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Background 
HELCOM RAP ML contains several actions addressing general waste management practices with the aim to 
identify best practise and improve them and thus closing loopholes in waste-management systems which 
might cause inputs of litter to the marine environment. Implementation of these three closely related actions 
(RL1-RL3) is to be accomplished through the identification of loopholes and recommendations on good waste 
management practices. A questionnaire was prepared by the lead country Germany.  

PRESSURE 10-2019 invited Germany to present a report on the results of the questionnaire on waste 
management in the Baltic Sea as a background information on the further steps to the goals of these actions 
(Outcome of PRESSURE 10-2019, para 3.51). 

Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Poland, Russia, Sweden as well as KIMO and WWF Poland provided 
input to the questionnaire. KIMO indicated that when KIMO National Coordinators in HELCOM countries 
shared the questionnaire to their municipal waste management contacts it was indicated that the 
questionnaire seemed to be rather focussed at a national level and thus less likely to elicit a response from 
any municipality stakeholders. However, beside the seven responses received from national 
authorities/agencies/ministries another five responses originated from municipalities and one from a port 
operator. Therefore, different perspectives could be assessed. 

This document contains a report on the results of the questionnaire.  

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- consider the attached report on the questionnaire;  
- agree to nominate national waste management experts to involve them in planned discussions 

related to the identification of useful elements linking marine litter to national waste prevention and 
management plans as envisaged by the revised waste framework directive  

 
  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/PRESSURE%2010-2019-549/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20PRESSURE%2010-2019.pdf
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Report on the results of the questionnaire on waste management in the 
Baltic Sea 

 
1. Background 
As task lead for the HELCOM RAP ML Actions RL1, RL2 and RL3 (please see the table below for the original 
wording) and similar OSPAR RAP ML Actions 39 and 40 (please also see below), Germany has put significant 
efforts on research regarding the connection between land-based waste management and marine litter 
inputs.  

 

Action  

HE
LC

O
M

 

RL1 Prepare and agree on HELCOM guidelines on marine litter references to be included 
in national and local waste prevention and waste management plans, i.a. an element 
highlighting the impacts of marine litter. 

RL2 Provide HELCOM guidelines on best practice routines with regard to cleaning and 
collection systems to prevent litter from land entering the aquatic environment. 

RL3 Share best practice on waste management in order to identify and address 
loopholes that makes waste turn into marine litter, including the issue of landfills, 
regulations and enforcement. 

O
SP

AR
 

39 Highlight those waste prevention and management practices that impact 
significantly on marine litter. Engage with the industry and other authorities, at the 
appropriate level, in order for them to be able to develop best environmental 
practice, including identification of circumstances where litter “escapes” into the 
marine environment. Encourage the recyclability of plastic products (e.g. through 
reduction of additives). 

40 Share best practice on waste management, e.g. on landfill bans of high caloric 
wastes (especially for plastics). 

 

The Regional Action Plans as well as current progresses in EU waste legislation1 highlight the importance of 
both research and action in this field and the gathered findings and information as described in this document 
lay the ground for further appropriate action under the scope of the two Regional Sea Conventions. 

This document summarizes the findings of a questionnaire addressing waste management practices in 
HELCOM Contracting Parties (CPs). The questionnaire has been conducted during the first half of 2019 and 
was partly based on a questionnaire previously conducted among OSPAR CPs. However, the questions were 
modified and extended to address the specific circumstances in the Baltic Sea region. The aim of the 
questionnaire was to gather national level information on different aspects of land-based waste 
management, which have been identified as potentially relevant for marine litter generation. Another aim 
was to sense opinions regarding specific factors contributing to the leakage of plastics from land to sea and 
potential actions to prevent further leakages.  

Together with results from literature analysis and experts’ contributions, the results of the former 
questionnaire conducted among the OSPAR CPs was the basis for a draft background document. Since a 
strong role and significant added value was discovered for regional action regarding several topics were 
identified by the OSPAR Intersessional Correspondence Group Marine Litter (ICG-ML), the background 

                                                           
1 A review of the Waste Framework Directive in 2018 created a strong link between waste management and marine 

litter among others by requiring waste management plans to address the issue of marine litter. 



PRESSURE 11-2019, 3-7 
 

 

 

Page 3 of 7 
 

document drafted for OSPAR will initiate further action. As a trail for integration between waste management 
and marine litter expertise, Webinars are planned with the waste management sector and other relevant 
stakeholder in order to work specifically on the integration of marine litter in waste management and waste 
prevention plans. If the format proves successful, several other topics for regional cooperation have already 
been identified for further action. A way forward regarding the HELCOM RAP ML actions concerning land-
based waste management is yet to be discussed and agreed upon. This summary of the questionnaire results 
will contribute to this important process. 

