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Background 
The Ministerial Declaration of the 2018 Brussels HELCOM Ministerial Meeting (Paragraph 35) agreed “to 

identify the scale of problems of contaminants of emerging concern”. The proposal for regular regional 

screening campaigns described below aims to address this exact issue and will furthermore bring together 

work and expertise across two HELCOM Working Groups (State and Conservation and PRESSURE) and several 

HELCOM Expert Groups (e.g. HELCOM Expert Group on Hazardous Substances (EN-HZ), HELCOM 

Correspondence Group on Pharmaceuticals (CG PHARMA), and HELCOM Pollution Load Compilation (PLC)). 

The proposal aims to address the occurrence of emerging substances, and an evaluation of the risk posed, as 

well as providing a broader indication of the possible sources of these compounds, or routes of these 

substances entering the marine environment. 

HELCOM EN-HZ discussed the potential for, and value in, developing an approach to assess new and emerging 

substances in the marine environment, thereby identifying occurrence of substances that may also be 

hazardous. The group discussed a wide-scope screening approach for such substances and how this approach 

could provide a good overview as to other substances not currently addressed in HELCOM assessments, for 

example those for which there may be no existing indicators, or for new and emerging substances that are 

entering production and use, but are not currently the subject of control measures or other regulation. EN-

HZ considered that such an approach could also offer an early warning system, for example identifying 

previously unknow substances in the marine environment or identifying substances of clearly elevated 

concentrations. Such an early warning system could be derived to provide a precautionary check on the 

status of the marine environment and be derived from trends (where data were available) or other published 

data and reports. 

Such processes could be valuable from the perspective of 1) identifying potential new risks (i.e. an early 

warning system), 2) building a broader contextual landscape for the indicator (and holistic) assessment within 

HELCOM, 3) following trends in new and emerging substances over extended periods (e.g. implementing such 

an approach every 3 years and comparing findings), and 4) potentially identifying possible need for new 

measures (e.g. identifying substances that may require regulation in the future or need to be addressed in 

Waste Water Treatment processes, use of chemicals in industries and households). 

The regular reginal screening campaigns could be launched in a format of a pilot project in 2021 and, the 

results could be utilized in the corresponding thematic reports, for example HOLAS III and PLC-8.  

In addition to providing a solid basis for a HELCOM assessment the data collected would directly support 

ongoing processes within the EU on collating information on other substances of potential concern. 

This document has been developed in its current form mainly via discussions within HELCOM EN-HZ. The 

document and costings are thus draft in nature at this stage but aim at providing an overview to ascertain 

from Contracting Parties if further work should be invested in detailing the proposal further. The details 
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provided in the proposal are therefore preliminary in nature and further discussion within and between EN-

HZ, CG Pharma and PLC would be required to finalize the proposal. The document is therefore provided as a 

CMNT document and will be shared in similar form with State and Conservation and PRESSURE. It is proposed 

that Contracting Parties provide, at least, single national response from each group PRESSURE and State and 

Conservation. Though, coordinated national respond on behalf of both groups is welcomed. 

There are clear overlaps across interested Expert Groups (EN-HZ, CG Pharma and PLC) and Working Groups 

(State and Conservation and PRESSURE) and it is proposed that this document is shared with all relevant 

groups for further commenting and in particular to request guidance via correspondence to form national 

positions via nominated State and Conservation and PRESSURE national contacts.  

To allow for the relevant Expert Groups to further develop the proposal in good time for it to be enacted it is 

proposed that comments on the concept of regular regional screening campaigns and responses to the 

specific requests listed below are sent to the Secretariat (owen.rowe@helcom.fi) by Friday 29 May, 2020.  

Specific requests identified:  

A. Do Contracting Parties support the significance of the topic and the proposed concept? 
B. Do Contracting Parties support he proposal to launch he activity as the pilot project in 2021 (pending 

full clarity on resource aspects in autumn 2020)? 
C. Should EN-HZ, in cooperation with CG Pharma and PLC, further explore and develop a detailed 

proposal on the topic? 
D. Should the group develop a costing for such a project, considering two options – 1) a most cost-

effective plan, and 2) a plan that utilizes facilities within a HELCOM Contracting Party. 
E. Should the group develop a proposal on a practical application for the project, including a proposal 

on the optimal (and a range) number and location of samples per Contracting Party. 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the document and agree on the date for providing responses to the 
above-mentioned questions. 

mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
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Preliminary proposal for regular screening of hazardous substances in the BS region 
The details of the specific proposal will be based on the guidance from HELCOM Working Groups (see actions 

requested), but a proposal is presented here to provide general context for organization of regular regional 

campaigns of screening hazardous substances including their waterborne input from land based sources. The 

proposal presented here is an initial draft. 

• Biota will be predominantly targeted as the sampling matrix for the marine environment. 

• In rivers and/or estuaries sediments could be the selected matrix. 

• Where possible river samples (including relevant transboundary monitoring points). 

• Effluents of selected representative WWTPs (may be limited by coastal WWTP with direct discharges 
to the sea) are to be targeted for sampling at source, with influents and sludges sampled whenever 
possible. 

