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This document has been revised to include written arguments for preferred options as provided by Finland, 
Germany and Sweden included at the end of the Background section.  

Background 

Following the Swedish proposal to develop a regional quantitative reduction target for marine litter for 
uptake in the updated BSAP, providing a politically interesting agreement for Ministers and the public 
(document 5-1), HOD 59-2020 agreed to task EN-Marine Litter to consider in two months an opportunity to 
develop the quantitative targets, utilizing available knowledge and also the results of SOM analysis and 
conclude on the possibility of proposing transparent and substantiated quantitative targets as well as on the 
timeframe when such a proposal can be presented to the Pressure working group and subsequently to HODs 
(Outcome of HOD 59-2020, para. 5.73-5.77).  

EN-Marine Litter discussed an opportunity to develop quantitative targets (memo of the meeting of EN-
Marine Litter held on 11 February 2021). A background document containing a summary of compiled 
information on the establishment of reduction targets on the inputs of marine litter as well as on the SOM 
analysis on marine litter was prepared by the Secretariat and shared with EN-Marine Litter. Access to 
background information on several related EU processes was kindly provided by the EU, whereas Finland 
provided access to a national report on the sources and pathways of litter to the Baltic Sea. In addition, a 
“food for thought” document, proposing operational reduction targets for marine litter, was prepared by the 
Secretariat with input from Denmark, Germany, and Sweden. 

The meeting discussed proposed targets in the “food for thought” document, amended them, and agreed to 
open an additional commenting round before submitting the proposal to PRESSURE 14-2021 for 
consideration. No additional input was provided. 

PRESSURE 14-2021 considered the five proposals for a HELCOM operational reduction target for marine litter 
as contained in document 3-2 and agreed that they can be used as a starting point to elaborate a suggestion 
on quantitative targets to reduce marine litter for the updated BSAP. The meeting exchanged views and 
concluded that majority of countries prefer proposals 2 and 3, in addition to proposal 5. The meeting agreed 
that the discussion will continue during a dedicated PRESSURE WG meeting, to be held online on 10 May 
2021, 13:00-15:00h EEST. The outcome of the meeting will form the proposal for HELCOM BSAP operational 
reduction targets for marine litter to be submitted to HOD 60-2021 (Outcome of PRESSURE 14-2021, para. 
3.27-3.28).  

This document reflects outcomes of the discussion on the original proposal by EN-Marine Litter (document 
3-2) at PRESSURE 14-2021.  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/5-1%20Proposal%20on%20process%20for%20developing%20a%20potential%20strategic%20decision%20on%20quantitative%20reductions%20of%20marine%20litter.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/workspaces/MARINE%20LITTER-92/Shared%20Documents/Memo%20on-line%20meeting%20HELCOM%20EN-ML_11_2_2021.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/workspaces/MARINE%20LITTER-92/Shared%20Documents/Memo%20on-line%20meeting%20HELCOM%20EN-ML_11_2_2021.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/workspaces/MARINE%20LITTER-92/Shared%20Documents/Background%20document%20on%20the%20establishment%20of%20reduction%20targets%20on%20inputs%20of%20marine%20litter.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/PRESSURE%2014-2021-853/MeetingDocuments/3-2%20Towards%20a%20HELCOM%20operational%20reduction%20target%20for%20marine%20litter.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/PRESSURE%2014-2021-853/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20PRESSURE%2014-2021.pdf
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Written arguments for preferred options have been provided by Finland, Germany and Sweden as follows:  

− Finland would prefer option 2 (By 2025 HELCOM will reduce marine litter on the beaches/shoreline 
by at least 30% and by 2030 by 50%). However, the baseline year(s) should be clearly defined (in the 
same way as, e.g. the beach litter abundance during 2015-2016 is used as a baseline in the EU) and 
it should be stated that both percentage reductions refer to the same starting level (i.e. By 2025 
HELCOM will reduce marine litter on the beaches/shoreline by at least 30% and by 2030 by 50%, 
compared to year XXXX). 

− Germany prefers target 2 in combination with target 3 since Germany feels it is better linked to the 
EU threshold value for macrolitter on the coastline. If the phrasing „commonly found“ of target 1 
should still be maintened, a fixed definition needs to be put in place serving as a basis for assessment 
since composition of top items/commonly found items changes in time and scale.  

In addition Germany feels that 30% by 2025 is ambitious, but more importantly the reduction 
percentages need to be backed by a reference and a calculation method. Do we envisage an 30% 
reduction calculated for individual beaches? Or an average reduction for all Baltic Beaches? Or…?  

