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Background 
The 2018 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting will be held 6 March in Brussels, Belgium. To support the planning of 
the Ministerial Meeting a background report is being prepared that summarizes the status of the Baltic Sea 
and the accomplishment of actions agreed in HELCOM across different themes. The background report for 
the Ministerial Meeting will include a section on ‘Marine litter’. The report will primarily be based on the 
results of the ‘State of the Baltic Sea report, first version 2017’ and the national reporting of implementation 
of HELCOM actions related to measures that was carried out in 2016 (see HELCOM Explorer). The text is 
currently focused on the actions that are carried out jointly in HELCOM. The text can be complemented with 
examples on implementation of voluntary national actions. 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- review the text from point of view of correctness, 
- complement the text with examples of voluntary national actions as relevant, 
- update the text based on the outcome of the workshop. 

 

  

http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-action-plan/follow-up/
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Input to evaluation of accomplishment of HELCOM actions related to 
marine litter  
Draft chapter on MARINE LITTER 
Link to SDG targets  

14.1: By 2025 prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based 
activities, including marine debris and nutrient pollution 

12.5: By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse. 

Introduction 
Marine litter is implicitly covered by Articles 6 (prevention of pollution from land-based sources) and 8 
(prevention of pollution from ships) of the Helsinki Convention. 

The marine litter topic was introduced in the Baltic Sea Action Plan (2007) and is was already a decade ago 
addressed on two HELCOM recommendations: Recommendation 29/2 ‘Marine Litter within the Baltic Sea 
Region’ (adopted 2008) and Recommendation 28E/10 on the ‘Application of the no-special-fee system to 
Ship-Generated Wastes and Marine Litter Caught in Fishing Nets in the Baltic Sea Area’ (adopted 2007). 
Recommendation 29/2 concerns the monitoring of beach litter while 28 E/10 includes the recommendation 
that marine litter caught in fishing nets should be considered under the “no-special-fee” system, meaning 
that no extra fee is charged for delivering such litter to port reception facilities. 

In 2016, HELCOM agreed on a Regional Action Plan on Marine Litter (RAP ML), adopted as HELCOM 
Recommendation 36/1. The status of accomplishment of joint actions and the current implementation of the 
RAP ML are briefly presented here. 

Status and trends 
Indicators to assess the presence of beach litter, litter on the seafloor, and microlitter in the water column 
are under development in HELCOM but not yet operational or approved as HELCOM core indicators.  

The ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report presents information on the amounts of marine litter found on beaches 
in the Baltic Sea region. The information stems from regular monitoring activities which are carried out by 
most countries in the Baltic Sea. Available data shows that in the most contaminated beaches, up to 160 litter 
items can be found per 100 m beach with plastics being the overwhelmingly most common litter material. 

[Updated results based on the SPICE project will be included 

Implementation of HELCOM actions 
At the 2013 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting work on marine litter was stepped up through the agreement to 
develop a Regional Action Plan on Marine Litter (RAP ML). The RAP ML was jointly developed and agreed in 
2015 (HELCOM Recommendation 36/1). The action plan commits the Contracting Parties i.a. to achieve a 
significant reduction of marine litter by 2025 compared to 2015. The agreed action to develop common 
indicators and associated targets related to quantities, composition, of marine litter is still ongoing (Table 
2.3.1). 

Table 2.3.1. Accomplishment of joint actions to coordinate measures and management of marine litter. 
‘Status’ indicates the level of accomplishment. Blue=accomplished, Orange=partly accomplished (ongoing 
activity). 

Action Status 
Develop a regional action plan on marine litter  
Develop common indicators and associated targets related to quantities, composition, of 
marine litter, including riverine inputs, in order to gain information on long-term trends  

 

http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2029-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2028E-10.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2036-1.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2036-1.pdf
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To meet the goal of a significant reduction of the input of and existing marine litter in the Baltic Sea, 30 joint 
actions were agreed as part of the RAP ML as well as a number of voluntary national actions. The joint actions 
are to be developed by the Contracting Parties through a lead country approach and assisted by relevant 
HELCOM subsidiary bodies. To date, three actions related to land-based sources have been achieved (Table 
2.3.2), four have been initiated, while for eight there is yet no identified lead country or process to implement 
the action. The joint actions related to land-based sources that have been initiated include e.g. to make an 
inventory of techniques to reduce the release of micro particles from waste water treatment plants. 

 

Table 2.3.2. Joint actions achieved related to land-based sources of marine litter agreed through RAP ML 
(Outcome HELCOM WS RAP ML 1-2016) 

Action RAP ML code 
An inventory of refund systems for bottles, containers and cans (glass, plastic, 
aluminium) – refund systems are currently in place in six HELCOM countries. 

11 

An inventory of landfills which may pose a tentative risk of release of litter to the Baltic 
Sea indicates that landfills are under control in the region and cannot be considered as 
sources of marine litter 

14 

A summary of information on contribution of upstream wasteflows to the Baltic Sea, 
showing that (i) coordination should be strengthened; (ii) there is a lack of knowledge 
and appropriate methods to collect information; (iii) there is also a lack of a coherent 
approach to the structure and division of responsibilities; and (iv) that attempts of 
monitoring the migration of sanitary waste in the sea have not been successful. 

8 

 

As regards joint actions related to sea-based sources, five have been initiated, including to identify best 
practices to remove and reduce input of abandoned, lost or otherwise discarded fishing gear (ALDFG), while 
for seven actions there is no lead country or process to implement the action. In the field of education and 
outreach, none of the three joint actions from the RAP ML have been initiated. 

Other HELCOM activities related to marine litter 
To support the follow-up of indicators under development and the implementation of actions, HELCOM is 
currently revising the monitoring guidelines on beach litter and defining a preliminary baseline for beach 
litter from which the reduction target agreed in the RAP ML can be evaluated. 

Preliminary (sub)regional baseline levels for beach litter data (e.g. if only 2015-2016 data is available for a 
wider region) are envisaged as outcome of the on-going EU-funded SPICE project. Also as an outcome of this 
project, an analysis of amounts of marine litter recorded in trawl hauls under the BITS (Baltic international 
trawl surveys) monitoring programme, during the years 2012-2016 will be presented, including analysis of 
trends at sub-basins level. Finally, an overview of the present activities on microlitter in the Baltic Sea will be 
available.  

To support the implementation of actions to reduce input of marine litter, the HELCOM PRESSURE Working 
Group has initiated the process to amend HELCOM Recommendations related to waste water management 
so that they also address microlitter, e.g. Recommendations 23/5 ‘Reduction of discharges from urban areas 
by the proper management of storm water systems’, 18/4 ‘Managing wetlands and freshwater ecosystems 
for retention of nutrients’, and Recommendation 28E/5‘Reduction of discharges from urban areas by the 
proper management of storm water systems’ and HELCOM Recommendation 28E/6 ‘On-site wastewater 
treatment of single family homes, small businesses and settlements up to 300 person equivalents (P.E.)’. 
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