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The contents of this publication reflect the authors’ views. The Managing Authority of the Central Baltic 
INTERREG IVA Programme cannot be held liable for the information published by the project partners.

This handbook is designed to highlight good examples of water protection 
actions and action plan work carried out in the Baltic Sea Challenge in Baltic 
Sea countries for the purpose of voluntary Baltic Sea protection function on a 
local scale in cities and municipalities. The guide is meant to help new actors in 
the Baltic Sea Challenge network to create their own action plans by sharing 
practical information and giving ideas and concrete examples of implemented 
water protection measures. The handbook is mainly directed at civil servants 
and decision-makers in cities and municipalities that have joined the Baltic Sea 
Challenge network or are thinking of doing so. The central questions dealt with 
in the handbook are how to start drawing up an action plan, how to choose 
environmentally relevant actions, and how to implement them. 
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The Baltic Sea has always had an important role 
for the people living around it, as it provides recrea-
tional value, livelihood, waterways, and assistance 
in tourism and business. The Baltic Sea basin has 
unique geographical and biological characteristics; it 
is a semi-enclosed and shallow brackish water basin 
with a densely inhabited catchment area, making it 
ecologically very sensitive. In other words, everyone 
living, working, or doing business by the sea is more 
or less dependent on a healthy marine environment. 
However, it is also, one of the most polluted bodies 
of brackish water in the world. Hazardous anthropo-
genic substances, and marine transport are among 
the major issues associated with the Baltic Sea, but 
its most serious threat is eutrophication caused by 
high nutrient loads from its vast catchment area. 

International treaties and national and intergovern-
mental legislation have not been powerful enough 
to bring any great improvement in the state of the 
Baltic Sea. Global climate change will presumably 
add to the challenge, increasing extreme weather 
conditions, agricultural loading, and the risk of flood-
ing in cities, thereby leading to even heavier nutrient 
loads to the sea. This further underscores the need 
for concrete actions to decrease the negative influ-
ences on the sea. Cities, municipalities, and other lo-
cal actors have a major influence on the sea through 
activities such as wastewater discharges, traffic, ag-

riculture, and land use. On the other hand, cities and 
municipalities benefit from clean local waters, for 
example, for tourism and improved business. This 
highlights the importance of local actors in the work 
for a healthier sea, in both their input to the state of 
coastal waters and their own competitiveness and 
attractiveness. 

The Baltic Sea Challenge
In June 2007, the Finnish cities of Turku and Helsinki 
made a commitment to improve the state of the 
Baltic Sea through the Baltic Sea Challenge initia-
tive as declared by their mayors (see Table 1). The 
objective of the challenge is to improve the state of 
local coastal waters as well as the entire Baltic Sea 
through voluntary actions beyond what is required 
by law. Through the Baltic Sea Challenge initiative, 
the cities are encouraging other actors to join the 
network for improving the state of the Baltic Sea 
by sharing their own voluntary water protection ex-
amples. The aim is to collect new voluntary water 
protection ideas and activities that can be imple-
mented.

The actions through which Helsinki and Turku com-
mit to water protection work are reported in the 
joint action plan of the two cities. This action plan 
includes concrete actions aimed at, for example, re-
ducing point-source and diffuse loading, improving 
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the handling of wastewater from shipping and boat-
ing, improving the dredging of contaminated sedi-
ments, and increasing readiness for oil spill contain-
ment. The Baltic Sea Challenge network has expand-
ed rapidly from the start, and hundreds of actors 
are already implementing their own action plans and 
challenging other actors to take the challenge.

The Baltic Sea Challenge is directed to all organi-
sations. In addition to cities, other public-sector 
actors, research and educational institutions, non-
governmental organisations, labour unions, and 
businesses are invited to participate. Joining the 
water protection work of the cities of Turku and 
Helsinki has many advantages. Turku and Helsinki 
are big cities and important actors in the water 
protection field, so they can provide support and 
guidance to smaller municipal and other actors. The 
cities of Turku and Helsinki want to work in close col-
laboration with other parties on Baltic Sea issues; 
therefore, these cities are offering foundations and 
resources for building co-operation. When joining 
the Baltic Sea Challenge network, an actor can be 
involved in larger projects, connect easily with other 
actors as part of a strong network, and gain impor-
tant publicity and visibility for itself. 

The Cities for a Healthier Sea project
This handbook is part of the Cities for a Healthier 
Sea project, which started in 2010 for the purpose 
of further internationalising the Baltic Sea Challenge 
and spreading it to other Baltic countries – namely, 
Estonia, Latvia, and Sweden. Cities for a Healthier 
Sea is a Central Baltic INTERREG-IVA-financed pro-
ject for 2010–2012 with seven partners in all: the 
City of Helsinki, the City of Turku, and Centrum Balti-
cum, in Finland; the Tallinn City Government Environ-

Table 1: The progress of the Baltic Sea Challenge in Helsinki and Turku in brief

2010
The Cities for a Healthier Sea project began 
work to continue internationalising the 
Baltic Sea Challenge and spreading it to 
other countries in the Baltic Sea region 
(namely, Estonia, Latvia, and Sweden)

2006
The initiative came from the mayors  
of the cities of Helsinki and Turku

The environmental departments of the cities 
together prepared a document concerning the 
state of the Baltic Sea and a preliminary list of 
possible actions by the cities

2007
The text of the action plan and the parties to be 
challenged were drawn up in 2007 in co-operation 
with other city departments, such as the port 
authorities of the cities

The material, including the proclamation by the 
cities of Helsinki and Turku, description of the state 
of the Baltic Sea, and the action plan, was ready

Letters signed by the mayors of Helsinki and Turku 
were sent, along with the Baltic Sea Challenge 
action plan, to about 420 parties, in total

The first press conference was held by the mayors 
of the cities of Helsinki and Turku, releasing the 
action plan for the cities and announcing the 
challenge campaign
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mental Department, the Estonian Country Office of 
the Regional Environmental Centre for Central and 
Eastern Europe (REC Estonia), and the Estonian Re-
gional and Local Development Agency (ERKAS), in 
Estonia; and the Latvian Association of Local and 
Regional Governments (LALRG). The overall objec-
tive of the project is to improve the state of coastal 
waters and the entire Baltic Sea by encouraging cit-
ies and municipalities to carry out water protection 
measures on a voluntary basis, besides their statu-
tory actions. The immediate objective is to make 
project partners more aware of the challenge and 
opportunities in influencing the state of the Baltic 
Sea and to activate other organisations and media 
to take part in the water protection work.

