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Complexities of the Baltic Sea Regulatory Framework 

 

Author: Viljam Engström, Åbo Akademi University, Public International Law, Faculty of Social Sciences, 

Business and Economics, Fänriksgatan 3 B, 20500 Åbo, Finland, vengstro@abo.fi. 

Abstract: The Baltic Sea Region is subject to international regulation at the global level, through EU 

legislation, and sub-regionally. The aim of the present article is to identify features of this framework 

both in terms of the nature of core legal instruments and the role of intergovernmental organizations. 

As the article seeks to identify interconnections between the regulatory layers, the role of EU law for 

Baltic Sea cooperation warrants special attention. EU law, the article claims, not only comes with a 

promise of monitoring and enforcement, but can also be a main source of diffusion of the regulatory 

process. Further, while EU law structures the regulatory scene in accordance with EU competence, it 

is exclusive of one Baltic Sea littoral state – the Russian Federation. For this reason alone, the global 

and regional levels retain their importance, underlining also the importance of regulatory interaction.  

Highlights:  

- Europeanization of Baltic Sea Region regulation can bring with it benefits of normativity, 

monitoring and enforcement 

- The global and regional regulatory levels do not contain comparable compliance mechanisms 

- EU competences structure the international regulatory scene  

- The EU can also be a main source of diffusion of the regulatory process 

- Interaction between the normative layers should not threaten cooperation on the global and 

regional levels 

Keywords: international organizations, EU, legislative competence, multilevel regulation, macro-

regional strategy, framework convention/directive 
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1. Introducing the Baltic Sea Region 

Regulatory action targeting the BSR is undertaken on different levels: globally, regionally, on the level 

of the European Union (EU), and at the national level. The focus of this article is on the BSR 

international regulatory landscape. The aim is to outline features of this framework, and in particular, 

to discuss the interaction between the global and regional levels. As a full account of all relevant 

legislation or all actors with an impact on the regulatory process is beyond the scope of the article, a 

two-fold approach will instead be adopted.  

First of all, the article will identify intergovernmental organizations active in the BSR and take hold of 

their normative role. In respect of the single most important actor – the EU – a discussion on the special 

features and impact of EU constitutional law is warranted, as EU law sets the regulatory scene for all 

BSR states except the Russian Federation.  

The regulatory environment of the BSR is characterized by buzzwords such as Europeanization, macro-

regionalization, and multilevel regulation. At the far ends of the spectrum, the BSR is shaped by 

supranational legislation on the one hand, but on the other hand also by a diffusion of the regulatory 

process. The second main aim of the article is to illustrate the impact of such features in the BSR. 

 

It should be noted that cooperation in the BSR covers a vast amount of policy areas. The European 

Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR) [1], which Grönholm characterizes as the 

overarching governance paradigm for the region [2], and the accompanying Action Plan [3] 

encompasses 13 priority/policy areas and 4 horizontal cross-cutting actions. The focus of the strategy 

thereby transcends both the sea as such as well as environmental issues. Nevertheless, as the EUSBSR 

also has a strong environmental orientation, and as core actors and conventions targeting the BSR 

predominantly deal with the environment, environmental law will be used repeatedly to exemplify 

BSR regulatory features.  

 

Naturally, different policy areas show great variation as to their structure. Marine governance 

especially in the fields of fisheries, eutrophication, and biodiversity is characterized by a multi-layer 

structure, whereas Baltic Sea shipping is more hierarchically structured [6, p. 143]. Yet, besides 

international environmental governance, also the law of the sea has been noted to increasingly move 

towards a multilayered institutional framework for oceans governance [7, pp. 465–478, 8, pp. 34–37, 

pp. 43ff]. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the multilayered architecture is also prominent in the BSR.  

 

The article is divided into two parts. The first part (chapter 2) focuses on core international conventions 

as well as main intergovernmental actors of the BSR. This sets the regulatory scene within which to 

address all BSR states. The second part (chapter 3) is devoted to the various ways in which the EU has 

an impact on governance and law-making in the BSR. Apart from demonstrating characteristics of  the 

multilayered structure of the regulation frame, the article contributes to a field of emerging BSR 

literature by demonstrating both merits and demerits with the different regulatory levels. 

 

As the focal point of this article is the international regulatory framework, it seeks first of all to identify 

and structure legal material at different regulatory levels, with the aim of finding examples of 

interaction in-between those layers. To appreciate fully the BSR regulatory environment, the article 
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adopts a broad approach to ‘regulation’, referring to all rules, standards or principles that govern 

conduct by public and/or private actors [see 4, p. 338, 5, chapter 1]. Methodologically the article 

reaches beyond a mere systematization of the normative material governing the BSR, by engaging in 

a critical discussion on the features of BSR regulation.  

 

2. International Law and the Baltic Sea Area 

2.1 The Law of the Sea and the Baltic Sea Environment 

As to the sea area itself, the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

constitutes the backbone of the international regulatory setting. The EU, all EU member states, and 

the Russian Federation are parties to the convention. UNCLOS hereby sets the jurisdictional frame for 

activities in the Baltic Sea area. In addition to defining rights and duties in maritime areas, UNCLOS 

imposes substantive obligations on states concerning the protection of the marine environment and 

management of its living resources [9, part XII, Arts. 207–212]. 

UNCLOS is essentially a framework convention. This means that many of its provisions set general 

obligations, which need to be implemented through more specific international agreements. UNCLOS 

provisions thereby also leave room for implementation to the state parties. As a complement, UNCLOS 

establishes a general obligation for state parties to cooperate on both the global and regional level, 

through competent international organizations, in formulating and elaborating international rules, 

standards and recommended practices and procedures consistent with the convention (article 197). 

The same obligation is also specifically imposed in respect of enclosed or semi-enclosed seas (articles 

122–123) such as the Baltic Sea. As a result, there are many international agreements establishing 

more specific rules and procedures, either for a certain activity or subject matter (such as dumping, 

vessel source pollution, and fishing) or for different regions [10, pp. 55–57]. 