 

2. Introduction to the questionnaire and basic information 
Research was first conducted to provide basis for the various actions as listed above. Within the 
Questionnaires microplastics were only addressed briefly and waste management in harbours was excluded 
from the questions since it is addressed by other actions in the RAPs ML. A clear focus was put on loopholes 
(“where, when, how and why is litter reaching the oceans?”) in the waste management practices currently 
employed, instead of specific (often single-use) items (“what is littered?” or “what is found in the ocean”?). 
Because it was decided, that RL1, RL2 and RL3 should all be addressed mutually, questions regarding the 
issue of cleaning and collection of litter addressed by RL2 were added when preparing the HELCOM 
Questionnaire.  

For the sake of clarity, the questionnaire was divided in the following 8 parts: 

1. Introduction questions 
2. Top litter sources in the Baltic Sea 
3. Waste legislation 
4. Waste management 
5. Waste collection and handling 
6. Questions regarding specific sources 
7. Wear and Tear 
8. Final questions 

The parts were introduced with general information that respondents were asked to acknowledge and 
assumptions that respondents were asked to follow. The 8 parts further split in 2-12 questions, some in a 
multiple-choice format and some allowing for open answers. 

3. Summary of the responses 
Due to the number of responses, only a qualitative evaluation makes sense (which had been planned during 
the questionnaire design) and the corresponding analysis of the 8 parts of the questionnaire is presented 
below: 

3.1 Introduction questions 
13 responses were gathered from 7 countries and Germany is very grateful to everybody who participated. 
From 2 contracting parties only, no response was received. Of the 13 responses, seven were contributed by 
the countries’ national authorities/agencies/ministries. With five of the remaining responses originating from 
municipalities (‘communes’) and one from a port operator, different perspectives could be assessed.  

3.2 Top litter sources in the Baltic Sea 
It was discovered, that quantitative estimations of contributions of marine litter sources is not widely 
available on national (or municipal) level. Source allocations are perceived as complex tasks and are usually 
based on litter findings in the environment which is often not very precise and not sufficient for the 
generation of a list similar to the reference list presented in the questionnaire2. Only one country was able 
to contribute a qualitative list3 of the main sources with expertise generated under MSFD implementation 

                                                           
2 Taken from EU Pilot project `4 Seas`- plastic recycling cycle and marine environmental im-pact (EU COM, project 

number BE011102328) 
3 The list includes: Rubbish on the beach, riverine discharge, marine transport, ghost nets, small recreational boats, 

ports and harbours, torn by wind from landfills and not pro-tected containers, left by tourists on the beach 



PRESSURE 11-2019, 3-7 
 

 

 

Page 4 of 7 
 

processes. A source assessment is ongoing in one other country. Furthermore, a valuable hint for the Blastic 
project4, which is assessing marine plastic litter sources in the Baltic Sea Area, was contributed. 

Where strategies addressing whole sources (instead of specific items) were named, they often focused on 
awareness raising (often in the context of recreational activities on the Baltic shores) or guidance on national 
level (in the form of action plans or fora), with more concrete plans (like waste prevention plans) on regional 
or municipal level. 

3.3. Waste legislation 
No comments on the waste legislation information gather by the ETC on waste and materials in a green 
economy5 were provided by four countries (while 1 country was not assessed with the ETC research and 
accordingly does not have a country profile there). Recent amendments or revisions were reported from 
three countries and address the fields of landfill charges, minimum separate collection requirements, 
recycling targets and reporting. 

Full application of and wide compliance with relevant legislation in the context of waste management and 
marine litter is widely reported. Remaining violations are in the fields of littering and illegal dumping and one 
country reports major violations in the form of waste disposal in rivers and the sea and another respondent 
directly links littering legislation violations with marine litter generation. The crimes are usually met with 
different control mechanisms (both in public spaces as well as in companies) and targeted with fines and 
information campaigns. Fines are sometimes very heavy, but statistics on violations, fines and their 
enforcement are very often not available. The important role of local authorities is highlighted in the context 
of waste legislation enforcement. 

Waste management planning is generally conducted on multiple levels in all countries. Responsibilities are 
shared between actors on national, regional and local level. Waste management plans are required and 
produced on different combinations of national, regional and national level. Common combinations are 
national and regional as well as national and local. The work on the envisioned linkage between waste 
management and marine litter in the form of waste management plans addressing the issue, is already in 
progress in multiple countries. According updates in requirements applying for waste management planning 
(and waste prevention) are usually incorporated into anyway foreseen waste legislation revisions and thus 
coordinated by national authorities or ministries. Concrete requirements are not yet decided in most 
countries, because processes are still ongoing, but a focus on littering prevention as well as information and 
awareness raising campaigns can be observed. Potentially unclear responsibilities and competences and 
financial questions are expected difficulties regarding the inclusion of marine litter in waste management 
plans. 