The main purpose of the Cities for a Healthier Sea 
project is to invite other cities, municipalities, and 

organisations to take part in improving the state of 
the sea and strengthen their commitment through 
preparation of their own concrete action plans. The 
project will help local actors to introduce water pro-
tection to their everyday functions, administration, 
and decision-making processes. An important part 
of the project is to increase awareness of the state 
of the sea among civil servants, decision-makers, 
and citizens in all of the project countries and to 
promote dialogue among civil servants, research-
ers, politicians, and other actors. One aspect of the 
work involves gaining understanding of the connec-
tion between the state of the sea and the city’s 
competitiveness and, at the same time, of the con-
nection between the state of the sea and the city 
administration itself. The work to raise awareness 
will focus also on the choices and practical solutions 
available to local actors. 
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ACTIONS DEFINED!
The Baltic Sea Challenge proceeds through stepwise 
activities in cities and municipalities (see Figure 1). 
After acceptance of the Baltic Sea Challenge, prepa-
ration of an action plan begins. Actors who decide 
to join the Baltic Sea Challenge network are expect-
ed to show their commitment by drafting their own 
action plans, which entail a list of new and voluntary 
concrete actions to improve the state of their local 
waters and of the Baltic Sea. Thereafter, the action 
plan will be implemented and, when possible, also 
monitored. After these local water protection meas-
ures are put in place in cities and municipalities, the 
actors are also encouraged to challenge more ac-
tors to take part in the water protection work.

Accepting the challenge
The co-ordinators of the Baltic Sea Challenge con-
tact potential member organisations, but interested 
actors can also contact the co-ordinators indepen-
dently or visit the project web site (www.baltic-
seachallenge.net) and take the challenge by filling 
in the online form. For the form, the organisation 
needs to choose a contact person both to repre-
sent it and to receive all of the information related 
to the Baltic Sea Challenge. There can, of course, 
be several contact persons within one organisation. 
After the organisation has accepted the challenge, 
it is important to inform the staff about the Baltic 
Sea Challenge.

Preparing an action plan
Within the Baltic Sea Challenge, an action plan is 
an instrument according to which actors who have 
joined the Baltic Sea Challenge network perform wa-
ter protection activities. It is a document listing and 
describing water protection actions additional to 
what is required by law and a timetable for the com-

pletion of these actions. The word ‘action’ should 
not be understood in a very strict sense; it refers 
to every step, measure, or procedure for amending 
earlier practice and to work related to improving the 
state of the Baltic Sea.

The most common way to start implementing the 
Baltic Sea Challenge work and create an action plan 
is to establish an official or unofficial working group 
tasked with outlining the Baltic Sea Challenge ac-
tion plan. These working groups can include, for 
example, civil servants, environmental authorities, 
politicians, and personnel from non-governmental 
organisations. The action plan made by Turku and 
Helsinki can serve as a model, and many municipali-
ties and cities have used it as a template for their 
own action plans. 

Choosing actions
For cities and municipalities as local actors, the poor 
state of local waters and the Baltic Sea is an issue 
of competitiveness and attractiveness; therefore, it 
is important to be aware of cities’ own impact on 
it as they specify required actions and commit to 
these. Sometimes it is very hard to distinguish be-
tween actions required by law and voluntary acts. 
Laws and regulations steer the environmental pro-
tection work in cities or municipalities, but there are 
many other things that can be done besides what 
is required by law. Cities’ and municipalities’ choic-
es can have a massive impact on the environment 
and sea areas, and every sector in a city or munici-
pality has an opportunity to take voluntary water 
protection measures. Daily purchases are made all 
the time in cities and municipalities – for example, 
food for schools, kindergartens, hospitals, staff res-
taurants, etc. Matters such as how much food is 
thrown away, whether there are vegetarian and or-
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The Baltic Sea 
Challenge initiative

• Letter 
• Hearsay 
• Internet

The Baltic Sea 
Challenge is 

accepted by a 
city/municipality Working group is 

founded and an 
action plan is made 

by civil servants

Action plan is 
distributed for 

comments in the 
city/municipality 
departments that 

are involved in 
the actions

Action plan is 
approved in the 
city/municipality 

government/
council or 

environmental 
board

Action plan is 
implemented 

Others are 
challenged to  
join the Baltic 
Sea Challenge

• Actions in the city/
municipality change

• Residents become aware 
of contribution possibilities

• The Baltic Sea Challenge network 
of cities/municipalities grows

• Effectiveness of the Baltic Sea 
Challenge increases

Positive changes 
in the state of 

the coastal areas 
in the long term

• Actions are chosen
• Action plan is written
• Costs of actions are assessed

Figure 1: The Baltic Sea Challenge proceeds  
through stepwise activities in cities and municipalities
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ganic food available, and where the food came from 
(for example near food or fish species) are important 
when one is dealing with environmental issues. The 
energy production in cities and municipalities has an 
effect on the Baltic Sea, for example, through the air 
(nitrogen load); therefore, all energy/climate meas-
ures help the Baltic Sea as well. The next chapter 
presents examples of actions that cities and munici-
palities in Finland have taken that go beyond legal 
requirements.