Most of the norms and principles articulated in the UNCLOS that are not concerned with defining rights 

and responsibilities of states in relation to the use of the world´s oceans, have an environmental 

dimension. Core environmental law principles governing the BSR derive not only from UNCLOS, but 

are also widely reflected in other instruments targeting the Baltic Sea, such as the Helsinki Convention, 

the Baltic Sea Action Plan, and the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive [11, p. 64]. 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) launched a special Regional Seas Programme in 

1974, with the aim of addressing marine environmental degradation through engaging states that 

share marine regions. Regional Seas Programmes operate through action plans, which are often given 

a legal form through regional conventions. The Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 

(HELCOM) is by UNEP considered the administrative body for the regional seas programme for the 

Baltic Sea [7, p. 482]. 

Global agreements addressing different forms of polluting activities and maritime safety have mostly 

been developed and are administrated by the International Maritime Organization (IMO). The primary 

task of the organization is to develop rules for international shipping, maritime safety, prevention of 

marine pollution, and maritime security. Several provisions of UNCLOS require States to "take account 

of", "conform to", "give effect to" or "implement" the relevant international rules and standards 

developed by or through the "competent international organization". In respect of maritime concerns, 

the expression "competent international organization" refers to the IMO [see 12, pp. 8–10, for a list of 

relevant articles]. 
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As to different forms of polluting activities, IMO conventions, and in particular the area-based 

management approach of the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 

(MARPOL), are brought into focus [13, Annexes I–II, 7, pp. 462–465]. As the Exclusive Economic Zones 

of Baltic Sea states cover the entire sea area, issues concerning vessel source pollution or security 

measures require acceptance by the IMO. The Baltic Sea is established as a special area in MARPOL, 

Annexes I, II, IV and V enabling the adoption of special mandatory measures [e.g. 13, Annex I, 

Regulation 1]. 

MARPOL Annex VI further identifies the Baltic Sea as an “emission control area”, meaning that there 

is a need for stricter control on sulphur emissions. The IMF also agreed in April 2016 that the Baltic Sea 

as a special area for sewage discharges from passenger ships under Annex IV of the MARPOL 

Convention, will take effect by latest 2021 for IMO registered passenger vessels. In 2005 the IMO 

further recognized the vulnerability of the Baltic Sea by granting it the status of a Particularly Sensitive 

Sea Area (PSSA), requiring special measures to control maritime activities (such as routing measures, 

and strict application of discharge and equipment requirements) through action by the IMO. Protective 

measures for PSSAs are limited to actions that are to be, or have been, approved and adopted by the 

IMO. The PSSA regime in the Baltic Sea has above all sought to reduce negative impacts from growing 

international shipping activities. However, as Russia has objected to the status, Russian territorial 

waters and ships are exempted. Further, a PSSA status does not enact any additional jurisdictional 

competence [14, see also 15]. 

As most environmental law conventions are applicable also in the Baltic Sea region, they impose 

obligations upon those states that are parties to the conventions (unless, of course, the rule is 

considered to be customary) [for an overview, 16, pp. 1–43]. Most importantly Russia, the only non-

EU Baltic Sea state, has ratified core international environmental conventions. Out of conventions that 

take the Baltic Sea specifically into account, all BSR states are parties to the Helsinki Convention and 

MARPOL (including annexes). Whereas the Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the 

Baltic and North Seas also has a specific Baltic Sea focus, not all BSR states are contracting parties.  

 

2.2 The Helsinki Convention and the Baltic Sea Action Plan 

The revised Helsinki Convention that entered into force on 17 January 2000 constitutes one out of four 

European Regional Seas Conventions. The EU, along with all BSR coastal states, is a party to the Helsinki 

Convention (ratified by the European Community in 1994). The Helsinki Convention is in the BSR a way 

for states to fulfill UNCLOS requirements to co-operate in formulating and elaborating international 

rules for the protection and preservation of the marine environment. The Helsinki Convention covers 

the entire Baltic Sea, including internal waters. It also establishes eco-political principles that partly go 

beyond UNCLOS [see 17, p. 95]. 

The Helsinki Convention, including its annexes, are binding upon state parties (Article 32). The purpose 

of the Convention is two-fold. First of all, state parties undertake obligations that are to be 

implemented nationally. Article 3 establishes that states are to implement the Convention through 

relevant legislative, administrative and other measures. Secondly, it creates a legal basis for 

cooperation. As to obligations, state parties undertake to prevent and eliminate pollution caused by 

harmful substances from all sources (Articles 5-15). The Convention incorporates several 

environmental law principles, but also contains more technical Annexes, which for example ban the 
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discharge of a number of substances (Annex I, Part 2). The Convention requires state parties to report 

regularly to HELCOM on legal and other measures taken (article 16). HELCOM is also the forum within 

which environmental standards not set in the Convention or its Annexes are negotiated. 

The Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP), adopted in 2007, constitutes the cornerstone of HELCOM’s activities. 

The BSAP aims to reduce pollution to the Baltic Sea and reverse its degradation by 2021. In adopting 

the ecosystem approach, the BSAP defines the future status of the sea, and focuses management 

decisions on this goal [see e.g. 18]. In the BSAP, states agree to provide national implementation plans 

and status reports, as well as to monitor and evaluate implementation through various means. As to 

the legal status of the BSAP, it is notable that all HELCOM parties have made written statements 

explicitly endorsing it. The language used also refers to an agreement between states, suggesting a 

rather strong normative status for the Action Plan. Whether the BSAP actually can be considered an 

agreement between states is nevertheless uncertain. The decisive criteria would seem to be whether 

there was an initial intention to create a legally binding act [19, pp. 29–30]. In this respect, it is notable 

that the BSAP preamble makes an explicit distinction between the Action Plan and international 

agreements [20]. 

 

2.4 International Organizations in the BSR 

2.4.1 Identifying BSR Organizations 

Apart from the EU, Grönholm´s study in this special issue indicates the CBSS, HELCOM, Vision and 

Strategies around the Baltic Sea (VASAB), Baltic Pilotage Authorities Commission (BPAC), Ars Baltica 

(AB), Baltic Council of Ministers (BCM), Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM), and Nordic-Baltic Eight 

(NB8) as core actors in the BSR with a governmental dimension. In an international law perspective, 

however, not all of these institutions qualify as intergovernmental organizations, capable of possessing 

rights and obligations at the international level. The boundary between intergovernmental 

organizations and less structured forms of international cooperation is not always clear-cut, as the 

features constituting an intergovernmental organization can be fulfilled partially and to different 

degrees. However, one of the most fundamental features – the requirement that intergovernmental 

organizations should be established through an international agreement – already serves to narrow 

down the set of actors that are interesting from a normative perspective.  

