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 Note that this document was submitted after the established deadline. It will be decided by the Meeting 
whether the document can be discussed or is postponed to the next meeting. 

Background 
The latest HELCOM assessment (HOLAS II) showed that pressure on the marine environment from 
contaminants was high in all parts of the Baltic Sea. The indicator-based evaluation of the status of marine 
environment illustrates that concentrations of many contaminants commonly exceed threshold values set 
for good environmental status. However, the number of indicators is limited based on a selection of common 
priority substances (or substance groups), thus such assessments do not reflect emerging pollutants and 
furthermore do not take into account available data on inputs of these contaminants (except on the 
diclofenac pre-core indicator that was tested in HOLAS II). The assessment also shows that for many 
contaminants monitoring data is rather poor, both spatially and temporally, and that effects (e.g. biological 
effects) are not currently assessed in any regionally agreed framework. 

The current HELCOM framework for hazardous substances is in general based on a limited number of priority 
contaminants and a list of measures to prevent their input to the marine environment. This approach is 
currently not able to account for the full diversity of sources and pathways of contaminants to the Baltic Sea, 
or the risks posed to the Baltic Sea environment. The existing framework is unable to react to emerging 
challenges in an effective and timely way, does not keep pace with the continuously transforming pattern of 
chemicals used in industry and consumer products, nor inform of the risks posed by co-occurring hazardous 
substances. At the same time, the existing HELCOM framework does not optimally address legacy pollutants 
which are no longer used, or banned, in the region but are still present in the marine environment or can be 
transferred to the region via long-range transport. 

The HELCOM Ministerial Declaration 2018 pointed out that, among other issues, levels of hazardous 
substances continue to be elevated and a cause for concern, including controlled or banned legacy 
substances. Further the Ministerial Meeting re-iterated that in the agreed update of the Baltic Sea Action 
Plan (BSAP) the overall goal for hazardous substances should remain unchanged - Baltic Sea with life 
undisturbed by hazardous substances. The Ministers agreed that HELCOM should address both legacy 
pollutants and emerging contaminants welcoming progress achieved in evaluation of the problem of 
contamination of the aquatic environment by pharmaceuticals. The Meeting also committed to complete 
and fully operationalize a set of indicators used for regularly assessing the status of the marine environment.  

Accordingly, the broader setting of HELCOM work on hazardous substances is in need of an update and 
rationalization. The update should address the problem of contamination of the Baltic Sea by hazardous 
substances of different nature, from various sources and reaching the Baltic Sea via different pathways, 

http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/pressures-and-their-status/hazardous-substances/
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linking these aspects together where ever possible, with the ultimate goal to achieve the environmental 
objectives set by the BSAP.  

This document contains a brief outline and description of the scope of work to develop a strategic regional 
policy document on modernizing of HELCOM hazardous substances framework with the aim of utilizing the 
document for the update of the BSAP. Please note that the same proposal has been submitted to the 
PRESSURE 11-2019 meeting and input from both meetings will be consolidated to guide further work. 

 
Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to consider and discuss the proposed approach to update HELCOM frame on 
hazardous substances including functioning as background for the relevant segment of BSAP. 
 
The Meeting is also invited to provide guidance on: 

- the scope of the strategic regional policy document on modernizing HELCOM hazardous substances 
framework; 

- specific elements of the framework which have to be addressed in the strategic document; 
- regional projects and processes which can potentially contribute to the work on the regional policy 

document; 
- timeline of the work including interim consideration and contribution of contracting parties. 

 
The Meeting is encouraged to consider national co-leadership of the development of the strategic policy 
document to ensure its relevance to global, regional and national policy demands and expectations and thus 
to guarantee its acceptance for the update of the BSAP. 
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Proposal to develop a strategic regional policy document on modernizing 
of HELCOM hazardous substances framework. 
 

The current HELCOM framework for hazardous substances is mainly based on a limited number of 
priority contaminants and a list of measures to prevent their input to the marine environment. This 
approach is currently not able to account for the full diversity of sources and pathways of contaminants 
to the Baltic Sea, nor the risks posed to the Baltic Sea environment. The existing framework is unable to 
react in a timely manner to emerging challenges, for example that result from the continuously 
transforming pattern of chemicals used in industry and consumer products, nor comprehend the risks 
posed by co-occurring hazardous substances. 
To be effective, HELCOM work on hazardous substances should consist of an overarching strategy 
covering various aspects related to contamination of the marine environment. This includes 
considerations of monitoring at source and in the environment, identification of emerging pollutants of 
concern (e.g. non-targeted screening), development of measures to prevent contamination, and 
evaluation of their efficiency. Management of chemicals is complex, and communication and 
cooperation across the region and  between relevant organizations is necessary. 