3.4 Waste management 
All respondents report, that their waste management systems follow the waste hierarchy, but separate 
collection of wastes in most cases does not have a long history. One country started a separate collection 
scheme with the intention to increase material input for a growing state-supported recycling industry. 

The responsibility to guarantee separate collection and waste collection usually lies with municipal 
authorities. Several countries emphasize the responsibility of every waste holder to dispose of wastes 
properly and the responsibility of municipal actors to provide the necessary infrastructure. This service is 
financed through mixes of extended producer responsibility fees, levies and taxes. The latter two are usually 
collected on municipal level to guarantee full cost coverage. Accordingly, financing is widely believed 
sufficient because it is theoretically adjustable by the involved local actors. One respondent indicates, that 
services are often subcontracted by municipalities and competition in the market may lead to too low prices 

                                                           
4 https://www.blastic.eu 
5 Country profiles are available at https://www.eionet.europa.eu/etcs/etc-wmge/products/country-profiles 
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which may again motivate for illegal actions. Funding for separate collection schemes and recycling processes 
is only reported to be insufficient by one country. 

Other obstacles for achieving higher recycling rates reported by the questionnaire respondents include: 

- Complicity of different plastic types and plastic recycling options 
- Amount and quality of collected material (contamination with unwanted substances and non-

recyclable materials) 
- Low demand for recycled waste/materials 
- A long tradition for incineration 
- Low capacity of local authorities 
- Low public awareness 
- Fragmentation of responsibilities 
- Different sorting standards/criteria 

Applied or envisioned instruments to increase recycling rates of plastic waste include financial support for 
collection and recycling operations, extended producer responsibility scheme adjustments, landfill bans or 
taxes, unification of separate collection standards and deposit-refund schemes for certain product types. 

3.5 Waste collection and handling 
Replies to the questions regarding waste collection and handling revealed, that collection modes and 
intervals vary widely and are strongly affected by identified needs and costs. Due to the general nature of 
the questions and the usually rather brief overview over waste collection and handling systems provided, no 
direct links between certain practices and potential losses to the (marine) environment were discovered. 
Still, the responses gave valuable insights into waste management practices which may be relevant and 
accordingly indications which factors one should pay attention to. These fields include collection in bins 
(instead of bags), collection intervals and possibilities for extra regular collections and innovative collection 
infrastructure in public places. Currently, most reported strategies to improve systems performance are 
aimed at informing the producers, transferring more financial responsibility on them or limiting certain 
practices. 

Usually the entire countries (or areas where the respondents are responsible) are covered by waste collection 
systems. Only one country reported, that some small and remote islands are currently not covered. No 
indications were given, on what is happening to occurring wastes on these islands. Plastics are not separately 
collected from households in multiple countries and in some countries only regionally. 

Once collected, respondents still see risks for plastic waste to escape systems and turn into litter (and 
eventually marine litter). Most respondents (all except one respondent provided answers to this set of 
questions) see risks for losses during collection, transport and storage of wastes. One respondent adds 
pretreatment operations to the list. 

Plastics disseminated to the environment through the specific loophole of contamination of collected 
biowaste and accordingly compost are seen as a significant issue by several respondents. While some 
respondents do not consider this an issue in their country, several others report, that the issue is currently 
worked on. This work consists of ongoing research about paths and volumes, national legislative initiatives 
or local action. One example for the latter is a municipality which increases pretreatment and presorting of 
biowastes.  

According to all responses a not further specified way of litter collection is conducted on beaches, in cities, 
along coastal roads and in other public places. Collections on private properties fall under the land owners’ 
responsibility everywhere. Cleaning of public places is either directly financed through certain taxes or payed 
for from municipal/regional/national budgets. Special requirements (e.g. increased collection frequencies) 
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for the cleaning of public spaces near the sea are reported from only two countries, while no special 
requirements apply in all other countries. The picture is a little different for requirements put on events. 
While authorizing events usually falls under responsibilities of municipalities, national governments often 
pave the way for special requirements on events which can help to prevent marine litter by creating the legal 
basis and encouraging local actors to consider marine litter in event authorization processes. 

The questions regarding the interception of litter on its way towards the sea (e.g. through litter traps in rivers, 
canals or rainwater outlets) did not yield much insight into the systems applied in HELCOM CPs. It was 
however reported, that there are cities in several countries which are not yet equipped with any sort of litter 
retaining systems in waterways.  

3.6 Questions regarding specific sources 
Tourism: Tourism is seen as one of the most significant sources of marine litter in multiple countries due 

to lacking awareness and infrastructure. Especially tourism in remote regions and on islands is 
seen as a problem. Awareness raising campaigns and infrastructure improvement campaigns are 
ongoing in several countries and envisioned in others. At the same time, plastics leakage from 
tourism is not considered a significant issue in some countries. 

