, work is being undertaken that relevant EU structural funds would be to a larger extent used for 

solving Baltic Sea related challenges, including in the environmental field.  

The draft conclusions by the streamlining task group state that partly overlapping and not complementary 

work at national, HELCOM and European levels, leads to competition for the same human resources and to 

increase of costs. Further strengthen cooperation and synergies with other fora and initiatives such as 

OSPAR, ICES, CIS MSFD, EU-Russia Dialogue on EUSBSR/ Strategy for Socio-Economic Development of 

North West Federal District of Russia and the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea region, as appropriate, to 

better support HELCOM’s work. 

The EU Strategy and its current and future flagship projects carry substantial potential to support both the 

HELCOM work and the implementation of commitments and requirements the Contracting Parties need to 

fulfill. The Strategy and the ongoing EU-RF dialogue have a broader scope than marine environment 

protection. Thus, an issue at stake is to ensure that environmental projects are created and receive 

sufficient financial support and at the same time that these projects focus on the HELCOM-identified gaps 

and bottlenecks.  

The ongoing EU/RF dialogue on a common framework based on EUSBSR/ Strategy for Socio-Economic 

Development of North West Federal District of Russia aims at identifying areas of common interest and at a 

later stage projects that could be carried out together. The EU-Russia Working Group on Cooperation in the 

Baltic Sea Region (led by DG REGIO and the RF Ministry of Regional Development) has identified five topics: 

People-people issues, Business cooperation and innovation, Civil protection (emergencies on land and at 

sea),  Environment, including agriculture, and Transport, including maritime safety. A proposal for the 

content of the topics has been prepared by EU COM to be a starting point for discussion with the Russian 

side. The next meeting of the Working Group is foreseen in the second half of February to agree on final 

version. The conclusions of the WG are to be presented in appropriate fora, e.g. during the 2014 Turku 

Baltic Days (1-5 June).  

Table.  Comparison of HELCOM and EUSBSR working level 

HELCOM MARITIME 
 

PA SHIP - Becoming a model region for clean shipping (led by 
Danish Maritime Authority, and the Finnish Transport Safety 
Agency) and PA SAFE - To become a leading region in maritime 
safety and security (led by Danish Maritime Authority) 

HELCOM RESPONSE (shoreline 

response) 

PA SECURE - Protection from emergencies and accidents on land 
(led by Sweden and CBSS Secretariat) 

HELCOM LAND and HELCOM MONAS PA NUTRI - Reducing nutrient inputs to the sea to acceptable 
levels (led by Finland, Ministry of the Environment, and Poland, 
Chief Inspectorate for Environmental Protection)  
PA HAZARD - Reducing the use and impact of hazardous 
substances (led by Swedish EPA) 

Agriculture and Environment Forum PA NUTRI & PA AGRI - Reinforcing sustainability of agriculture, 
forestry and fisheries (led by Finland, Ministry of Agriculture and 
Forestry and Sweden, Ministry of Rural Affairs ) 

Fisheries and Environment Forum PA AGRI & BALTFISH (a forum of EU Fisheries Directors under PA 
AGRI with rotating chairmanship, upcoming Lithuanian) 
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HELCOM HABITAT PA BIO - Preserving natural zones and biodiversity, including 
fisheries (led by Germany, Federal Ministry for the Environment, 
Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety)  

HELCOM-VASAB Maritime Spatial 

Planning Working Group 

HA SPATIAL Encouraging the use of Maritime and Land-based 
Spatial Planning in all Member States around the Baltic Sea and 
develop a common approach for cross-border cooperation (co-led 
by HELCOM and VASAB) 

 

There is already cooperation ongoing and links are established between activities of HELCOM and those 

under the EUSBSR, most of all on the working level: 

- mutual participation in the meetings and back-to-back meetings (for instance, PA SHIP and 

HELCOM MARITIME) 

- direct contacts (for instance close coordination with PA BIO led by Germany) 

- Many of the flagships, especially under “Save the Sea” Objective of the Strategy are building up on 

relevant HELCOM activities (e.g. MUNI work is utilised in PA HAZARD flagship, Greener Agriculture 

for a Bluer Baltic Sea Conference in 2013 was arranged in coordination with HELCOM and PA 

