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years: in 1995 the amount of oil trans-
ported in the Gulf of Finland was 20 million 
tonnes and in 2010 it was already 155 mil-
lion tonnes. The trend is expected to con-
tinue as new oil terminals are built on the 
coasts of the eastern Gulf of Finland. The 
capabilities to respond to spillages of oil 
and other harmful substances as well as 
other marine emergency capacities have to 
be increased accordingly.

An oil spill will have wide-ranging im-
pacts on the marine environment and hu-
man activities. It will negatively influence 
recreational activities and tourism at sea 

At any time around 2,000 
ships are at sea in the Baltic, 
including large oil tankers, 
ships carrying dangerous and 
potentially polluting cargoes, 

and many large passenger ferries. The Bal-
tic Sea has some of the busiest shipping 
routes in the world. The transportation of 
oil and other potentially hazardous cargoes 
is growing steeply and steadily. Both the 
number and size of the ships, especially oil 
tankers, are growing. 

Oil transport in the Gulf of Finland has 
grown exponentially during the past 15 

and along the coast. It will also harm sea 
fisheries and fish farms, and limit the use of 
sea water in industrial processes. Further-
more, oil spills have many serious impacts 
on ecosystems.

The cities of Helsinki and Turku comple-
mented their own Baltic Sea Action Plan 
with actions concerning oil spill containment 
readiness in spring 2011. We encourage all 
coastal municipalities and rescue depart-
ments to join us in this important work.

Olli-Pekka Mäki  Pekka Kansanen 
City of Turku City of Helsinki

Prepared for disaster

NEW ACTORS 

We are happy to welcome Sea Life Helsinki, Finnish Lifeboat Institution 
and Finnish Society for Nature and Environment to the Baltic Sea Challenge!

CITIES FOR A HEALTHIER SEA 

During spring 2011 the Cities for a Healthier Sea project arranged two 
international seminars. On the 16th of March in Tallinn, Estonia, the seminar 
“Local actors as forerunners – concrete achievements and links international 

covenants in Baltic Sea protection” was arranged in cooperation with the 
PURE project and HELCOM. 

On the 8th of June in Jurmala, Latvia, the seminar “Influencing policy 
making” was arranged in cooperation with the BSR InnoShip project. 

In conjuction with both seminars also project workshops were arranged. 
We look forward to new opportunities to cooperate with other projects! 

www.balticseachallenge.net

CONTACT US! Challenge others!

COORDINATORS IN FINLAND
In Helsinki: 
Lotta Nummelin
City of Helsinki Environment Centre, 
lotta.nummelin@hel.fi 

BALTIC SEA 
CHALLENGE NEWS

In Turku: 
Salla-Maria Alanen 
Centrum Balticum, 
salla-maria.alanen@centrumbalticum.org

ExpErts say it is not a quEstion of if, but rathEr of whEn. Continuously inCrEas-

ing oil transportation and othEr marinE traffiC inCrEasE thE risk of an aCCi-

dEnt. for thE baltiC sEa and its shorElinEs an oil spill would bE dEvastating.

impacts of oil on the 
marine environment

croalgae reduce the amount 
of food available for zoo-

plankton and other sea crea-
tures. These changes are then 

reflected further up in the food 
chain, in fish stocks. The effects 

of oil pollution on plankton are not 
long term, however, as these organ-

isms can regenerate rapidly when con-
ditions improve.

Oil also contains ring-structured poly-aro-
matic hydrocarbon (PAH) compounds, some 
of which are highly toxic. These chemicals 
may sink into the sediments on the seabed. 
If an oil slick sinks during its decomposition, 
the benthic organisms on the sea floor may 
be poisoned. Benthic animal communities 
may take even five years or more to recover 
from such contamination.

