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Background 
32.000 tonnes of chemical warfare materials have been dumped northeast of Bornholm between 1945 and 

1965. Thereby one of the most important cod spawning areas in the Baltic was contaminated with highly 

toxic materials. Today, the same area sustains a cod fishery with high commercial value. The main fishing 

gear used NE of Bornholm is the bottom trawl. Trawling and emergency redumping further disperses CW, 

the contaminated area gets bigger. 

Already, at least three dangerous fishing incidents with mustard gas -which is in form of lumps persistent in 

sea water- occurred on Bornholm this year (date of incidents: 27.01., 13.02., 06.03.): The incidents were 

extensively covered by the local newspaper “Bornholms Tidende” and involved the same vessel twice. In this 

context it is of note that after a long period of stagnation, last winter storms brought a large salt water inflow 

into the Bornholm Basin where the dumping area is situated. In the time of the last large salt water inflow 

year into the Baltic Sea in 2003, the incidents with mustard gas registered within the HELCOM reporting 

system for CW incidents more than doubled in comparison to the annual incidents in the preceding decade 

(to 21 catches of sulfur mustard).  

A possible link between the occurence of sulfur mustard catches and the salt water inflow may be the 

behaviour of fish and fishermen. Baltic cod are concentrated at and below the halocline in inflow years, 

whereas in stagnation years cod is dispersed and not present at the bottom. In addition, salt water inflows 

produce favourable conditions for cod eggs. Fishermen take advantage of this concentrated occurence and 

use gear optimized for cod (i.e. bottom trawl) although they know about the risk. It needs to be noted that 

CHEMSEA and MERCW studies were conducted in stagnation years when fish were not present close to the 

bottom. CHEMSEA stated in a recent publication (http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.dsr2.2015.01.017) that ”Such 

inflows may lead to a re-development of benthic fauna, on which fish like cod feed on, creating a shortcut 

for pollutants into the food chain.” 

It can be concluded that 

 Environmental effects of salt water inflows on chemical warfare are not well studied. Side effects 

such as fishermen‘s behaviour have not been studied at all.  

 Fishermen knowingly put themselves at a high risk. Catch loss compensation for Danish fishermen 

due to contamination may be a wrong incentive.  

 High trawling activity further disperses chemical warfare materials. Fishing bans may result in a 

better protection of the environment, fishers and fish consumers.  

 The work of HELCOM MUNI on chemical munitions must be continued.    
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Action required 

The Meeting is invited to take note of the information 

 