Apart from the EU and HELCOM, both of which have a treaty-basis, the structure of the Nordic Council 

of Ministers (NCM) and Nordic Council (NC) is defined in the Helsinki Treaty from 1962 [21]. Closely 

resembling the functions of these Nordic organizations, also the tasks of the Baltic Council of Ministers 

(BCM) and the Baltic Assembly (BA) are defined in a treaty [22]. The requirement that an organization 

should be based on an international agreement does not mean that an international treaty basis is a 

prerequisite. Hence, the Nordic Council was originally established by parallel decisions of the 

parliaments of the Nordic states and the BCM was originally established by a “Declaration on Unity 

and Cooperation” in 1990 by Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The CBSS was similarly established by the 

region’s Foreign Ministers in Copenhagen in 1992 through the adoption of a declaration. The CBSS also 

displays many features of intergovernmental organizations. Yet, as Koivurova and Rosas note, the 

somewhat uncertain legal status has some undesirable consequences [23]. 
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Given the limited membership of the NCM/NC and the BCM/BC, the decisions do not create BSR-wide 

regulation, despite being normatively binding. When turning to the BPAC, AB, and NB8, the 

institutional set-up changes notably. While the AB and NB8 are best characterized as cooperation and 

coordination structures or networks, the participants in the BPAC are domestic pilotage authorities. 

Even if participants in the NB8 annual meetings are ministers, the cooperation as such has no separate 

structure or organization. VASAB, as a co-operation platform in spatial planning and development of 

11 countries of the Baltic Sea Region, is essentially intergovernmental as far as declarations are 

adopted by the Ministerial Conference. VASAB also has a secretariat to support its functions, and is in 

the EUSBSR designated (together with HELCOM) the role as Horizontal Action coordinator for Spatial 

Planning. However, although decisions at the highest level are made by ministers responsible for 

spatial planning, VASAB is mainly characterized as a cooperation platform for those ministers. 

None of this is to say that also other institutions active in the BSR could not have a regulatory impact. 

The Baltic Sea Advisory Council (BSAC), for example, provides advice to the European Commission and 

member states on matters relating to management of the fisheries in the Baltic Sea [24]. The BSAC 

consists of organizations representing industry and other interest groups affected by the EU Common 

Fisheries Policy. Regional Advisory Councils such as the BSAC have a degree of procedural 

independence and can adopt delegated acts [25]. As a matter of international law, they do not 

however constitute independent international organizations. 

 

2.4.2 HELCOM Recommendations and Monitoring 

HELCOM consists of representatives of all contracting parties of the Helsinki Convention. Its task is to 

monitor the implementation of the Convention, to make recommendations, to set objectives, and to 

promote cooperation with other bodies (Helsinki Convention, Article 20). Recommendations are to be 

implemented by the contracting parties through their national legislation. Since the early 1980s, 

HELCOM has adopted some 260 recommendations, typically confirming international standards and 

specifying their implementation in the BSR [26]. 

The role of state reporting and HELCOM assessment is to follow up on the compliance of state parties 

with the Helsinki Convention and HELCOM recommendations. Reporting also serves the purpose of 

data production, and to display gaps in the framework. The HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment 

Strategy states as one of its objectives the production of assessment products for region-specific 

management purposes by also making use of data and information produced for other fora such as EU 

Directives, and various international institutions [27, paras 2.3–2.5]. 

HELCOM recommendations do not create legally binding obligations, apart, perhaps, from 

recommendations that constitute amendments to Helsinki Convention Annexes [11, p. 139]. Yet, the 

lack of binding nature does not mean that HELCOM action would not have a regulatory impact. The 

close links to the EU, in particular, follow from the Union being a contracting party to the Convention. 

The EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) is considered to contribute to fulfilment of 

Helsinki Convention obligations [28, para 19]. In 2010 Helsinki Convention parties decided to establish 

HELCOM as the coordination platform for implementing the MSFD. The BSAP is presented as the 

regional implementation of the MSFD, for which the BSAP was heralded as a pilot project. HELCOM 

also has a prominent role in the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region (EUSBSR). The overall aim of the 

EUSBSR ‘Save the Sea’ objective is to achieve good environmental status by 2020, inter alia, through 
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taking into account the targets set in the HELCOM BSAP. HELCOM is also (jointly with VASAB) 

coordinator of the horizontal action ‘Spatial Planning’ in the EUSBSR, as well as a member of several 

EUSBSR Steering Groups. 

Through the growing impact of the EU in the BSR, a claim has been made that the Helsinki 

Convention/HELCOM has been replaced by the EU as the most important actor in the region [29]. 

However, this does not mean that HELCOM would have lost its influence in the Baltic Sea. In fact, due 

to interaction with the EU legislative process (and the MSFD in particular), HELCOM recommendations 

could even transform into legally binding obligations under EU law [30]. 

The European Court of Auditors has recently noted that HELCOM recommendations, for example in 

the field of waste water treatment and agriculture that go beyond the requirements of EU directives, 

had not been incorporated by all states reviewed [31, esp. 19ff]. This echoes earlier HELCOM 

assessments indicating that only few recommendations were fully implemented [32], and strengthens 

the concerns that the growing impact of EU law in the BSR could result in EU member states choosing 

not to comply with stricter HELCOM recommendations. As a system of compliance review, HELCOM 

monitoring does not provide means for sanctioning non-compliance. From a compliance perspective, 

it should nevertheless be emphasized that HELCOM monitoring and reporting does enact state internal 

processes. Among other things, these processes produce knowledge that feeds into the legislative 

process, and can hereby contribute to overall progress [33, pp. 365–366]. 