When choosing actions, cities and municipalities can 
start by listing all of the actions already taken. The 
role of cities and municipalities can vary greatly by 
country, so it is natural that actions vary as well. 
Also the location of the city or municipality has an 
effect on the actions chosen; inland cities and mu-
nicipalities can have totally different actions in com-
parison to actions implemented in coastal areas. 
The organisation can choose the actions to include 
in their action plan. Actions listed in the action plan 
should improve the state of the Baltic Sea; existing 
environmental work to improve the state of the Bal-
tic Sea may be listed alongside planned new actions. 
Actions’ concrete impact is often hard to measure. 
However, the process of implementing voluntary 
water protection work in an organisation is impor-
tant, affecting attitudes and raising thoughts con-
cerning water protection work. In this handbook, 
actions are chosen on the basis of their assessed 
suitability and applicability to other organisations, 
mainly cities and municipalities.

Approval and implementation of action plans
After the preparation of the action plans by local 
working groups, municipalities and cities can ap-
prove their action plans in the decision-making body 
– for example, in city or municipal governments or 

councils. The action plan and, especially, the imple-
mentation phase benefit from official approval with 
water protection work in the municipality, gaining 
more visibility and also a stronger mandate. 

Monitoring of the implementation of the action 
plans can be problematic in the absence of proper 
planning. Some cities and municipalities that have 
joined the Baltic Sea Challenge network have re-
ported that lack of monitoring hampers the imple-
mentation of the action plan. It would be advisable 
to have yearly assessment done, for example, by 
the environmental office. The Baltic Sea Challenge 
co-ordinators also monitor the actions that organi-
sations are implementing, by giving them an oppor-
tunity to report, via the project web page, on the 
actions they have implemented.

Challenging others
The Baltic Sea Challenge spreads the key message 
of the initiative by ‘challenging’ others to take part in 
the work. This means that other actors are encour-
aged to formulate their own action plans, based on 
their own starting points in water protection work, 
and to become fully engaged. The use of the words 
‘challenging’ and ‘challenge’ should by no means be 
interpreted as indicative of competition between ac-
tors. The actors have different starting points, and 
their actions may be compared only to their own 
starting points and achievements, not to those 
of others. When it comes to ‘challenging’, cities or 
municipalities have many potential target groups 
to challenge. For example, a challenge may target 
other cities and municipalities, companies and edu-
cational organisations in nearby areas, and ‘twin’ cit-
ies in the Baltic Sea area. Organisations can consult 
the Baltic Sea Challenge co-ordinators for advice on 
whom to challenge and how.
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The action plan for Helsinki and Turku 
The process of preparing the action plan in Helsinki 
and Turku started with generation of ideas for ac-
tions. The environmental departments of the cities 
co-operated in the preparation of a document con-
cerning the state of the Baltic Sea and a preliminary 
list of possible actions. This work was done by staff 
of the Environmental Protection and Research unit 
of the City of Helsinki Environment Centre and by 
personnel dealing with water systems at the City 
of Turku Environmental Protection Office. The envi-
ronmental directors were responsible for the entire 
Baltic Sea Challenge.

In the beginning, there were, in total, 14 themes for 
improving the state of the Baltic Sea. These were 
divided into two groups: one to do with the cities’ 
own actions and the other involving actions requir-
ing cooperation with other actors. The preliminary 
action list was further shaped and arranged into 
7–9 final themes, and argumentation for the im-
portance of each action was written down. Some 
actions were omitted from the list. The final action 
list included eight actions. The internal distribution 
of the work in the cities’ departments was evalu-
ated in view of the influence of the planned actions, 
and departments were charted for each action. 
Costs of (and revenues from) measures that had 
already been taken in relation to each action in the 
plan were estimated, to gain an idea of future costs 

of the new actions – e.g., renovating the sewerage 
network, dredging contaminated sediments, and in-
troducing wastewater charges at ports. The shared 
action plan of Turku and Helsinki is updated as the 
need arises. For example, in spring 2011, ‘develop-
ing oil spill containment readiness’ was accepted as 
a new action. Building this theme was done through 
active co-operation with the rescue departments of 
Turku and Helsinki.

The text of the action plan and on the parties to 
be challenged was fleshed out in co-operation with 
other city departments, such as the port authorities 
of the cities. For the final action list, some changes 
were made. The addressing of the other parties to 
be challenged was specified at the level of every sin-
gle action. 

Environmentally relevant actions – the 
HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan as a basis
The Baltic Sea Action Plan established by the Hel-
sinki Commission in 2007 is a programme that ad-
dresses the main threats to the Baltic marine envi-
ronment with the aims of restoring good ecologi-
cal status to the Baltic Sea by 2021. The HELCOM 
Baltic Sea Action Plan features four central themes 
– eutrophication, hazardous substances, maritime 
activities, and biodiversity and nature conservation 
– that may be taken as a starting point for local wa-
ter protection measures. Here, the Baltic Sea Action 
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Plan can provide a framework for the local actions 
implemented in the action plans of the Baltic Sea 
Challenge. In terms of the above-mentioned four 
themes, the goal is a Baltic Sea unaffected by eu-
trophication, undisturbed by hazardous substances, 
occupied by environment-friendly maritime activi-
ties, and conserved favourably for its unique species 
and habitats. 

The goals of HELCOM are also applicable to the ac-
tions taken at the local level in cities and munici-
palities for voluntary water protection work. For ex-
ample, with respect to one of the central themes 
of the Baltic Sea Action Plan, eutrophication, the 
original sources of nutrient loadings are local and, 
therefore, the role and potential of local actors in 
the Baltic Sea protection work are highly important 
and extend beyond local borders. To reduce nutrient 
emissions, the municipal sewerage systems should 
be developed, maintained, and renewed; by-passes 
should be used only in emergencies; and a separat-
ed sewerage system should be preferred. Examples 
of practical measures to reduce nutrient losses from 
agriculture take into account, for instance, reduced 
fertilisation, use of plant cover in winter, minimal cul-
tivation systems, conversion to organic production, 
avoidance of spreading of fertilisers and manure in 
high-risk areas and during high-risk periods, counting 
of nutrient balances, and establishment of wetlands 
and buffer zones. With respect to the other central 
themes, of pollution caused by hazardous substanc-
es, nature-friendly maritime activities, and conserva-
tion of biodiversity, the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action 

Plan emphasises several ecological and manage-
ment objectives that can additionally be adopted 
in local Baltic Sea protection work within the Baltic 
Sea Challenge context.