Construction and demolition:  Litter inputs from construction and demolition activities is even more 
controversial. Around half of the respondents consider the sector as a potential source of 
significant amounts of marine litter. The other half either has no opinion on the matter or does 
not see a risk. Still it is mostly recognized, that especially the lighter fractions (like styrofoam 
packaging material, insulation materials or foils) can end up in the environment and ultimately 
the sea if the sites are close to or on the coast. 

Agriculture:  Most respondents recognize the possibility for plastics from agricultural activities may end up in 
the (marine) environment, but often do not seen as a significant source of marine pollution in 
the sector. Reported prevention activities regarding the sector include information campaigns 
for farmers, creation of EPR schemes for agricultural plastic waste and the inclusion of waste 
inspections in the inspections of farms. 

Landfills: Plastics from landfills are only seen as a problem in two countries. The respondent from the first 
of the two only refers to illegal landfills and the second to plastic contamination of other 
landfilled materials. Dispersal of plastics during landfilling or after they have been landfilled is 
not considered a problem in all other HELCOM CPs, either because landfilling of plastics is 
restricted, regulations apply, or operations are perceived safe. Legal requirements regarding the 
operation of landfills are reported from all countries and their enforcement is not described as 
insufficient. 

3.7 Wear and Tear 
The responses for the questions regarding marine litter inputs from “wear and tear” of materials or products 
directly used in outdoor applications, are presented below. The two applications which are perceived most 
relevant (namely plastics in artificial turf and car tire abrasion) are more relevant in the context of 
microplastics, but several applications which can be seen as potential macro plastic litter sources, are seen 
as a problem by many respondents. 

Direct Application 
No. 
responses 

“Very 
important” 

“A 
problem” 

“Not an 
issue” 

Artificial turf 11 3 (27%) 7 (64%) 1 (9%) 

Foils, sheeting and nets used in agriculture 9 1 (11%) 6 (67%) 2 (22%) 
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Plastic fences 8 - 2 (25%) 6 (75%) 

Plastic benches 7 - 2 (29%) 5 (71%) 

Pipes 6 1 (17%) 3 (50%) 2 (33%) 

Corrosion protection offshore wind farms 5 1 (20%) 2 (40%) 2 (40%) 

Coastal protection structures 6 1 (17%) 2 (33%) 3 (50%) 

Landscape gardening 6 - 3 (50%) 3 (50%) 

Other: Car tires 2 2 (100%) - - 

Other: Fishing boats, ships, etc. 1 1 (100%) - - 

 

Strategies regarding the outdoor applications are not reported from any country. One country is currently 
discussing proposals for measures targeting some of the above-named applications. Studies on different 
applications are currently conducted in another country. A national strategy on plastic emissions from 
artificial turf is available in one country. 

3.8 Final questions 
Not many further remarks were obtained with the open question in the end of the questionnaire. One 
country once again highlighted the very special role municipalities play in waste management. The ability of 
municipalities to assign resources, enforce legislation and require certain practices from other actors (e.g. 
tourism, waste collectors etc.) is accordingly of significant importance for marine litter prevention through 
actions in land-based waste management. Another country also highlighted the power and responsibility of 
municipalities in the context of waste prevention and waste management planning. 

Exemplary initiatives were reported by some respondents and include envisioned deposit-refund schemes, 
product bans, awareness raising and cleaning campaigns. On respondent reported about ongoing targeted 
programs for periodic waste removal on rivers, canals and water areas of seaports together with surveys of 
the occurring litter. 

4. Open questions 
Only very short or vague answers to the question about the integration of marine litter issues in waste 
management planning were provided. If insights into the ongoing activities is required, a different format for 
information gathering would be required. 
Because there is one non-EU country among the HELCOM CPs, a deeper investigation of the national waste 
legislation there and the arising possibilities for common efforts in the sector should be envisioned. Especially 
the potentials of alignments of certain aspects of plastic waste management could be investigated in the 
context of the HELCOM RAP ML. The questionnaire did not cover this. 

5. The way ahead 
During the last meeting of the OSPAR Intersessional Correspondence Group on Marine Litter it was agreed 
that as a next step to further implement above mentioned actions and to further interlink the communities 
of people working with land-based waste management with the ones working on marine litter. Together the 
chances and challenges of the inclusion of marine litter prevention in waste management and prevention 
plans should be considered as required by the revised waste framework directive.  
It is proposed to involve waste management experts from the HELCOM marine region in these discussions. 
HELCOM CPs are therefore requested to nominate waste management experts in the follow up to the RAP 
workshop.  
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