It should also be mentioned that the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) has recognized the 

value of, and relied upon, scientific information produced by committees the decisions of which per se 

are not legally binding [see e.g. 34]. The CJEU has also explicitly noted the status of the EU as signatory 

to the Helsinki Convention, and through that status, indicated that the BSAP sets the standard for 

determining whether nitrogen discharges from the inland and coastal waters of Finland and Sweden 

into the Bothnian Bay contribute to eutrophication of the Bothnian Sea [35, 36]. While this testifies to 

the scientific status of HELCOM data, it also demonstrates how the targets set by HELCOM can have a 

regulatory impact beyond the compliance regime of the Helsinki Convention itself.1 

 

2.5 Transcending the Environment - the CBSS 

Whereas the Helsinki Convention and HELCOM address the entire BSR, but are focused on the marine 

environment, the Council of the Baltic Sea States has a substantively broader purpose. By gradually 

widening its scope of action, CBSS cooperation now covers almost every field of governmental activity 

[see 37]. The CBSS and the Helsinki Convention / HELCOM can be regarded as the core macro-regional 

institutions in the BSR. Although there is some ambiguity concerning the legal nature of the European 

Commission membership in the CBSS [see 23], it is notable that at the time of its establishment, the 

CBSS was by the Commission identified as the main regional actor for the coordination of EU activities 

in the BSR. For this reason the Commission envisaged “a permanent and active presence in this forum 

with a view to enhancing an efficient co-ordination of Union activities and programmes with those of 

other Baltic Sea States” [38]. While the enlarged EU membership may have reduced this importance 

                                                           

1 For another example of HELCOM/EU interplay, see M. Karlsson and M. Gilek, Governance of Chemicals in the 
Baltic Sea Region: A Study of Three Generations of Hazardous Substances, in Gilek, M. Karlsson, S. Linke, K. 
Smolarz (eds), Environmental Governance of the Baltic Sea (Springer 2016), esp. at 107–108. 
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somewhat, the inclusion of Russia and the European Commission as equal members positions the CBSS 

as an important platform for cooperation in the intersection of EU internal and external policies [39, 

pp. 3–6]. 

While the CBSS council communiques and heads of state summit declarations or statements do not 

create legal obligations for member states, the CBSS is also an important actor in the implementation 

of the EUSBSR. Consequently, the CBSS Secretariat is granted status as coordinator for policy area 

‘Secure’ (jointly with Sweden). The organization is also coordinator for horizontal action ‘Climate’, and 

joint coordinator with the City of Turku for horizontal action ‘Neighbours’. The CBSS further has a 

standing invitation to the EUSBSR Steering Groups for Ship and Safe. Especially in respect of 

cooperation with the Russian Federation, it should however be noted that the EU sanctions against 

Russia that are in force at the time of writing, have stalled the arrangement of Summits of Heads of 

state since 2013. Cooperation has however been ongoing on other levels.  

Through CBSS focus areas such as the Baltic Sea Region Border Control Cooperation (BSRBCC), the 

organization is also brought into close cooperation with EU agencies such as Frontex. A similar linkage 

can be found in respect of the Baltic Sea Task Force against Organized Crime, where officials from 

Interpol, Europol, and the EU Council have the status of observers. While such cooperation networks 

are not of direct regulatory impact, they are nevertheless illustrative not only of the nature of CBSS 

cooperation, but also of external dimensions of the activities of EU agencies [on multilevel governance 

in border surveillance, see 40]. 

 

3. The European Union 

 

3.1 Macro-regional Strategies in European Cooperation 

Regions have access to the EU either through the Committee of the Regions or indirectly through 

regional representation in the Council of the EU. The Lisbon treaty elevated “territorial cohesion” to 

one of the main aims of the EU (Article 3 TEU). European territorial cooperation (Interreg) is one of the 

goals of cohesion policy and provides a framework for the implementation of joint actions and policy 

exchanges between national, regional and local actors from different Member States. Macro-regional 

strategies are a tool in the development of territorial cooperation [see 41, para 3, 42, p. 23]. 

As many of the core challenges of the BSR are specific to that area, this also affects the legislative 

capacity of the EU. A distinguishing feature of macro-regional strategies is the rule of “three NOs”. This 

rule states that no new legislation can be introduced for developing and implementing macro regional 

strategies, there is no own budget, and that instead of creating new institutions, the macro regional 

strategies are to be supported by a multi-level and multi-actor governance approach [43, p. 10]. It 

hereby lies at the very heart of EU macro-regional strategies to think “more strategically and 

imaginatively about the available means” [44, p. 2]. 

It is acknowledged that macro-regional strategies do influence both the implementation of EU policies 

and legislation, and existing BSR institutions. As strategies highlight interconnections between actors, 

and identify some as central for the cooperation, strategies also set priorities. The exact impact of the 
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EUSBSR is naturally policy area specific [45, p. 8].2 The concept of European macro regions has been 

labelled one of the most radical innovations of European territorial management in respect of degree 

of EU ownership. Such a characterization refers mainly to the elevation of the position of the European 

Commission. The EUSBSR (albeit indirectly) puts the Commission in a position as a spokesperson with 

the right to define the interests and priorities for the BSR [46, p. 272]. Further, although the 

Commission has been a member of regional bodies for long, the EUSBSR can be seen to have granted 

the Commission significant influence inside those organizations through its role as policy coordinator 

across sectors, and its monitoring role [47, p. 8]. 

As strategies aim at improving horizontal and vertical coordination among a wide range of actors, and 

seek to integrate policy sectors that influence one another, they envisage a multilayered structure of 

regional governance. The idea of coordination that is central to such strategies can also be seen as a 

form of soft rule-making. The downside is that the complexity generated through macro-regional 

strategies does not allow for the identification with any precision where responsibility for the 

implementation of a given regional policy lies [44, 31, para 105]. Coordinating acts may also convey 

political decisions [see 48, p. 62, 49, pp. 90–94]. 

 

3.2 Setting Priorities for the BSR: The EUSBSR 

The EUSBSR is an internal EU strategy, whereas cooperation with the Russian federation takes place 

through the Northern Dimension which “provides the basis for the external aspects of cooperation in 

the Baltic Sea region” [50, point 59]. The EUSBSR is accompanied by an Action Plan, which has three 

specified objectives (save the sea, connect the region, economic prosperity), 13 defined priority/policy 

areas (PA) (listed in Table 1 below), and 4 horizontal cross-cutting actions (HA), responding to identified 

challenges.  

The PAs have an institutional presence, enabling cooperation with other BSR organizations [see e.g. 

