
 
 

Outcome of the HELCOM Workshop with River Basin Management Authorities 
 

The workshop with river basin management authorities (RBMA) took place in Riga on 18-20 
September 2019, co-organized by HELCOM and ACTION project. The Workshop was attended by 57 
participants representing all HELCOM Contracting Parties as well as Belarus, Ukraine and Czech 
Republic. Representatives of transboundary river basin commissions of Elba, Oder and Torne river also 
attended the Workshop. A broad representation of HELCOM Observer organizations such as WWF, 
CCB, BFFE, BSAG and others as well as research institutes assured involvement of various stakeholders 
into the dialog on reduction of waterborne nutrient input to the Baltic Sea. Programme of the 
Workshop consisted of five sessions, work in four groups and a plenary session where results of the 
group work were presented and discussed. Key question discussed at the Workshop were: 

- possibilities to align nutrient reduction requirements for individual river basins and the Baltic Sea 
environment; 

- enhancement of transboundary cooperation to coordinate the effort to reduce nutrient loads to 
the Baltic Sea; 

- identification of effectiveness of measures to reduce nutrient loads to reach GES in the Baltic Sea 
and innovative land-based measures to mitigate nutrient input to the sea.  

Instruments to align nutrient reduction requirements for individual river basins and environmental 
targets set by the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan was the key point for the discussion at the two first 
session. Participants in general supported computing of the environmental targets (nutrient input 
ceilings) for individual rivers based on HELCOM PLC data noting that, although the targets would be 
of indicative character, they could be utilized for the next generation of river basin management plans. 
These indicative targets for transboundary parts of large rivers considering also available data on 
nutrient retention in inland waters would serve as a background data for coordination of efforts to 
reduce nutrient input from upstream parts of transboundary rivers. The need to align environmental 
targets set under WFD and marine policies is also supported by the fact that good environmental 
statues of coastal waters is unlikely be achieved unless GES is also reached in the offshore areas.  

Furthermore, participants pointed out that alignment of environmental targets should include 
extensive work on harmonization of methodological approaches assuring transparency and availability 
of data and also bearing in mind specific geographical conditions of individual river basins. Particularly, 
only the anthropogenic part of total nutrients load can be reduced. Thus, methods to identify natural 
background losses are to be further developed and compared across the region. Methodological 
development should also include improvement of monitoring systems and data exchange, especially, 
for transboundary rivers. This would serve as a tool to enhance cooperation with upstream countries 
which are not always willing to be bound by obligations to reduce the nutrient load. 

As practical recommendations for further alignment of the environmental targets for individual rivers 
and the BSAP, participants of the Workshop proposed to HELCOM: 

- to compute environmental targets for individual rivers based on the HELCOM PLC data; 

- to improve compatibility of indicator systems to follow up the progress under different 
policies through analysis of diverse indicators used to assess eutrophication status; 



 
 

- to improve communication with river basin management authorities through regular 
(probably annual) workshops/meetings; 

- to improve knowledge on natural background losses using transparent and science-based 
models utilising best available scientific information and monitoring data; 

- to launch a HELCOM project aimed at verification of current data on natural background losses 
and methods used to identify background losses throughout the region and update HELCOM 
PLC water guideline integrating related recommendation contemporary with the initial phase 
of PLC-8 project; 

- to improve availability and accessibility of PLC assessment data, especially data on riverine 
loads which have great potential to be used as background information in river basin planning 

The Workshop was informed of current activities to enhance cooperation with upstream countries in 
transboundary river basins welcoming information on ongoing joint efforts of Poland and Ukraine to 
harmonize river basin management systems in the upper part of river Vistula and information from 
Belarussian colleagues on national political commitments to improve international cooperation on 
transboundary waters. Despite visible intention to improve cooperation, its current level remains 
relatively low. Information exchange, including data of environmental monitoring, is mainly based on 
personal relations and measures to reduce environmental pressure are not coordinated. In order to 
improve cooperation with upstream countries the Workshop recommended: 

- to invite HELCOM countries within transboundary river basins to encourage upstream 
countries to institutionalize cooperation on river basin management through signing official 
agreement with relevant authorities engaging them to nominate contacts to follow up 
HELCOM work; 

- to consider HELCOM financial instruments encouraging involvement of national contacts in 
non-HELCOM counties to attend HELCOM expert and project meetings; 

- to consider opportunities for regional projects aimed at harmonization of environmental 
monitoring, data reporting and building of related capacities in upstream non-HELCOM 
countries; 

- to encourage regional NGOs to support communication processes between HELCOM and 
relevant stakeholders in non-HELCOM countries, including general public etc. (public advisory 
teams); 

- bearing in mind that language sometimes becomes an obstacle for effective cooperation, to 
encourage HELCOM Chairs and Secretariat to attend national events related to transboundary 
river basin management in upstream countries. 

Evaluation of effectiveness of measures to reduce nutrient load provides background information 
required for developing efficient national and regional programmes. With understanding the value of 
such information, the Workshop noticed many challenges hampering compilation of comprehensive 
and consistent information on the matter. Perhaps, consistent information on the environmental 
effect can be compiled for waste water sector. Assessment of effectiveness of measures applied to 
reduce input from diffuse sources including agriculture becomes sometimes challenging due to 
delayed effect or lack of appropriate monitoring. The effect can be also disguised by other factors. 
Nonetheless, the Workshop pointed out that many countries maintain catalogues of implemented 



 
 

measures which also contain information of their effects. To improve information on effects of applied 
measures and also to select the most efficient ones for inclusion to river basin management plans, the 
participants proposed the following: 

- to maintain and share national catalogues of measures including their environmental effects 
in specific areas; 

- to model anticipated effect of proposed measures and report on the observed (monitored) 
results when developing national implementation programmes; 

- to include in the updated BSAP an obligation for the countries to document quantitatively 
planned measures and their sufficiency for achieving the BSAP reduction requirements; 

- to include cost-efficiency as one of the main criteria to select measures for implementation 
but in case of high effectiveness of a measure cost should not be an obstacle; 

- to account for potential positive side effects of measures when considering costs (e.g. 
impact on climate change, biodiversity, etc); 

- to include environmental risk assessment as part of selection processes to minimize 
potential adverse consequences of applied measures; 

- to organize information exchange between river basin management authorities on the effect 
of measures, including dedicated workshops on measures and best practice based on 
experience should be arranged. 
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