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HELCOM emphasizes the need to strengthen nitrogen emission targets 

The governments of the Baltic Sea coastal countries and EU work together under the Helsinki 
Commission to protect the Baltic Sea marine environment from all sources of pollution. The 
cooperation is based on the Helsinki Convention and has been running since the 1970s’. 

HELCOM’s recent assessments show that almost the entire Baltic Sea area suffers from the 
impacts of excess nutrients nitrogen and phosphorus. The impacts include massive growth of 
algae, suffocation of sea life by bottom anoxia and unwanted changes in plant and animal 
communities.  

HELCOM has set an ecological objective to reach a Baltic Sea unaffected by eutrophication by 
2021. To reach this goal the coastal countries agreed in 2007 on the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action 
Plan which contains a nutrient load reduction scheme setting strict nutrient load reduction targets 
to each of the Baltic Sea countries. The reduction of annual total nitrogen inputs is foreseen to 
decrease from the 1997-2003 average level of 740,000 tonnes to the level of maximum allowable 
inputs of about 600,000 tonnes by 2016. 

The primary sources for nitrogen and phosphorus loads are agriculture and point sources like 
waste water treatment plants. Nevertheless, a significant fraction, almost a quarter, of the nitrogen 
load to the Baltic is of atmospheric origin, arriving from emissions sources such as various types of 
combustion activities, Baltic Sea shipping, land-based traffic and agriculture.  

Although most of this atmospheric nitrogen comes from sources in the Baltic Sea region, almost 40 
% arrives from sources located outside this region. To limit the transboundary nitrogen emissions 
the HELCOM ministers in 2007 decided to address the revision of the emission targets for nitrogen 
under the 1979 UNECE Convention for Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution as well as the 
revision of the EU National Emissions Ceilings Directive (Directive 2001/81/EC). 

HELCOM has established contact with the UNECE CLRTAP Secretariat to inform about the crucial 
impact of nitrogen on the Baltic Sea and the need to take into account eutrophicating effects of 
nitrogen in the strengthening of the emission targets in the revision of the Gothenburg Protocol of 
the UNECE CLRTAP.  

HELCOM is also working in other fora to reduce atmospheric nitrogen deposition to the Baltic Sea. 
Currently Baltic Sea shipping contributes around 6 % of the total nitrogen input to the Baltic Sea. In 
order to reduce inputs from shipping HELCOM Contracting States have agreed to work towards 
designating the Baltic Sea as a NOx Emission Control Area under the international Convention for 
the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), and more specifically under its Annex VI. This 
NECA status will lead to the reduction of NOx emissions from Baltic shipping by 80% in a long run, 
and thus reduce nitrogen deposition originating from ships’ exhaust gas emissions. The joint 
application by the HELCOM countries to International Maritime Organization (IMO) to obtain the 
NECA status for the Baltic Sea will be submitted preferably in 2011.The Baltic Sea has already 
been declared a SOx Emission Control Area by IMO. 

The Baltic Sea coastal countries themselves are taking heavy weight measures to reduce the load 
of nitrogen and phosphorus to the sea in order to regain the clear water state of the sea. As a 



result we have already seen a series of success stories in improvement of waste water treatment 
and reduction of loads from municipalities and industries. But we are not able to act on sources 
that are located outside our own countries and for this reason the strengthening of nitrogen 
emission targets of the Gothenburg Protocol must take into account the kinds of large scale 
environmental problems that we have in the Baltic Sea with the effects of nitrogen. The targets of 
the Protocol should be adjusted so as to take into account the need to reduce overall nitrogen load 
to the Baltic Sea by about 20% by 2016. 

 