51]. While cooperation with HELCOM is pinpointed as particularly important for the implementation 

of the EUSBSR Action Plan, also other cooperation platforms are acknowledged such as the Northern 

dimension, CBSS, NCM, VASAB, BSSSC, Union of the Baltic Cities (UBC), and the research and 

development program BONUS. In respect of the “save the sea” focus of the Action Plan, cooperation 

with Russia and Belarus is envisaged through the Northern Dimension, HELCOM, and the CBSS.  

Substantively, the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region assigns much weight to environmental 

protection. The environmental objectives of the EUSBSR overlap with the core tasks of HELCOM. The 

EUSBSR also recommends the implementation of the HELCOM BSAP. For example, for the 

implementation of the PA Nutri, HELCOM provides the technical and scientific framework for the 

implementation of relevant EU directives. In respect of the objective “Clear water in the Baltic Sea”, 

the EUSBSR adopts the HELCOM BSAP nutrient input reduction targets. This could be seen to 

strengthen the position of HELCOM and the implementation of the BSAP. As far as the Commission 

uses the macro-regional approach to improve the implementation of HELCOM recommendations, they 

could even be infused with normative status. On the other hand, it has been noted that this interaction 

                                                           

2 Commission Report, COM(2011) 381 final, 22 June 2011, at 8. K. Böhme, Added value of macro regional 
strategies: a governance perspective, in COM(2013) 468 final, supra note?, at 20. Also cf. the other articles in the 
same document. 
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may potentially also give rise to legitimacy and accountability concerns [52, pp. 131–133, 53, pp. 113–

114]. 

 

3.3 The Baltic Sea Region Policy Priorities and EU Legislative Competence 

The jurisdiction of the EU not only applies to the land-area but also to sea areas where EU member 

states exercise sovereign rights. EU involvement in regulating the BSR varies between EUSBSR policy 

areas and the corresponding level of integration. This concerns both the institutional framework as 

well as the distribution of competences. As to the legislative setting, because of the requirement that 

EU law (regulations and directives) should have general application to all EU countries, also the EU 

legislation affecting the BSR will have to be of EU-wide applicability.  

 

                                                      EUSBSR Priority Areas and EU Legislative Competence  

Competence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Priority Area 

Exclusive 

Competence  

(Art. 3 TFEU) 

Shared 

competence  

(Art. 4 TFEU) 

Competence 

to support, 

coordinate or 

supplement 

actions of the 

member 

states 

(Art. 6 TFEU) 

Competence 

to provide 

arrangements 

within which 

EU member 

states must 

coordinate 

policy 

(Art. 5 TFEU) 

No provision 

in EU Treaties 

PA Bioeconomy 

(Agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and 

aquaculture) 

X 

(conservation 

of marine 

biological 

resources) 

X  

(agriculture 

and fisheries, 

excluding 

conservation) 

  X  

(forest 

policies) 

PA Culture 

(Culture & creative sectors) 

  X  

(culture) 

  

PA Education 

(Education, research and employability) 

 X  

(research) 

X  

(education) 

X 

(employment 

/Social 

policies) 

 

PA Energy 

(BEMIP Action Plan (for competitive, secure 

and sustainable energy)) 

 X    

PA Hazards 

(Reducing the use and impact of hazardous 

substances) 

 X 

(environment) 

   

PA Health 

(Improving and promoting people’s health, 

including its social aspects) 

 X  

(safety 

concerns in 

public health) 

X 

(human 

health) 

  

PA Innovation 

(Exploiting the full potential of the region in 

research, innovation and SME, utilizing the 

Digital Single Market as a source for attracting 

talents and Investments) 

 X  

(research, 

technological 

development) 

   

PA Nutri 

(Reducing nutrient inputs to the sea to 

acceptable levels) 

 X 

(environment) 

   

PA Safe  

(To become a leading region in maritime safety 

and security) 

 X  

(transport) 
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PA Secure  

(Protection from land-based emergencies, 

accidents and cross-border crime) 

 X  

(civil 

protection, 

crime) 

   

PA Ship 

(Becoming a model region for clean shipping) 

 X 

(environment) 

   

PA Tourism  

(Reinforcing cohesiveness of the macro-region 

through tourism) 

  X   

PA Transport  

(Improving internal and external transport 

links) 

 X    

 

Table 1: EUSBSR Priority Areas and EU Legislative Competence as defined in the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). 

In areas where the EU exercises exclusive competence, states are not entitled to legislate unilaterally. 

Out of EUSBSR priority areas this only concerns the conservation of marine biological resources. In 

relation to most EUSBSR priority areas the EU shares competence with the member states. In these 

areas, member states can exercise their competence to the extent that the Union has not acted (Article 

2(2) TFEU). However, once the EU has adopted rules on a matter, member state action is pre-empted 

in respect of those elements that are governed by the Union act [54, Protocol 25]. Article 6 TFEU grants 

the Union the complementary competence to carry out actions to support, coordinate or supplement 

the actions of the member states in certain areas such as culture, education and tourism [55, p. 109]. 

Finally, according to Article 5 TFEU Member States shall coordinate their economic policies within the 

Union. As to EUSBSR Priority Areas the Council shall take measures to ensure coordination of the 

employment and social policies of the Member States.  

Most policy areas of EUSBSR cooperation fall within the category of shared competences. This means 

that a policy-area specific look at the actual division of competence is needed. However, it should also 

be noted that the policy areas of the EUSBSR are overlapping and therefore uneasy to categorize. While 

for example in environmental policy competences are shared, environmental policy also overlaps with 

the common commercial policy in which EU competences are exclusive. A wealth of case-law 

demonstrates the problems with identifying the proper legal basis, sometimes resulting in a dual legal 

basis of legislative acts [see e.g. 56, para 55, 57]. At the same time the identification of proper legal 

basis is not only of importance for the division of competence between BSR states and the EU, but also 

because it affects the external competence of the Union [58, pp. 70–119]. 

In respect of energy, while most areas of EU energy policy fall under shared competences, the common 

commercial policy covers EU external energy action [see 59, 60, pp. 29–31]. Similarly, EU regulatory 

competence in the field of transport can also have its basis in other areas such as competition 

(exclusive competence), environment, or justice and home affairs (e.g. in respect of strengthening the 

criminal law framework for the enforcement of regulation of ship-source pollution) [see 61, pp. 59ff, 

p. 22]. 