*The specific details above related to sampling target matrix (e.g. whole water, sediment, biota, or tissue) at 

each sampling component (e.g. river, WWTP etc) will be clarified in further discussions. The aim to target the 

whole chain from sources to receiving basin remains valid. 

Each Contracting Party will identify the number of samples for which resources can be assigned. It is proposed 

that this number should be 4-10+ per Contracting Party to allow a reasonable regional/spatial coverage to 

be developed including sampling of selected rivers and WWTP outlets. For the first sampling event for 

additional historic samples to be assessed (from biota specimen banks).  

All samples will be run by the same laboratory to ensure identical methodology and conditions. An alternative 

opportunity could be a regional intercalibration campaign similar to the one regularly performed in the frame 

of HELCOM PLC projects. The campaign will include limited number of labs from countries which will be 

further involved in the screening campaign and perform sample preparation and measurements according 

to the harmonized methods. 

The screening campaign will include the following provisional activities: 

• EN-HZ and CG Pharma will identify the most appropriate location and sampling matrix (across the 
region) based on the approved number of samples per Contracting Party. PLC will carry out an 
equivalent for samples in rivers and WWTPs. The division of samples per Contracting Party will be 
developed between the Expert Groups involved. 

• Sampling carried out across a single identified sampling season (proposed for 2021). All samples will 
be dispatched (by each Contracting Party) to a common laboratory (or calibrated labs) for analysis. 

• Analysis will be carried out in the following four steps: 
o STEP 1: Wide-scope target screening analysis (>2400 substances with LC-HR-MS and GC-APCI-HR-MS) 
o STEP 2: Suspect screening (>40000 substances) and semi-quantification with LC-HR-MS with quality 

check 
o STEP 3: GC-APCI-HR-MS for retrospective screening for identification of unknowns 
o STEP 4: Report on overall findings and data collation, per CP 

• Data would be provided to relevant databases or institutions, including the HELCOM Map and Data 
Service (HELCOM MADS). 

• EN-HZ, PLC and CG Pharma will compile an overview of the information in the form of a surveillance 
(early warning) indicator. Rules for estimating risk and possible follow up procedures will also be 
explored. 

The Expert Groups involved would draw up rules to evaluate when a substance exceeded certain levels and 

may warrant a process of further investigation (initiated by raising the findings with HELCOM Working Groups 

(PRESSURE and State and Conservation)). 

The possibility to cover substances for example on the EU Watch List with this sampling will also be examined, 

i.e. if possible providing added value to HELCOM Contracting Parties that are also EU Member States. 
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Such regular screening campaigns should be considered with a longer-term perspective . Carrying out such 

analyses ever 3 or 6 years (i.e. once or twice during a six-year assessment period) would provide valuable 

data. The periodicity could be aligned with reference years of HELCOM PLC periodic data compilation and 

Holistic Assessments. This would facilitate comparative assessments to be made and trends to be identified. 

The activity can be launched in a form of a pilot project in 2021 which is the reference for PLC-8 and the end 

year or HOLAS III assessment period.  

 

Preliminary costing of a project 
Based on the OSPAR estimates such a project could cost circa 1500-1650 Euros per sample. A final overall 

report (i.e. step 4) would be circa 500 Euros per Contracting Party. The costs would be broken down as circa 

600, 650, and 200, for the steps 1-3 above, respectively.  

This costing may however be highly dependent on the selected laboratory (the OSPAR example and 

preliminary costing utilizes a laboratory in Greece).  

It is important to note that the costs above do not include costs for shipping samples to the selected 

laboratory or for the actual sample preparation or sample collection, though it is hoped that the latter can 

be integrated with existing national monitoring/sampling. 

If a home laboratory (i.e. one within a HELCOM Contracting Party) was used then the prices and overall 

costing may differ significantly. There is experience and facilities within certain Contracting Parties from the 

HELCOM region, however this may influence the number of samples possible to run and costs involved. 

 

Brief overview of approach 
The proposed wide-scope screening would carry out an initial scanning for circa 2000 likely substances, 

followed by circa 40000 additional potentially present substances, per sample. This would follow the 

NORMAN screening methodologies, allowing for target and non-target screening to be utilized in result 

analysis. The data would be made available to HELCOM so that it could be incorporated into required data 

products and assessments (e.g. the HELCOM Map and Data Service and HELCOM indicators). 

Other relevant information 
A similar approach is being explored within OSPAR (OSPAR MIME Group and being handled via OSPAR 

HASEC), with a semi-quantitative regional approach being explored. The outline of this HELCOM proposal is 

sketched based on information currently available from the OSPAR process.  

HASEC = Hazardous Substances and Eutrophication, MIME = Monitoring on Trends and Effects of Substances 

in the Marine Environment 

It is also proposed that members of the HELCOM Expert Groups involved explore external funding sources to 

support this HELCOM proposal, and should any option be found they will inform State and Conservation and 

PRESSURE of the possibility. 

https://www.norman-network.net/

