Keynote speech by Minister Ville Niinistö at the Jubilee session of the Helsinki Commission on the occasion of the 40th Anniversary of the Signing of the 1974 Helsinki Convention

Solutions for improving the environmental quality of the Baltic Sea

President Tarja Halonen, Madam Chair, your Excellences, ladies and gentlemen,

Let me start by saying that Finland is honoured to be the host country of the Helsinki Convention and it gives me great pleasure to address this Jubilee Session to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the Helsinki Convention. 
In 1974, an agreement like the Helsinki Convention was unique and the signing of it was a historic milestone — for the first time ever, a single convention covered all the pollution sources around an entire sea.  Since 1974 we have seen extensive changes, the region has undergone major political transformations and our Convention has been updated once. The Helsinki Convention, a legally binding instrument, has been and should continue to be an effective channel for introducing local and regional aspects into global and European commitments. 

Today, the Helsinki Commission (or HELCOM as it’s called) is an important forum where the coastal countries can act on an equal footing. Through our own actions, jointly or individually, we can influence the state of the Baltic marine environment and its sustainable use. HELCOM is a platform for developing regionally coordinated and coherent approaches and solutions needed to achieve a good environmental status of the Sea. Because of our 40 years of joint co-operation, we have made progress in the fields of wastewater treatment, air pollution control, waste management, biodiversity conservation and improvements in maritime safety, to mention only a few. As a result, several positive signals have been reported regarding the state of the Baltic Sea.
In 2007, our governments agreed on a comprehensive programme – the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan – which has set the ultimate goal of ensuring that the Sea is in a good environmental status by 2021. At the ministerial meeting in Copenhagen last year the progress in implementing the Action Plan was assessed and all contracting parties agreed on additional measures and actions to further strengthen its implementation. 

We all know that curbing eutrophication is of utmost importance. We also know it is one of the most serious and difficult problems to tackle. Excessive nutrient inputs remain one of the key threats to the marine ecosystem. 

It’s clear that both nitrogen and phosphorus inputs still have to be significantly reduced to improve the ecosystem health of the Baltic Sea. We also need to remember that there are strong links between reducing eutrophication and the protection of marine biodiversity. Improving the eutrophication status will, as an added value, result in substantial improvements in habitat quality and conservation status in many parts of the Baltic. 

Without a doubt, the main sources of excessive nutrient inputs are still agriculture, airborne nitrogen inputs from both land- and sea-based activities, and untreated or unsatisfactorily treated municipal wastewaters. An increase in the leaching of nutrients, as a result of climate change, presents an additional challenge in terms of water pollution control methods in agriculture. 
A few months ago, HELCOM’s ministerial meeting came to agreement on newly revised and challenging nutrient reduction targets for all coastal countries. It is our responsibility to make sure that those targets will be met. To do so requires stringent implementation of municipal waste water treatment requirements, minimisation of nutrient losses from agriculture, application of sustainable agricultural production, enhanced recycling of nutrients, especially phosphorus, and effective nutrient management to reach nutrient-balanced fertilization practices. Enhancing recycling of nutrients – especially phosphorus - is one of the Finnish priorities in fostering the implementation of the Baltic Sea Action Plan. These are just some examples of what needs to be done. 
HELCOM’s monitoring work and assessments of pollutant loads and environmental status are important and provide a necessary basis for evaluating whether progress will be made towards reaching a good environmental status of the Sea. It is important that the work done by HELCOM is reliable and, for this reason, we need to continue to intensify our efforts to improve data and information quality and availability.

Ministerial meeting recognized also the importance of green investments in cleaner technologies, developing environmental know-how, and applying best environmental practices in order to implement the Action Plan and to strengthen the economy in the Baltic Sea region. 
In addition to eutrophication, the growth in maritime traffic and the ever-increasing transport of oil and harmful substances are also causing risks and environmental effects, such as more atmospheric nitrogen emissions, and thus also an increase in eutrophication, more invasive species in ballast water, and undesirable effects of possible accidents. Although good progress has been made, additional measures are also needed in this field, such as effective management of ships’ ballast water and of sediments, further work to improve maritime safety, and development and use of alternative fuels, such as LNG. Promotion of “greener” technologies and practices is often related to maritime activities (innovations in shipping).
I am happy to note that HELCOM’s annual meeting this week will address the outcome of national assessments of the adequacy of sewage reception facilities in ports and the draft notification to the IMO of adequate port reception facilities for sewage from passenger vessels in the Baltic Sea. I hope that the contracting parties will be able to find consensus and decide on a submission to the IMO. (MEPS 67 meeting in autumn 2014).  
Let me now turn to hazardous substances. Expert assessments have shown that the overall status of hazardous substances in the Baltic Sea is not satisfactory. Wide areas are classified as “disturbed”. Even though we see encouraging signs of decreasing trends in certain substances and improvements in the health status of some top predators, a great deal of work still needs to be done to reach a good status for these substances. Pharmaceutical residues are a growing environmental concern. We also know that there are gaps in our knowledge.  To fill these gaps, we need more monitoring data and better control of the use and spread of hazardous substances.

We also can’t forget economic activities. Today, offshore activities such as wind power generation, gravel extraction, transport and infrastructure projects are on the rise in the Baltic Sea. Because of these activities, we need to plan the management and use of maritime areas in an integrated manner. Maritime spatial planning is an important tool for improving decision-making. 
We are aware that sustainable development, as well as sustainable growth in the region must be supported by an ecosystem-based approach to the management of human activities, including consideration of possible cumulative effects. At the same time while enabling a sustainable use of marine goods and services, priority should be given to achieving or maintaining good environmental status in the marine environment, to continuing its protection and preservation and to preventing subsequent deterioration.
Ladies and gentlemen,

We are all aware that resources today are limited, if not decreasing. This brings about a number of challenges, for HELCOM as well. In this changing framework, HELCOM should concentrate on activities that bring added value to the ongoing work within the contracting parties. In our view, focus should be placed on agreeing on and implementing effective measures that support the recovery of the Baltic Sea. HELCOM has to maintain and strengthen the interlinkage with other international frameworks, and ensure a forward-looking and focused agenda that reflects well the priorities of the contracting parties. Furthermore, all contracting parties need to actively contribute to the HELCOM co-operation. 
I am pleased to note that on the basis of the ministerial meeting decisions in Copenhagen last year, the Helsinki Commission will consider at the forthcoming annual meeting its future priorities, responsibilities, working structure and methods. By this, I trust that the Helsinki Commission’s key role in protecting the Baltic Sea will continue and HELCOM can maintain and even strengthen its role as a leading marine commission in the world with highly advanced cooperation.

To meet the above-mentioned challenges, and to maintain HELCOM as a strong intergovernmental organisation, the contracting parties must continue to give solid political support to HELCOM’s work. The coastal countries, their citizens and the business communities around the Baltic Sea are the most important actors in bringing about concrete actions.
Ladies and gentleman,

Countries occupying the same sea region share environmental challenges and have to work together to solve those challenges. These same countries – we - also share the opportunities that a clean and healthy Baltic Sea can offer to us. Therefore, I would like to stress that only if all countries bordering the sea continue to work actively, engage private actors and companies likewise - and find clever and effective ways to take the action that is needed - will the Baltic Sea become clean and healthy – and a source of inspiration and prosperity to all of us. 

We have our common vision of a healthy and clean Baltic Sea. I hope that HELCOM co-operation will prosper also in the future. We have a great challenge - but let us also see it as an opportunity. Together we have all the means to make the most out of that opportunity! 