Oil also affects marine plants, as it can 
easily pass through the cell walls and pores 
of marine algae and plants along shores. 
If the vegetation along the shoreline is 
harmed, this may lead to the disappearance 
of vital habitats for many other species.

oil and fish
Oil can harm the scales, tissues and brain 

of fish, while also disturbing the food chains 
that fish depend on. Adult fish can avoid 
oil slicks, but fish populations in polluted 
spawning waters still decline. Eggs con-
taminated with oil become infertile. It may 
take years for spawning grounds to recover 
from such pollution, so the effects on fish 
stocks can be long term. 

Marine organisms may absorb hydrocar-
bons from oil spills in their food, or directly 
into their bodies in the form of fat-soluble 
compounds. These toxic compounds may 
have unpredictable effects, as the concen-
trations of some chemicals can accumulate 
in organisms higher up in the marine food 
chains.

oil affECts thE EntirE food wEb
Oil spills can limit the amounts of light 

absorbed by planktonic algae, killing off 
their cells. The declining quantities of mi-

Oil is a particularly serious hazard when 
it accumulates on animals’ respiratory or-
gans, leading to the risk of suffocation. 
Chronic exposure to oil may also cause mu-
tations in cells and tissues that may later 
become cancerous growths.

oil and sEabirds
Oil spills often result in very serious con-

sequences for marine wildlife. The sensi-
tive ecosystems of islands and shores suf-
fer wherever oil drifts ashore, and marine 
animals like seabirds and seals become 
stained with oil from the sea. The situation 
can be particularly serious if an oil spill oc-
curs during birds’ spring or autumn migra-
tion, when large numbers of water birds 
gather in flocks to feed and rest.

The dangers facing oiled seabirds include 
their loss of the ability to fly, stress, hypo-
thermia, fluid loss, starvation, and the de-
composition of their red blood cells. Their 
eyes and skin may additionally become ir-
ritated or infected, while oil can also induce 
liver and kidney disorders.

It is vital for water birds to keep their 
plumage and the fatty layer of their skin in 
good condition, to provide insulation. Birds 
regularly preen their plumage with their 
beaks, but this behaviour can easily spread 
oil contamination to previously unsoiled 
parts of their bodies, and into their respira-
tory and digestive organs. 

Seppo Knuuttila
Senior Scientist
Finnish Environment Institute SYKE

oil spills do not just impaCt human 

aCtivitiEs but havE many sErious im-

paCts on ECosystEms as wEll. thE 

uniquE naturE of thE baltiC sEa makEs 

it highly sEnsitivE to ChangEs in thE 

natural EnvironmEnt. 



thE EnsaCo projECt aims to rEduCE 

nEgativE EnvironmEntal and soCio-

EConomiC impaCts of an oil spill aC-

CidEnt through rapid and EffiCiEnt 

shorElinE oil spill rEsponsE. 

Authorities responsible for shoreline, in-
cluding archipelago, oil spill response in 
the Baltic Sea Region recognize that their 
readiness to act is not at an adequate level. 
They have thus launched an initiative, the 
EnSaCo Oil Spill project (Environment and 
Safety Management Cooperation on Shore-
line Oil Spill Response), which aims to in-
tensify cross-border shoreline response. 
The project can substantially contribute to 
improving the preparedness of Estonia, Fin-
land, Sweden and Russia to respond to pol-
lution from ships in the Central Baltic Sea.  

 
The main objective of the EnSaCo Oil 

Spill project is to raise the level of exper-
tise and to intensify cross-border shoreline 
response by jointly developing new practical 
management tools and efficient cooperation 
methods, including oiled wildlife response, 
among authorities, NGOs and educational 
institutions in Estonia, Finland (incl. Åland), 
Sweden and Russia. Such practical target-
oriented cooperation aiming at intensified 
cross-border shoreline oil spill response 
from environmental and safety manage-
ment perspective has not so far existed, and 
thus completely new and efficient coopera-
tion networks are now being formed.