Experiences of Finnish cities and 
municipalities
The next sections provide examples of actions of 
18 cities or municipalities (listed below) that have 
accepted the Baltic Sea Challenge in Finland. The 
actions are classified into seven categories: point-
source loading, loading from sparsely settled areas, 
diffuse loading from agriculture, loading from ship 
traffic, hazardous substances, oil pollution in the 
Baltic Sea area, and awareness-raising. All meas-
ures that cities or municipalities have listed in the 
action plans are included in the list of examples. It 
must be underlined that, in addition to actions listed 
in this handbook, cities or municipalities may carry 
out other measures, not listed in the action plan. 
As stated earlier, the starting points of each actor 
are different and, accordingly, action plans should 
mirror the current situation of the city or municipal-
ity. Because of this, each city or municipality has an 
individualised action plan. It is hoped that these ex-
amples will help new actors to plan and implement 
their own actions.    
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• The City of Helsinki

• The City of Turku

• The City of Espoo

• The City of Hamina

• The municipality Ii 

• The City of Kokkola

• The City of Kotka 

• The municipality Lempäälä 

• The municipality Lieto

• The municipality Mynämäki 

• The City of Naantali 

• The City of Oulu

• The City of Rauma

• The municipality Siuntio

• The City of Somero 

• The City of Tornio 

• The City of Vantaa 

• The municipality Vihti

The amount of point-source loading
Point-source loading refers to pollutants that exist 
in specific areas and that are easy to identify. These 
sources include wastewater treatment plants, in-
dustrial facilities, and fish farming. Wastewater 
treatment plants have a great influence, increasing 
point-source loading hugely. Since (in most coun-
tries) cities and municipalities are responsible for 
their own wastewater treatment, these actions are 
highly relevant for the state of the Baltic Sea. Cities 
and municipalities have an opportunity to influence 

their wastewater treatment and devote resources 
to it. Therefore, most of the municipalities that have 
accepted the Baltic Sea Challenge have used the 
commitment of Helsinki and Turku as an example, 
so many similarities in actions dealing with point-
source loading can be found. Some examples of the 
actions cited follow:

• Sewage networks are renovated in order to mini-
mise wastewater overflows

• Sewage networks are given an inspection of con-
dition, and they are renovated if this is needed; 
combined sewer systems are renovated to sepa-
rate sewerage flows  

• Wastewater pumping stations are monitored 
continuously, for prevention of wastewater over-
flows

• Real-estate owners are encouraged to direct 
their drainage and rainwater into the storm 
sewer, instead of directing waters to the present 
wastewater or combined sewer

• Wastewater treatment is improved by centralisa-
tion of water purification and through closing of 
smaller wastewater treatment plants

• The best possible cleaning result is achieved via 
careful management of wastewater treatment 
plants

• Real-estate owners in the wastewater treatment 
plant’s area of operation are encouraged to join a 
sewage network 
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• Wastewater treatment is improved through en-
largement of the existing wastewater treatment 
plant and addition of nitrogen reduction to the 
process

• The effectiveness of wastewater treatment 
plants that are not owned by the municipality is 
monitored by municipal authorities

• Water management strategy is updated and im-
plemented 

• Natural methods of storm water management 
are sought in place of the use of storm water 
pipes

• A plan for handling of storm waters is prepared

• Storm water management and storm sewers are 
developed and improved

• Strategic master plans or structure plans are 
used for prioritisation and management purposes 
in order to decrease point and diffuse loading; so-
lutions for storm water management and piping 
are taken into consideration 

• The municipality or city aims to keep industrial 
areas clean in order to prevent leaching of chemi-
cals, heavy metals, or other hazardous substanc-
es into the soil, an aim met through planning 
that keeps industrial areas outside groundwater 
areas; storm sewers are equipped with separa-
tion of oil and sand, and the meeting of licence 
conditions is ensured

Wastewater emissions in areas of scattered 
settlement
In sparsely populated areas, organic materials and 
nutrients in the wastewaters of a household can 
pollute the environment many times more than 
does the household wastewater of a resident 
whose house is connected to the water supply 
company’s sewage network. To cut wastewater 
emissions from sparsely populated areas, cities and 
municipalities have presented many kinds of actions 
in their action plans. These can be divided into con-
crete measures that improve the sewer infrastruc-
ture in the sparsely settled areas and measures the 
aim of which is to influence real-estate owners. Ac-
tions include, for example:

• The sewage networks are improved and extend-
ed to sparsely settled areas 

• Information and advice are given to real-estate 
owners in regions of scattered settlement, to 
encourage them to upgrade and improve the 
wastewater systems by establishing wastewater 
consortia etc. 

• Wastewater systems for the real estate owned 
by the city or municipality are renovated earlier 
than legislation requires  

• Real-estate owners in sparsely populated areas 
are recommended to join a sewage network if 
that is possible  

• Co-operative associations are supported in sew-
erage construction 

• Real-estate owners are encouraged to establish 
dry closets and composting of organic wastes

• New directions are explored for environmental 
protection, and orders for wastewater manage-
ment in sparsely settled areas are prepared 

• Phosphate-free detergent is promoted, and other 
actors are challenged to give preference to it
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Diffuse loading in agriculture and forestry
Most farms in Finland are in private hands, and cul-
tivated areas owned by the cities or municipalities 
are not usually very significant. Consequently, mu-
nicipalities can have greater effect as a good exam-
ple to others. One way to influence farmers’ agri-
cultural methods is to share information and give 
advice, and this is given great emphasis in most of 
the action plans. Reducing nutrient loading from 
agriculture and forestry may be the most difficult 
task to be carried out by cities or municipalities, as 
there are few efficient and straightforward ways to 
influence the problem. In fact, this is also the most 
serious and complex problem at the Baltic Sea level 
and diffuse pollution has a great impact on the state 
of coastal waters.  