EU action in an area of shared competence may also be the result of exercise of non-express powers. 

Article 352 TFEU states that whenever action by the Union should prove necessary to attain one of the 

EU treaty objectives, but the treaties do not provide for the necessary powers, such measures can be 

adopted by an unanimous Council (except for the Common Foreign and Security Policy or where the 
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treaties explicitly exclude harmonization). The field of environmental law is a prime example of 

‘competence creep’ whereby members are precluded from acting as the EU has practically occupied 

the field through the exercise of its non-express powers (and the duty of loyal co-operation) [58, p. 

57].3 

In fact, even forest policies, no provision for which can be found in the EU treaties, have not been 

immune to EU action. The EU Council has adopted an EU Forest Strategy which can be seen to be of a 

normative nature [62, p. 204]. There is also a long history of EU measures supporting forest-related 

activities, coordinated with Member States mainly through the Standing Forestry Committee. 

Establishment of the Committee itself was done by reference to the legal competence in respect to 

rural development as well as to the implied powers of the EU (Article 352 TFEU) [63]. Furthermore, the 

EU environmental policy and common agricultural policy include regulation concerning forests. The 

common commercial policy (exclusive competence) has provided the legal basis for the EU to combat 

illegal logging, and environmental competence has provided the legal basis for the banning of import 

of illegal timber [see 60, p. 39]. 

 

3.4 Framework decisions and administrative integration  

In policy fields where the EU has competence to act, the Union can adopt both legally binding acts 

(regulations, directives, decisions), as well as non-binding acts (recommendations, opinions) (Article 

288 TFEU). Commonly, the Treaties lay down the type of legal act to be adopted. EU environmental 

legislation mostly consist of directives, leaving national authorities a choice of form and means of 

implementation. While legislative form and coverage in the various policy fields of the EUSBSR vary 

greatly, especially in the environmental field the use of so-called framework directives warrant special 

attention. 

Characteristically, framework directives set fairly general normative standards for environmental 

protection such as the attainment of “good environmental status” (MSFD), or “good ecological status” 

(WFD). Framework directives define the main objectives to be reached and establishes a procedure by 

which to work towards that goal. This means that the framework directive in itself leaves discretion 

for states to implement the directive. It can also mean that subsequent legislation needs to be adopted 

that specifies the obligations. The use of framework directives has been noted to have many strengths, 

not the least through offering a tool for systemic change, and by being flexible enough to account for 

regional differences. However, member states have also found framework directives difficult to 

implement [64, see also 31]. 

Use of the framework format does also have some normative consequences. First of all, any challenge 

against a state for failing to properly implement the directive is likely to concern procedural issues 

rather than the quality of the marine environment as such (depending, of course, on the exact content 

of the framework directive invoked). The more a framework directive is open to interpretation, the 

more likely there will be differing views as to its content. 

                                                           

3  On defining the competence of organizations, see V. Engström, Constructing the Powers of International 
Institutions (Martinus Nijhoff Publishers 2012). 
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This disagreement on the exact content of the obligation undertaken may also potentially affect the 

direct effect of the directive (and with that, the possibility of enforcement through domestic and 

European courts). This circumstance was highlighted by Advocate General Bobek in Gert Folk, claiming 

that Article 4(7) of the WFD (defining a derogation regime) is not directly applicable, due to being 

subordinated to several further implementing steps and qualitative verifications in which member 

states enjoy considerable discretion [65, paras 56–57]. However, as to the WFD directive in particular, 

the CJEU in Weser held that article 4(1) of the WFD (setting the environmental objectives) “… does not 

simply set out, in programmatic terms, mere management-planning objectives, but has binding effects 

…” [66, para 43, see also 67]. Further, in Gert Folk the CJEU found that “… the national authorities 

which are competent to authorise a project are required to review whether the conditions … are 

satisfied …” [65, para 39]. 

Framework directives can also be catalysts of a changing regulatory environment [68, 4, p. 350]. 

Framework directives typically need to be specified (e.g. through daughter directives). In the case of 

the WFD, this specification and implementation has been entrusted to a network of national and 

transnational authorities; the Common Implementation Strategy (CIS). The goal of the CIS is to reach 

a common understanding and develop soft-law guidelines for the implementation of the WFD. As 

Korkea-aho notes, the creation of a soft law-based implementation regime can both endorse and 

water down the process of judicial enforcement. The CIS can, for example, be seen to have resulted in 

a nearby absence of concept litigation (especially if compared to waste rulings), demonstrating its 

capacity to bring clarity [69, p. 664]. However, settling implementation issues in a strongly technocratic 

environment may also serve to hide political controversies from sight [see e.g. 70, p. 388]. 

It should also be noted that there are sector-specific actors of interest from a BSR perspective, such as 

the Baltic Sea Advisory Council in the field of fisheries that feed into the work of the Commission [71, 

72, 73]. Various agencies such as the Fisheries Control Agency, Maritime Safety Agency, or the 

European Environment Agency, assist both EU institutions as well as EU member states in the 

development and implementation of EU policies. Some agencies such as the European Chemicals 

Agency can adopt decisions which are legally binding on third parties, whereas others perform 

operational tasks [74]. 

Agencies have become major producers of EU soft law with policy-making significance. In fact, the 

ways in which agencies develop, constitute experimental modes of governance, and expand the de 

facto competence of the EU has been seen to position agencies as new sources of authority at the EU 

level. As Ringbom demonstrates, the European Maritime Safety Agency has had an impact in various 

ways on maritime safety and environmental matters [26]. However, the Commission has noted in 

particular in respect of Regional Advisory Councils in the Common Fisheries Policy that although they 

improve dialogue and information flows, they also give rise to concerns of participation of 

environmental and development interests. This has also led to an overemphasis on short-term 

technical issues instead of long-term policy objectives [75, p. 9, 76]. 

 

3.5 The EU and International Agreements 

 

3.5.1 International Agreements in EU Law 
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In many policy areas, much of EU law builds on international agreements. While it lies beyond the 

scope of this article to seek to present existing EU legislation in respect of the EUSBSR priority areas 

and its interconnections with international agreements, there are illustrative studies to resort to [such 

as 77, 78, p. 105–107, 79]. However, the status of international agreements in EU law as such does 

warrant attention, not the least because of the possibility to enforce EU law, but also in order to 

illustrate how EU law affects the capacity of its member states to conclude international agreements.  