In order to address this in the process and contribute to the updating the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP), 
Sweden has provided dedicated funding to the HELCOM Secretariat (1 000 000 SEK, or approximately 
a 10 months full time resource) to develop a regional policy document on the development of an 
operational over-arching HELCOM hazardous substances framework. The proposed work is to take place 
in 2019-2020, ’and the work will take place at the Secretariat and product will be provided to relevant 
Expert and Working Groups to gain feedback and later endorsement and approval.The strategic 
document should aim to outline the most efficient ways to tackle the problem of contamination of the 
Baltic Sea by hazardous substances, encompass various sources and pressures, consider impact and how 
to bring these different components together into a rationalized approach, with the ultimate goal being 
to achieve the environmental objectives set by the BSAP. This includes considerations of ways forward, 
identification of where existing HELCOM work is insufficient, approaches to fill the identified gaps, and 
identification of other relevant stakeholders and organizations (e.g. the European Chemicals Agency) 
with whom cooperation would be critical. 

Development of the proposal should be carried out mainly in 2019 – 2020 and should consist of the 
prerequisite steps below, aiming at delivering background information and concrete proposals to 
strengthen the HELCOM work on hazardous substances. It should be noted that several of these tasks 
are already underway, planned or proposed under current HELCOM work regarding e.g. sufficiency of 
measures analysis, indicator development, or have been provisionally discussed within EN-HZ (the 
HELCOM Expert Network on Hazardous Substances). Funding from Sweden will enable dedicate 
resources to coordinate this work and synthesize output of various processes and progress, transforming 
them to the holistic regional strategy which would be fully utilized for the BSAP update. The foreseen 
work consists of the following steps: 

- mapping of relevant organizations and frameworks, describing direct, indirect or potential links 
to HELCOM, including describing the role of relevant HELCOM Working Groups in relation to 
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other international processes, laws, and conventions that address hazardous substances (started 
by the HELCOM secretariat in 2019); 

- evaluation of the effectiveness of measures implemented via HELCOM compared with those 
implemented under other national/international policies (for certain substances the sources of 
information via SOM work in 2019); 

- description of linkages between sources, pathways, environmental status (including risks for 
human health) and measures for different groups of hazardous substances (information via SOM 
work for certain substances in 2019, updates of HELCOM indicator reports); 

- evaluation of the sufficiency of the existing HELCOM framework for hazardous substances to 
monitor the achievement of ambitions set by HELCOM BSAP, including existing regional political 
commitments, through the current HELCOM system of environmental monitoring and 
indicators; 

Thus, the scope of the regional strategic policy document for hazardous substances should include 
the following: 

- gaps in the existing framework (within HELCOM and between HELCOM and other organizations) 
to be improved, how to resolve these gaps, and functions worthwhile to retain; 

- proposals for building or strengthening cooperation within HELCOM, and with relevant other 
frameworks and organizations such as OSPAR, ICES, EU (e.g. ECHA, EEA, EMSA, EFSA, WFD and 
MSFD CIS, EUSBSR PA Hazards), UN (Stockholm, IMO), etc.; 

- harmonisation and development of joint collection of data on inputs of hazardous substances 
including their sources and pathways and state of the Baltic Sea including concentrations for 
hazardous substances in its various compartments (HELCOM indicators); 

- assessment tools, including evaluation of effects of and risks regarding exposure to co-occurring 
hazardous substances (combination effects) in the Baltic Sea; 

- measures which can be considered for joint regional and national implementation to achieve the 
BSAP goals. 

- A strategy for dealing with new and emerging contaminants to ensure a forward-thinking and 
risk-assessing approach that can offer a potential way to preempt serious contamination events 
taking place (e.g. a non-targeted screening approach with trends). 

 
In the short term it is proposed that the work on collation of background information regarding 
measures, as well as mapping of relevant organizations and frameworks should take place through 
consultation with the Topic Team on hazardous substances that supports the SOM analysis. 
Developmental work in 2020 according to the outline for the strategy should, if agreed, take place under 
the guidance of the HELCOM Pressure and State & Conservation Working Groups, feeding information 
to EN-HZ and the HELCOM Correspondence Group on Pharmaceuticals (CG PHARMA) where relevant. 
These relevant HELCOM Expert and Working Groups, addressing release, inputs, status and effects of 
hazardous substances should be used for guidance and supporting work. 

The following HELCOM processes and regional projects are considered as contributors to the 
development of the strategic document: 
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- Outputs of the HELCOM work to follow-up and analyse existing HELCOM commitments on 
hazardous substances including recommendations (HELCOM BSAP UP project). 

- HELCOM SOM analysis on 4 contaminants Hg, TBT, PFAS, diclofenac (SOM Topic Team on 
Hazardous substances). 

- PLC-7 assessment of inputs of selected hazardous substances - a compilation of water borne input 
of heavy metals (HM) and airborne deposition of HM and POPs (PLC Implementation Group and 
EMEP). 

- Micropollutants in WWTP’s effluents based on identified priorities (BSR water and CW PHARMA 
projects). 

- HELCOM indicators on HS (EN-HZ, CG PHARMA and PLC IG). 

- CG PHARMA based on outcomes of CW PHARMA project, mainly contributing with regard of 
measures. 

- Output of INTERREG HAZBREF project on linkages between the EU and HELCOM frameworks and 
priority contaminants with regard to industrial emissions. 

- Cooperation with PA Hazards on PFAS. 
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