Three actions can be regarded as important, with 
most of the cities and municipalities including them 
in their action plans. In addition to those, there are 

also other measures connected to agriculture and 
forestry. First of all, agricultural areas owned by the 
cities or municipalities are being transformed into 
model fields through agricultural water protection 
actions such as direct sowing; usage of plant cover 
in winter; determination of nutrient balances; con-
version to organic production; and establishment of 
wetlands, sedimentation ponds, buffer zones, etc. 
Secondly, private farmers are being encouraged to 
promote these water protection measures as a part 
of their everyday work. Thirdly, an important instru-
ment for supporting water protection in agriculture 
is to inform and advise private farmers of all avail-
able methods. New thinking in the implementation 
of new methods in agricultural production will have 
a positive impact on the state of coastal waters, 
which receive a large proportion of the agricultural 
load. More detailed examples of actions taken by 
cities or municipalities in Finland follow:
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• Supervision and control of barns and of the stor-
age and use of manure are established, and co-
operation among farmers in the use of manure is 
encouraged

• Common guidance and training (in water protec-
tion in agriculture) are given to local farmers 

• Farmers are encouraged to promote water pro-
tection actions (e.g., establishment of buffer 
zones between fields and water bodies, sedimen-
tation ponds, wetlands, submerged dams, sub-
surface drainage, direct sowing, nutrient balance 
of fields, and green fallow) that receive environ-
mental subsidy

• Fields that the city or municipality is farming or 
renting to private farmers serve as examples 
of wellmanaged areas where water protection 
actions are concerned (see actions above); the 
city or municipality collaborates with farmers 
and sets special requirements in terms of water 
system protection for those fields that the city or 
municipality rents out

• Fields situated near water bodies or fields that 
are regularly flooded are removed from cultiva-
tion by means of land exchange or other meth-
ods

• The city or municipality participates in projects or 
programmes that promote water protection in 
agriculture

• Supervision is used to minimise the negative 
influence of peat production and forest drainage 
on water bodies

• The influence of forestry is restricted by leaving 
zones of uncut forest between bodies of water 
and harvested forest land

• Peatlands in a natural state owned by the city or 
municipality are not drained, and small areas of 
peatland that have been drained are restored

Loading in marine traffic
Shipping and boating cause additional pressure on 
the coastal waters of the Baltic Sea, through their 
wastewater and airborne emissions, along with 
other pollutants. The existing vessel wastewater 
regulations allow ships to discharge their untreated 
and treated sewage into the water and prohibit this 
any closer than 12 or three nautical miles from the 
coastline. However, change to the vessel wastewa-
ter regulations is under way. These wastewater dis-
charges, accompanied by emissions to the air, have 
a direct impact on eutrophication of coastal waters 
and therefore are controlled by national and interna-
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tional legislation. However, in addition to statutory 
actions, cities and municipalities can undertake vol-
untary commitments to decrease loading from ship 
traffic.  

Many actions that cities and municipalities have de-
cided to implement pertain to reducing wastewater 
pollution from ship and boat traffic. These actions 
include both concrete actions and work to raise 
awareness of the impact of boating on the state 
of the Baltic Sea. Two of the most widely applied 
actions are for cities and municipalities to charge a 
wastewater fee that is automatically included in the 
vessel waste fee, irrespective of whether the vessel 
discharges its wastewaters into the harbour sewer-
age system or the sea, and to improve wastewater 
management at boat harbours, at marinas, and in 
camping areas by increasing the number of septic 
tanks. Some more examples of what a city or mu-
nicipality can do follow:

• Aim to keep the harbour areas ice-free in order to 
decrease the amount of fuel that is needed for 
manoeuvring in the harbour

• Arrange a discharge point at the docking berths

• The need for using auxiliary machines in harbours 
is diminished by offering vessels the option of 
using shore-side electricity

• The city or municipality participates in research 
projects or programmes investigating environ-
mental effects of ship traffic

• Marina-owners are counselled to improve the 
management of waste and wastewater

• Boaters are informed of the arrangements at 
marinas and how to deal with wastewater and 
other wastes while visiting the marina 

• Boaters are encouraged to honour the ‘blue flag 
boater’ commitment
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Pollution through hazardous substances in 
sediments
Common to all urban areas is that seabed sediments 
– for instance, near harbours and docks – are pol-
luted by organotin compounds and other hazardous 
substances, so management of contaminated sedi-
ments is needed. In many coastal dredging areas, 
the sediments have proved so severely polluted by 
hazardous substances that they cannot be dumped 
at sea and require special disposal areas. Also, the 
contaminated sediment can harm the environment 
in consequence of actions other than dredging. For 
instance, the wake from ship propellers and river 
dynamics may cause re-suspension, where sedi-
ment re-enters the water column and hazardous 
substances accumulate in organisms. The cities of 
Turku and Helsinki have pointed out two actions to 
reduce the impact of dredging on water systems. 
Firstly, remediation should be done for those dredg-
ing areas worst polluted by organotin compounds 
or other hazardous substances. Secondly, the cities 

work in collaboration with other actors to establish 
treatment and disposal areas for contaminated sed-
iment, and on the development of treatment meth-
ods. Further examples of possible actions follow:

• Distribution of organotin compounds and other 
hazardous substances in the sediment will be 
monitored, and the need for remediation will be 
estimated