International agreements to which the EU is a party, precede EU secondary legislation [80, para 35]. 

The result of EU exclusive external competence is that members do not have the right to undertake 

obligations with third countries. It also limits the competence of members to enter into international 

agreements that could affect the EU´s exclusive competence [81, pp. 718–719]. As a consequence, 

there are in the field of fisheries management only two treaty parties in the BSR – the EU and the 

Russian Federation, which have concluded a bilateral agreement concerning conservation of marine 

resources [82, p. 1]. 

In respect of shared competence, when EU law only sets minimum standards, members are free to 

adopt more strict obligations as long as they are compatible with secondary EU law, proportional and 

not arbitrarily discriminatory in their effects on trade between the member states [81, pp. 741–745]. 

If the Union legislates, it pre-empts the field. For this reason, the possibility for states to adopt more 

strict obligations mainly exists in the sphere of framework directives whereas for example the 

chemicals regulation 1907/2006 ‘REACH’, or Directive 2005/35/EC on ship-source pollution generally 

entail full harmonization [10, pp. 58–59]. 

As to agreements to which the EU is a party in addition to member states (such as UNCLOS, the CBD, 

the UNFCCC, and the Helsinki Convention), a parallel obligation is created for the EU to that of the EU 

member states to enforce those agreements, and thereby to transform the international obligations 

into EU law. There is therefore a large body of EU legislation seeking to implement EU agreements. 

This is particularly the case with respect to environmental agreements [83, p. xviii, 10, p. 58]. However, 

even if all EU member states are parties to an agreement, this does not mean that the EU as such 

would be bound [84, paras 48–49 concerning MARPOL 73/78, 85, para 85]. In order for the EU to 

become a party a concluding act is needed. Alternatively, a legislative act needs to be adopted that 

incorporates the agreement into the legislation. Such a legislative act can also incorporate a soft law 

instrument [86, pp. 305–306, 87, p. 1329]. 

The legislative implementing measures do not always refer to the agreements that they implement. In 

such cases the question of legal effect of EU agreements does not arise as such. Instead, the 

implementation of international obligations turns into an issue of implementation of EU law [83, p. 

xix]. There are also situations in which the provisions of an international agreement can be seen as 

part of the Union legal order, by Union legal acts indicating a willingness on the part of the EU to make 

some or all provisions of the agreement directly applicable in the Union legal order (this was the case 

for example with the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) before EU 

accession in 2015).  

Eventually there are agreements concluded by EU Member States that play an important role in the 

application of Union law without forming an integral part of the Union legal order as such. The EU is 

not, and cannot currently become, a member of the IMO (the European Commission being an observer 

since 1974). Nor, accordingly, can it become a party to the IMO Conventions that regulate international 
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maritime transport and safety. Nevertheless, there is EU secondary legislation that effectively 

implements IMO Conventions (including conventions that were not yet in force) and Resolutions. 

However, there is no automacy to this effect. Case-law suggests that international agreements are not 

necessarily taken into account in cases where all EU member states are not parties to the convention, 

and where the directive itself does not refer to any of the international conventions [87, pp. 1327–

1328, pp. 1339–1342]. 

The fact that international agreements can enter the realm of EU law in various ways means that in 

addition to those international agreements to which the EU is a contracting party, interest should be 

turned also to agreements accounted for in legislative acts. In this respect, key environmental acts 

such as the MSFD [28, paras 6–7], the WFD [88, paras 21 and 35], and the Waste Framework Directive 

[89, para 21] take hold of a number of conventions to which the EU is a contracting party, such as 

UNCLOS, the CBD, the Helsinki Convention, the United Nations Convention on the Protection and Use 

of Transboundary Water Courses and International Lakes, and the Convention on the Prevention of 

Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (London Convention) [90]. 

Broadening the focus from legislative acts to the Integrated Maritime Policy [91], the Biodiversity 

Strategy [92], and the Common Fisheries Policy [24], the range of international conventions referred 

to is broadened further to the UN Fish Stocks Agreement, the United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change, the Convention of International Trade in Endangered Species, the Convention on 

Migratory Species, the World Heritage Convention, the Desertification Convention, and the Agreement 

to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management Measures by Fishing 

Vessels on the High Seas. The Biodiversity Strategy further refers to the Ramsar Convention on 

Wetlands and the targets laid down in the Decision by the Conference of the Parties to the Convention 

on Biological Diversity on the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020.  

 

3.5.2 Mixed Agreements 

In all areas of shared competence, there is a possibility of concluding mixed agreements that have both 

member states and the EU as parties. Mixed agreements are concluded when EU competences do not 

cover the agreement in its entirety as is the case for example with UNCLOS and the Helsinki Convention 

[58, pp. 212ff]. Mixed agreements can give rise to a number of issues with regard to jurisdiction and 

legal effect. In respect of mixed agreements, their direct effect depends on the nature of the 

agreement and the individual provisions invoked. The agreement itself can define the division of 

competence. Such agreements are however rare [58, p. 320]. Also the implementing act of an 

agreement can clarify the competence issue (e.g. UNCLOS, annex IX explicitly codifies joint liability of 

the EU and member states, in accordance with the division of competence) [93]. Mixed agreements 

have the same status in the EU legal order as pure EU agreements in so far as the provisions fall within 

the scope of exclusive Community competence. Provisions falling under the Union´s shared 

competence are a source of EU law obligation for the Member States, but their direct effect and 

implementation falls under the Member States´ sphere of competence [94, pp. 348–349]. 

The Helsinki Convention constitutes a special case in being a so-called incomplete mixed agreement 

[79, pp. 88–91]. In such agreements only part of the EU Member States participate. This can give rise 

to some uncertainty concerning the extent of EU obligations, especially in cases where the applicability 

of the agreement is not delimited geographically [for a discussion, see 95, pp. 131ff]. Irrespective of 
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this, however, it should be emphasized that the Helsinki Convention precede EU secondary legislation, 

and has direct effect [by analogy, 96]. On the other hand, the CJEU has held that the Community was 

not bound by the International Convention on Civil Liability for Oil Pollution Damage and the 

International Convention on the Establishment of an International Fund for Compensation for Oil 

Pollution Damage, as it had not acceded to them, and moreover, “it cannot be regarded as having 

taken the place of its Member States, if only because not all of them are parties to those conventions…” 

[85, para 85]. It does not however seem to prevent the CJEU from dealing with member state 

compliance with such agreements [see 97]. 