Kenneth Kumenius
Project Coordinator
Haaga-Helia University 
of Applied Sciences

City of turku trains personnel 
in oil spill containment

EnsaCo improves 
shoreline oil spill 
response

volunteers and authorities. Rescue authori-
ties give instructions and orders, and group 
leaders forward them to group members. 

Many trainees were surprised how hard 
it is to clean oil from shore. “It is totally 
different just to plan helping from actually 
being on your knees on the sand with only 
a small bucket and a shovel”, said Service 
Manager Nina Helin from Turku City So-
cial and Health Services. Afterwards the 
participants thought that the training was 
fun, interesting, useful and educational and 
they will recommend it to their colleagues. 
City of Turku will continue organising the 
courses. 

Jenny Gustafsson
Assistant
Centrum Balticum

more effective and shorten response times 
in cases of environmental disaster.  Invest-
ing in offshore oil spill containment booms 
and response vessels will improve the utili-
sation of the fixed containment loops in poor 
conditions.

training CitiEs’ pErsonnEl and 
rEsCuE dEpartmEnt’s forCEs

The readiness of the rescue departments’ 
air response teams is an important ad-
ditional resource. In cases of accidents at 
sea, the appropriate line of action is to call 
in personnel with specialist training to re-
spond; in addition to rescue duties, they will 
be able to provide support to the Finnish En-
vironment Institute in oil and chemical spill 
containment. 

The cities are planning to arrange joint 
trainer courses for professional staff in the 
rescue department as well courses for city 
personnel in oil spill containment. A col-

development of oil spill containment readiness 
a part of the baltic sea Challenge

laboratively planned head trainer system 
based on professional personnel will rein-
force congruent action cultures and equip-
ment purchases, in addition to consolidating 
containment duties. The opportunity provid-
ed by the cities for their own personnel to 
participate in oil spill containment training 
is part of their investment in protecting the 
Baltic Sea.

All planning will take into account the 
compatibility of these activities with the 
Finnish Environment Institute’s oil spill 
containment efforts and other rescue ser-
vice operations and intention is to develop 
the overall coastline cleaning system on the 
Gulf of Finland and the Finnish Archipelago.

Lotta Nummelin
Baltic Sea Challenge Coordinator, Helsinki
Helsinki City Environment Centre

invEstmEnts for nEw tEChniquE  

and EquipmEnt
As part of the new commitment the city 

of Helsinki is preparing to build a readi-
ness dock at Vuosaari and city of Turku an 
oil spill containment depot at Pansio. The 
dock and depot will significantly improve 
the response times of both rescue depart-
ments in regard to containment measures 
made with boat equipment. They will also 
facilitate the efficient and systematic use 
of oil spill containment vessels as well as 
the storage, distribution and management 
of equipment. 

Both cities are planning and implement-
ing the instalment of loops for anchoring 
containment booms along the coast, in ad-
dition to investing in offshore containment 
booms and more effective oil spill response 
vessels. Installing loops in readiness for an-
choring containment booms along the coast 
will make the preparations significantly 

The voluntary training was arranged by the 
city of Turku and the Baltic Sea Challenge, 
and consisted of a seminar and practical 
exercises. During practical training partici-
pants were taught about the importance of 
details and the role of the group leader in a 
real life situation.  The most important thing 
in responding to an oil spill is to protect 
yourself properly in advance with protec-
tive clothes. These are almost impossible to 
put on without help, so you will need assis-
tance from another person. During hot sum-
mer days and cold winter season protective 
clothes can also be very uncomfortable. 

Group leaders have to take care of the 
volunteers; their breaks and rest, and their 
equipment.  Trainer, marine expert Vanessa 
Klötzer from WWF Finland reminded that 
the group leader is also the link between 

thE risk of oil spills in thE baltiC sEa 

is signifiCant duE to inCrEasing traf-

fiC. thE City of hElsinki is loCatEd at 

thE most prECarious spot in thE gulf 

of finland duE to its position at a busy 

marinE traffiC junCtion. in turku 

prEparing for oil spills is ChallEng-

ing bECausE of thE finnish arChipEl-

ago with its thousands of islands. 