• An individualised management plan is prepared 
for each dredging and banking action 

• Those living by the sea are advised about the 
declaration procedures when planning dredging, 
and information is given on how to make the 
dredging as nature-friendly as possible

• The city or municipality participates in research or 
development projects that investigate hazardous 
substances in the sediment and address man-
agement of contaminated sediment
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Oil pollution in the Baltic Sea area
The risk of oil pollution in the Baltic Sea has in-
creased with increasing boat traffic. Coastal areas, 
such as archipelago areas, are sensitive to oil pol-
lution. Therefore, the cities of Turku and Helsinki 
have decided to increase their readiness for oil spill 
containment. The cities will develop a collaboration 
model with regard to preparation and rescue func-
tions for marine environmental accidents. Training 
professional staff as well as city personnel is anoth-
er important element in the action plan. This guaran-
tees better preparation for possible oil pollution in 
Finnish coastal zones. Other measures are concrete 
and include, for instance, preparations for building 
a readiness dock in Helsinki, creation of an oil spill 
containment depot in Turku, and planning and imple-
mentation of the installation of loops for anchoring 
containment booms along the coast to prepare for 
oil spill equipment. Possible actions include the fol-
lowing:

• Oil pollution in harbours is prevented via proper 
management and maintenance of oil pipes; water 
that contains oil is managed with care, and ships 
are refuelled under supervision

• The activities of the rescue departments’ air re-
sponse teams are developed so as to respond to 
environmental accidents at sea

• The overall state of the coastline cleaning system 
on the coast is developed

• Joint training courses are arranged for profes-
sional staff in the rescue department, and city 
personnel are trained in oil spill containment

• A collaboration model is developed for cities and 
rescue departments with regard to preparation 
and rescue duties related to marine environmen-
tal accidents 

• The installation of loops for anchoring contain-
ment booms along the coast to prepare for oil 
containment equipment is planned and imple-
mented, as is investment in offshore contain-
ment booms and new ship-class oil pollution 
response

Awareness-raising
Education and information related to environmental 
issues and water protection are in a key position, as 
they will increase municipal residents’ awareness of 
the influence of their actions and choices on the en-
vironment, and hence promote environment-friendly 
behaviour. Therefore, most of the cities or munici-
palities are highlighting awareness-raising in their 
action plans. Similarly, establishing funds (such as 
the Protection Fund for the Archipelago Sea) and a 
professorship in the field of environmental research 
or protection and monitoring will increase not only 
awareness but also concrete water protection ac-
tions to the benefit of the state of the sea. Young 
people are future decision-makers, so, for the sake 
of a healthier sea, it is of great importance to in-
crease awareness among young people and try to 
influence their thinking. Many municipalities have 
carried out this kind of concrete awareness-raising 
work through schools and colleges. Here are some 
examples of actions through which cities and mu-
nicipalities have increased awareness of the Baltic 
Sea and its issues: 
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• The city or municipality increases its residents’ 
awareness of their opportunities to contribute to 
improving the state of the Baltic Sea; this is done 
by, for instance, writing newspaper and Internet 
articles, books about the Baltic Sea, and informa-
tional leaflets about the action plan, as well as 
via arrangement of lectures, public events, theme 
evenings, etc.

• The city or municipality participates in local pro-
jects or programmes whose aim is to increase 
the citizens’ awareness of the value of a clean 
sea and an environmentally friendly mindset  

• The city or municipality participates in technical/
scientific projects connected with improving the 
state of the Baltic Sea in co-operation with uni-
versities, institutions of higher education, and 
research institutes 

• An endowed professorship is established (e.g., in 
the field of environmental research or protection) 

• A fund is established for protection of the sea 

• Cities support international environmental pro-
jects focusing on the Baltic Sea through their 
own networks – for instance, through co-oper-
ation with BaltMet or the Union of the Baltic 
Cities

• The city or municipality monitors the state of the 
local sea areas or other water bodies, and inhab-
itants of the area are informed of the results

• Issues related to the state of the Baltic Sea are 
included in nature school training 

• Schools are encouraged to work actively to im-
prove the state of the sea and to join the Baltic 
Sea Challenge work

• Schools are committed to the principles of sus-
tainable development and to promoting environ-
mentfriendly behaviour

• The web site of the municipality or city links to 
the Baltic Sea Challenge web pages

Action plan work of the City of Tallinn 
Since the Baltic Sea Challenge has spread from Fin-
land to other Baltic Sea countries, the process of 
preparing an action plan and implementing actions 
may differ by region on account of diverse admin-
istrative and legislative traditions. For the benefit 
of a healthier sea and local waters, voluntary water 
protection within the Baltic Sea Challenge network 
has been initiated internationally, in Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, and Sweden. This chapter briefly summa-
rises the Baltic Sea Challenge action plan work that 
has been done in Estonia under the auspices of the 
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City of Tallinn and in Sweden by the municipality of 
Nyköping, to increase the utility of this handbook in 
a cross-border context in the Baltic Sea countries.

The City of Tallinn accepted the Baltic Sea Challenge 
in 2008 after receiving a letter of invitation from the 
cities of Helsinki and Turku. A year later, in 2009, the 
ecological quality of the coastal waters of Tallinn 
was assessed in line with the monitoring strategy 
of the EU Water Framework Directive. In the survey, 
five water bodies connected with the Tallinn coast-
al area (in Tallinn Bay, the Pirita River estuary, and 
Kopli Bay) were evaluated. The monitoring and the 
ecological classification scheme revealed that the 
water quality of Tallinn’s coastal waters is moder-
ate or poor. To implement the Baltic Sea Challenge 
work and tackle the low ecological quality of local 
coastal waters, the Tallinn City Government Envi-
ronment Department began to prepare the action 
plan for the city within the framework of Cities for a 
Healthier Sea project. 