− Sweden is in favour for objective 2 supplemented by objective 3. Sweden thinks that objective 2 is 
the most straightforward option. It is also the most ambitious one since it means that HELCOM will 
strive to reach the EU adopted threshold value for litter on beaches by 2030. Based on available data, 
the SOM analysis and ongoing and coming regional (updated BSAP and RAPML) and EU initiatives, 
Sweden believes it is possible for HELCOM to regionally achieve the EU threshold value for litter. To 
adopt objective 2 would send a strong signal and make HELCOM a front-runner. As objective 2 only 
cover beaches, it needs to be supplemented by objective 3.  

Sweden can consider objective 1 supplemented by objective 3. However, if the meeting agrees on 
this options SE would like to, in order to make it easier for countries which are members of both 
RSCs, to propose to take into account ongoing discussions on a quantitative reduction target in 
OSPAR. 

For both option 1 and 2 there is a need to agree on baselines. 

 

Action requested 

The Meeting is invited to: 

− consider proposals on HELCOM operational reduction targets for marine litter; and  
− agree on a version for submission to HOD 60-2021.  
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Food for thought: Towards a HELCOM operational reduction target for 
marine litter  

Operational reduction targets are a qualitative or quantitative statement on the desired condition of the 
different components of and pressures and impacts on, marine waters. Target setting typically undergoes an 
iterative process, starting from a conceptual understanding of the desired condition and the change that is 
required to achieve it. An example of a broad-based target is e.g. the existing „50% reduction target for 
nutrient inputs to the sea“ by OSPAR. For marine litter, so far no “deterioration targets“ or “trend-based 
targets“ have been widely applied. However, in the next step, conceptual targets need to become more 
operational to assess reductions of marine litter items achieved by specific actions/measures. For this 
purpose, targets need to be SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bound) and are thus 
to be linked to existing or forthcoming monitoring data respectively on the state, pressure, or impact of 
marine litter on the marine and coastal ecosystem. 

Although any operational reduction target will to some extent be political driven and aspirational set, it 
should nevertheless be based on existing data on litter composition and related sources. So far for the Baltic 
Sea region only beach litter monitoring is fully developed. However, available data from ongoing beach litter 
monitoring can already inform accordingly and be used for any follow up assessments after targets have been 
established.  

It is worthwhile to take a look at OSPAR, where currently in the context of setting up a new North-East Atlantic 
Strategy a comparable process to the drafting of the new HELCOM BSAP takes place. Several so-called 
Operational Objectives are in discussion. Although they are not finally agreed yet they show the direction of 
thinking. One draft Operational Objective aims at a significant reduction by 2025 by at least 30% of the most 
commonly found (identifiable, plastic) single use items as well as other items known to cause harm in the 
OSPAR area and by 2030 this should be further reduced to 50%. Another one builds on that and states that 
by 2023 OSPAR will consider/develop further regionally coordinated quantitative reductions targets for 
marine litter on beaches and other environmental compartments to guide progress towards EU and regional 
threshold values.  

Although the composition and source relevance of marine litter in the Baltic Sea region partly differs in 
comparison to the North-East Atlantic, single-use items also dominate beach litter findings and fishing gear 
is also known to consist of especially harmful items. An appropriate HELCOM operational reduction target 
for marine litter may therefore read:  

1. By 2025 HELCOM will reduce by at least 30% the prevalence of the most commonly found items on 
the beaches as well as other items known to cause harm and by 50% by 2030.  

2. By 2025 HELCOM will reduce marine litter on the beaches/shoreline by at least 30% and by 2030 by 
50%.  

Building on that an additional target could be phrased like that:  

3. By 2023 HELCOM will further develop regionally coordinated quantitative reduction targets for 
marine litter to guide progress towards relevant regional and EU threshold values. 

The OSPAR beach litter expert group under the umbrella of the OSPAR Intersessional Correspondence Group 
on Marine litter is currently developing a proposal for a method to estimate reductions of single-use plastics 
and fishing related items in the OSPAR area achievable by 2025 and 2030. The method proposed in OSPAR is 
based on monitoring data, trend assessments and extrapolations. However, the monitoring of marine litter 
started earlier in OSPAR than in HELCOM. This may be considered by EN Marine Litter and potentially 
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discussed with OSPAR beach litter experts to consider and decide on the suitable way forward on this matter 
within HELCOM. 
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