Coordinating Efforts is impErativE, 

and thus thEsE CitiEs havE now Com-

plEmEntEd thEir Common baltiC sEa 

aCtion plan with aCtions ConCErning 

oil spill ContainmEnt rEadinEss. 

thE first group of turku City pErsonnEl has bEEn trainEd as voluntEEr group 

lEadErs in oil spill ContainmEnt. ovEr 20 pErsons took part in thE 2-day CoursE.

marine pollution response 
in finland – who is in charge?

during thE last 30 yEars, thE amount 

of oil transportEd in thE northErn 

baltiC sEa has inCrEasEd by morE than 

a tEnfold and thE risk of a largE aC-

CidEnt has inCrEasEd many folds. for-

tunatEly our ability to prEvEnt and 

to rEspond to aCCidEnts has bEEn and 

will furthEr bE improvEd. 

rEsponsibilitiEs in  
pollution rEsponsE

The overall responsibility of oil spill re-
sponse in Finland has been with the envi-
ronmental administration since 1983. The 
Ministry of Environment has the supreme 
responsibility for the management and 
supervision of response against pollution 
caused by oil and other harmful substances. 
Finnish Environment Institute (SYKE) is the 
competent governmental pollution response 
authority. It is in charge of measures against 
pollution incidents at open sea and when-
ever the severity of an incident so neces-
sitates. SYKE is also the Finnish nationally 
appointed competent authority that is em-
powered to request and give international 
assistance in response to marine pollution 
caused by oil or other harmful substances. 

On regional level the Centres for Eco-
nomic Development, Transport and the En-

vironment (ELY) advice and supervise the 
local municipalities and certain commercial 
companies in arranging the pollution pre-
paredness and response. When necessary 
the ELYs also participate in response opera-
tions. Regional Rescue Services have the 
obligation to take care of oil pollution pre-
paredness and response in their own dis-
tricts, including their water areas. 

intErnational Co-opEration
The international cooperation in marine 

pollution response is a key element in or-
der to successfully protect the environ-
ment from damages caused by oil. Within 
the framework of the Helsinki Convention 
(HELCOM) the nine Baltic Sea states have 
agreed on a common policy for response 
to pollution incidents threatening the ma-
rine environment. The Convention defines 
among other things criteria for national 
capabilities to respond to spillages of oil 
and other harmful substances, emergency 
towing, fire fighting and lightening capaci-
ties, minimization of the use of dispersants 
in operations and criteria for aerial surveil-
lance. Also the bilateral agreements be-
tween Finland and Russia and between Fin-
land and Estonia as well as the Copenhagen 
Agreement between the Nordic Countries 
are important for an efficient joint response.

pollution rEsponsE EquipmEnt
The Finnish Government has 15 multi-

purpose-pollution response vessels that 
are operated by the Navy, the Border Guard 
and by the company MeriTaito. In addition 
the Government of Åland islands has one 
recovery vessel. The Regional Rescue Ser-
vices have over 100 boats for oil pollution 
response purposes; over 30 of these are 
equipped with oil recovery equipment. The 
national response readiness also consists 
of booms, skimmers, pumps and other type 
of equipment of the government and of the 
Regional Rescue Services. The Finnish pol-
lution response is based on mechanical re-
covery, dispersants are not used. 

Due to the northern location of Finland 
special attention is paid to the oil in ice re-
sponse equipment. As equipment to respond 
to oil in ice has not been available such tech-
nology has been developed in Finland. 

Finland has a national Oil Pollution Com-
pensation Fund to which capital is raised by 
a fixed levy on each ton of oil imported to and 
transported via Finnish waters. The national 
Fund can finance authorities’ equipment 
purchases that are made to enhance the na-
tional oil pollution response preparedness. 

Heli Haapasaari
Head of Section
Finnish Environment Institute SYKE
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