The City of Tallinn’s action plan follows the city’s 
2030 Environment Strategy, which was prepared 
by Tallinn City Environmental Department special-
ists. It consists of five central elements: developing 
the strategy for handling storm water, increasing in-
ternational collaboration, exploring and diminishing 
the impact of highspeed ferries, improving the moni-
toring of environmental risks, and motivating people 
to be connected to the public sewage system. So 
far, the implementation of the Tallinn Environment 
Strategy has been done within the framework of 
individual plans and projects. The city’s actions em-
phasise storm-water-related issues, and the prepa-
ration of the storm water handling strategy for the 
city is one major action. In this, the City of Tallinn 
aims to apply innovative solutions in its storm water 
handling (wetlands, ponds, cascades, sedimentation 
basins, and green roofs) in connection with urban 
space planning and construction activities. Here are 
some examples of water protection actions under-
taken by the City of Tallinn:
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• Preparing the City of Tallinn’s Storm Water Strat-
egy

• Constructing an environment-friendly storm wa-
ter unit associated with Tallinn’s largest traffic 
junction under construction and the surrounding 
area; in this, storm water flows in open canals 
through Kadriorg Park, forming cascades of wa-
ter and beautiful ponds

• Preparing a sanitary protection area for Tallinn’s 
main water intake, Lake Ülemiste; as a result 
of this, the sanitary protection area of Lake Ül-
emiste has been expanded in some locations to 
a distance of up to 400 m (from 90 m)

• Regularly measuring the water quality in rivers 
and rainwater outlets with flow to Tallinn Bay 
(since the mid-1990s)

• Organising two local seminars in Tallinn, with 
the purpose of increasing awareness of the rel-
evance of conditions in the Baltic Sea area; this 
was done by discussing problems associated 
with the Baltic Sea and water system from differ-
ent angles and encouraging voluntary activity

• Creating leaflets in Estonian about the Baltic 
Sea; the leaflets, describing five steps that one 
can complete in one’s everyday life to save the 
sea, were distributed at universities and schools, 
in departments of the City of Tallinn, at the en-
vironment festival Rohevik (which took place on 
17.9.2011 in Tallinn; see www.rohevik.ee), and in 
Tallinn City Office

Action plan work of the municipality of 
Nyköping
The municipality of Nyköping is on the Swedish 
coast of the Baltic Sea, approximately 100 km 
south-west of Stockholm. Although the Baltic Sea 
brings tourism, recreation, quality of life, and popu-
lation growth to the municipality, providing a com-
petitive advance, the current ecological status of 
the coastal waters is poor. To tackle the deteriorat-
ing environmental conditions of the Baltic Sea, the 
municipality of Nyköping, challenged by Helsinki and 
Turku, accepted the Baltic Sea Challenge in 2008 
and joined the local-scale water protection work. 
The municipality’s general aim in joining the Baltic 
Sea Challenge network was to increase the environ-
mental quality of their coastal areas and to spur on 
new parties to take the challenge.

After the May 2008 invitation to the Baltic Sea 
Challenge from the Finnish cities, the Municipal 
Executive Board officially accepted the challenge 
three months later, in August. The Municipal Execu-
tive Board set up the Water Environment Group, 
which included personnel from, for example, the 
municipal environmental sector, wastewater treat-
ment plant, fire department, and spatial planning 
staff, and the Water Environment Group started 
preparing the action plan. The action plan of the mu-
nicipality of Nyköping was divided into five general 
sections, by theme: eutrophication, climate, hazard-
ous substances, spatial planning, and information 
and education. Each section lists concrete actions 
to improve the state of the local waters. The wa-
ter protection measures listed in the action plan 
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were mainly ongoing or planned activities within 
the ordinary budget; those actions requiring extra 
funds had to be approved by the Municipal Execu-
tive Board. The introduction of the action plan in the 
municipality of Nyköping has so far led to a better 
understanding of water issues, clearer aims for wa-
ter quality, and more active involvement of all inter-
ested parties within the municipality. Here are a few 
examples of actions from the action plan of the mu-
nicipality of Nyköping:

• Implementing new wastewater and storm water 
management plans 

• Developing measures to decrease the impact of 
scattered wastewaters

• Building a new water pipeline on the coast

• Developing and implementing a plan to address 
flooding

• Establishing more environmentally friendly fire-
fighting methods

• Setting up a boat-washer system

• Founding marine reserves

• Raising awareness and increasing knowledge 
through an exhibition and info campaign

• Initiating international collaboration with the Un-
ion of the Baltic Cities network 
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The Baltic Sea Challenge campaign’s success has 
been evaluated in diploma work at the Turku Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences (Janette Leppänen 
2011). The aim of the study was to evaluate how 
successful the Baltic Sea Challenge has been so 
far and what kinds of effects it has had from the 
participants’ point of view. The purpose was to de-
velop the Baltic Sea Challenge further, and recom-
mendations for the future were made on the basis 
of the results. The study targeted the Finnish actors 
who had joined the Baltic Sea Challenge network by 
2010. Evaluation was conducted via a web-based 
(Webropol) survey and themed interviews. The sur-
vey was sent to 217 organisations, and 57 organi-
sations responded (for a response rate of 39.6%). 

Directly measuring the Baltic Sea Challenge’s ef-
fects on the state of the Baltic Sea is impossible. 
On the other hand, it has demonstrably increased 
the awareness of participants and their constituent 
groups. A SWOT analysis revealed strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities, and threats that the Baltic 
Sea Challenge may exhibit/encounter. The analysis 
points up central patterns that can further or, in 
some cases, hinder the development of the Baltic 
Sea Challenge and should also be considered when 
an individual city or municipality is planning and im-
plementing its action plan (see Table 2).
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Strengths Weaknesses

ThreatsOpportunities

- Networking
- Voluntary nature
- Awareness-raising

- Lack of commitment
- The large number of actors
- Voluntary nature
- Issues of monitoring

- Fatigue in a project
- Lack of resources
- Too many other projects
- Waning interest in the 

Baltic Sea Challenge 

- Forming of a wide co-
operation network

- Getting results on a 
long time scale

- Development of new 
operation models

Table 2: Central strengths, opportunities, weaknesses, and threats that organisations 
participating in the Baltic Sea Challenge are experiencing
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The next sections present the results from the en-
quiries dealing with benefits and problems that the 
respondents have encountered since accepting the 
Baltic Sea Challenge.