NUTRI/AGRI) 

- HELCOM Secretariat follows the developments, including participation in the meetings, as far as 

possible, and contributes to the EUSBSR progress reports as requested 

- HELCOM is a co-leader of HA SPATIAL together with VASAB and HELCOM-VASAB Maritime Spatial 

Planning Working Group serves as Steering Committee for HA. Such a set up ensures no double 

structure/discussions, close policy-linkage and that all Baltic Sea countries are involved 

- HELCOM is (co-)leading some of the flagship projects (PA BIO, PA HAZARD, PA SHIP) 

- Some financing is available to support HELCOM work (e.g. PA BIO: fisheries measures in marine 

protected areas – BALTFIMPA, and sturgeon project; HA Technical Assistance) 

- Joint events at the annual EUSBSR Forum are held. 

How to achieve more synergies – Challenges 

- Increasing number of meetings that need to be accommodated (the same administration involved) 

- HELCOM representation by the Secretariat in EUSBSR creates an impression that the Secretariat “is 

HELCOM” while these are the same countries, and often the same administration that are involved 

in both HELCOM and EUSBSR activities 

- Back-to-back meetings and mutual participation and reporting is useful, but even more potential 

exist with shared agendas and more clearly divided work 

- EUSBSR motivates strong bottom-up approach and high number of projects - equally important is 

that the projects address the most urgent needs and focus on implementation of the already 

existing (legal and political) commitments based on already established cooperation platforms 

instead of launching parallel ones. How can HELCOM be better in communicating recent priorities 

and gaps, and how EUSBSR could increasingly update this knowledge? 
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- EU-RF dialogue is important and relevant for HELCOM as far as marine environment is concerned, 

and ultimately it needs to be ensured that ongoing activities, future priorities and established 

forums in HELCOM are taken into account in “operationalization” of the EU-RF cooperation  

- EUSBSR Seed money financing serves preparation of larger projects/applications which is not 

always suitable for HELCOM purposes; BSRP and structural funds might offer better possibilities for 

targeted and implementation projects. 

How to achieve more synergies - Possible ways forward  

- A mechanism or practice for communication and feedback on the policy level could be created, to 

liaison between EUSBSR National Contact Points (NCP) and HELCOM Heads of Delegation (could be 

combined with an idea of a monitoring mechanism as proposed in the streamlining outcome 

document).   

- A structured dialogue between EUSBSR Priority Areas coordinators, and chairs and national 

representatives of HELCOM subsidiary bodies could be initiated (an invitation to start such a 

structured dialogue in the working meeting of EUSBSR on 9-10 April in Tallinn has been extended to 

Executive Secretary) 

- HELCOM could propose signing Memorandum of Understanding with Priority Areas to set the 

framework for and the details of future cooperation (in selected areas as suitable) 

- Cross-sectoral integration is a common challenge. HELCOM’s interests lie in the protection of 

biodiversity and in nature conservation in relation to fisheries as well as limiting pollution from 

agriculture. 

The existing cooperation between Baltic Sea Fisheries Forum (BALTFISH), which is a structure 

established under PA AGRI of the EUSBSR consisting of a High-Level Group and Stakeholder 

Seminar, and HELCOM Fisheries /Environment Forum (or other subsidiary body dealing with 

fisheries as decided within the streamlining) could be enhanced in order to develop joint and 

mutually supportive agenda. 

Likewise, a dialogue with PA NUTRI and AGRI could be initiated to identify how EUSBSR could 

further complement/support HELCOM work related to agriculture. One proposal for the future 

working structure of HELCOM is to establish a strategic level to deal with policy-relevant 

agricultural and environmental issues and an expert level to work out proposals for the strategic 

level. EUSBSR could support the expert level by arranging thematic workshops etc.  

- HELCOM national representatives could more actively engage in representing HELCOM in relation 

to EUSBSR (in addition to the Secretariat) 

EUSBSR offers a possibility for more integrated approach and possibly could support HELCOM efforts to 

better incorporate socio-economic knowledge into marine environment policy-making. 