Problems connected with the Baltic Sea 
Challenge
Although the respondents experienced voluntari-
ness as a strength, it was mentioned as a weakness 
too. As in much other voluntary work, the challenge 
with the Baltic Sea Challenge is organisations’ pri-
mary work that takes time from voluntary work.

Most of the respondents felt that the themes high-
lighted by the Baltic Sea Challenge have suited their 
organisation well. However, some respondents had 
difficulties in identifying suitable actions that they 
could carry out. For example, inland municipalities 
found that implementation was difficult as they did 
not have close contact with coastal areas. The mes-
sage was that the importance of water protection 
measures within the catchment areas should be 
emphasised. One of the central bottlenecks seems 
to be shortage of financial resources and time. Many 
municipalities have small budgets, and the current 
state of the economy is affecting their actions. 

It is impossible to measure the impacts that the ac-
tions implemented have on the Baltic Sea, and it 
takes a great deal of time for changes to become 
visible in the sea area. Therefore, the level of long-
term commitment to the campaign was seen as a 
weakness. Respondents feared some sort of fati-
gue with the project that weakens actors’ motiva-
tion and drive. Although the organisations agreed 

for the most part that voluntariness is an important 
element, it was felt that some sort of monitoring is 
needed on behalf of the Baltic Sea Challenge organi-
sation. One threat to the Baltic Sea Challenge cited 
was that there will not be any concrete actions and 
the project will be forgotten along the way, in view 
of lack of monitoring.

Benefits from joining the Baltic Sea 
Challenge initiative
The survey results indicate that most participants 
are content with the work of the Baltic Sea Chal-
lenge network. It is considered to have a positive 
effect on both the Baltic Sea and the participants’ 
own water protection measures. Action plan work 
gathers many actors together, increasing knowled-
ge of the situation with the Baltic Sea and making 
co-operation easier. Respondents also said that the 
challenge has given a positive image to their orga-
nisations. The Baltic Sea Challenge involves a wide 
and active network of various kinds of actors, and 
also the cities of Turku and Helsinki have much in-
fluence that also increases favourable visibility. They 
also found the online visibility and publishing of 
leaflets to be important. 

One of the central questions is how beneficial the 
Baltic Sea Challenge would be for the organisations 
involved (see Table 3). Roughly 40–50% of the res-
pondents felt that the Baltic Sea Challenge has hel-
ped them in image-making and networking, but 25% 
have not yet utilised the challenge campaign in any 
way. Another way to utilise the challenge was to 
refer to it in communication, both inside and outside 
the organisation. 
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Voluntary water protection work was seen as im-
portant, with even the smallest actors having op-
portunities to implement water protection meas-
ures. Joining the Baltic Sea Challenge work does not 
necessitate great effort – every organisation can 
choose its own actions and invest effort in keeping 
with its resources. 

The study revealed that participants are relatively 
satisfied with the Baltic Sea Challenge and with 

their water protection work and felt that co-oper-
ation with it had been either successful or partially 
successful. Most of the organisations felt that co-
operation in the Baltic Sea Challenge also enabled 
larger projects for which smaller actors did not nec-
essarily have the resources. The development of co-
operation was seen as important, and jointly organ-
ised events in particular would be the most efficient 
means for this. 

Some other way  11%
Not in any way  25%
In networking  56%
In image making  43%

Table 3: How the participants have made use of the Baltic Sea Challenge (n = 57) 

Some other way

Not in any way

In networking

In image making

0% 10% 20% 30% 50%40% 60%

Making use of the Baltic Sea Challenge

11%

25%

56%

43%
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Use this checklist after joining the Baltic Sea 
Challenge network or when planning to join it:

Make a concrete and reasonable action plan 
that goes beyond what the law requires

Inform employees about the Baltic Sea 
Challenge, and include them in the action plan 
process if this is possible

Follow the action plan, and keep it up to date

Networking with other actors is important 
for generation of new ideas and sharing of 
information

Do not hesitate to contact the Baltic Sea 
Challenge contact persons if any questions 
arise along the way

Keep the Baltic Sea Challenge and action plan 
visible within your organisation 

Spread good results, and challenge other 
actors to join the Baltic Sea Challenge work

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

7. 
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CONTACT 
INFORMATION Baltic Sea Challenge Co-ordinators:

Sources of further information about the actions of the cities of Helsinki and Turku:

Lotta Nummelin
Baltic Sea Challenge Co-ordinator, Helsinki
City of Helsinki Environment Centre
P.O. Box 500
00099 City of Helsinki, Finland
tel. +358 9 3103 3195
lotta.nummelin@hel.fi

Pekka Kansanen
Director General of Environment Centre
City of Helsinki Environment Centre
P.O. Box 500
00099 City of Helsinki, Finland
pekka.kansanen@hel.fi 

Salla-Maria Alanen
Baltic Sea Challenge Co-ordinator, Turku
Centrum Balticum
Vanha Suurtori 7
20500 Turku, Finland
tel. +358 40 556 5426
salla-maria.alanen@centrumbalticum.org

Olli-Pekka Mäki
Environmental Planner
Environmental Protection Office, City of Turku
P.O. Box 355
20101 Turku, Finland
olli-pekka.maki@turku.fi 

Please consult the project web pages for more information about the Baltic Sea Challenge and on 
the Cities for a Healthier Sea project. Also, enquiries with contact persons are always welcome.

www.balticseachallenge.net