In agreements where the rights and obligations of the EU and the member states are interlinked, or 

where there is no declaration of competence, a question of the respective liabilities of the EU and the 

member states can arise. The CJEU seems to have adopted an expansive approach to jurisdiction, 

irrespective of whether there has been a declaration or not [83, p. 259]. However, when it comes to 

review of EU acts in light of international agreements, the situation looks somewhat different. This 

could suggest that the CJEU is more hesitant in reviewing EU action against some agreements, than 

when enforcing those agreements towards member states. Putting faith in the enforcement capacity 

of the EU for the development of the regulatory framework of the BSR therefore results in a mixed 

image. On the one hand, engaging the EU framework introduces the possibility of giving teeth to 

international conventions. On the other hand, both CJEU case-law, as well as its inaction for example 

in respect of the Aarhus Convention, has raised question marks as to the willingness of the EU to 

subject itself to international legal standards [98, 83, p. 285, pp. 307–310]. 

 

3.6 Monitoring and CJEU Jurisdiction 

The Commission is assigned the role of the guardian of the treaties, supervising member state and EU 

compliance with EU law (including secondary legislation and agreements). For example the MSFD and 

the WFD explicitly require states to report to the Commission on progress [28, Art. 18, 88, Art. 15]. The 

Commission is assigned a monitoring role in the EUSBSR and leads the overall coordination of the 

attached Action Plan [1, pp. 10–11]. The Commission also has extensive powers of implementation, 

and can adopt implementing or delegated acts (Articles 290-291 TFEU).  

However, the one actor to which eyes are turned for enforcement is the CJEU. Treaties that the EU has 

concluded are binding on the Union and its members (Article 216(2) TFEU). They also have primacy 

over secondary EU legislation, meaning that they can be invoked to challenge EU action. If provisions 

of an agreement come under exclusive or shared EU competence, they also become subject to the 

jurisdiction of the CJEU [58, p. 321]. 

As the enforceability of EU law also depends on the character of the legislative act, framework 

directives are again worth noting, as the framework nature can affect their direct effect, and therewith, 

the possibility of CJEU enforcement [see e.g. 99, pp. 271ff]. The same holds true for international 

framework agreements. For example in Intertanko the CJEU concluded that the “nature and the broad 

logic of UNCLOS” prevented the Court from assessing the validity of a Community measure in the light 

of that Convention [84, para 65, 79, p. 112]. 

 

4 Concluding Remarks 
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In looking for patterns of BSR regulation, the role of the EU is undoubtedly the most important feature 

to take hold of. Adopting regulatory action at the EU level ensures that all member states are bound, 

enacts monitoring of implementation, and introduces the possibility of CJEU enforcement (which can 

also extend to international agreements such as the Helsinki Convention). Enforcement of agreements 

through the EU has even been characterized as a constitutionalization of international norms, as far as 

their transformation into EU law endow those provisions with supremacy and direct effect [83, p. xix]. 

The constitutionalization of international norms through EU law nevertheless has many dimensions. 

International agreements can assume the status of primary EU law (Helsinki Convention, UNCLOS), yet 

their nature may prevent assessing EU law in light of the convention (UNCLOS). There are conventions 

the EU cannot succeed to which are nevertheless implemented (IMO agreements), but also question 

marks as to the willingness of the CJEU to interpret EU law in the light of international law. 

Eventually the ‘Europeanization’ of the BSR stands out as somewhat paradoxical. It may, for example, 

be seen as beneficial to include the EU as a party to international agreements, both in respect of 

enforcement possibilities, and because it subjects EU secondary law to those agreements. However, 

while BSR states are free as a point of departure to take further action to enhance BSR cooperation, 

such action also need to respect the division of competence between the EU and its member states.  

EU domination over law-making also means that BSR regulation becomes characterized by the 

governance approach of the EU. In this respect the use of framework directives is notable, as is the 

tailoring of EU law- and policymaking to meet the particular needs of the BSR through soft-law 

instruments, and the agencification phenomenon. While strong EU engagement can be welcomed 

from a regulatory perspective, the diffusion of the EU legislative process may also mean that the 

regulation escapes some of the normative mechanisms in place.  

For EU member states, the impact of the EU also extends to other BSR instruments and actors. 

Interaction between HELCOM BSAP, the EUSBSR, the WFD and the MSFD, for example, seems well 

acknowledged. Complementarity between regulatory layers may work well and lead to synergies 

between regimes [26]. Yet in other areas EU action can be perceived too dominant, leading to negative 

outcomes (as in the case of HELCOM) [30]. This is a useful reminder of the fact that the global and 

regional regulatory levels retain their importance in regulating the BSR, particularly as EU membership 

is exclusive of one important littoral state. The UNCLOS, IMO conventions (such as MARPOL), and 

environmental agreements to which BSR states are parties, as well as the Helsinki Convention and its 

annexes, set the normative framework common to all BSR states. The lack of normative force of the 

BSAP, HELCOM recommendations and decisions of the CBSS should be seen in the light of international 

law more generally where enforcement powers of international institutions are a true rarity, but where 

those decisions nevertheless can have a normative impact [100, p. 187]. In this light, any development 

that would make the Russian Federation more reluctant to cooperate in these bodies would result in 

a serious gap in terms of BSR regulation.  
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Glossary 

AB Ars Baltica 

BA Baltic Assembly 

BCM Baltic Council of Ministers 

BPAC Baltic Pilotage Authorities Commission 

BSAC Baltic Sea Advisory Council 

BSAP Baltic Sea Action Plan 

BSR Baltic Sea region 

BSRBCC Baltic Sea Region Border Control Cooperation 

CBSS Council of the Baltic Sea States 

CIS Common Implementation Strategy 

CITES Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 

CJEU Court of Justice of the European Union 

EUSBSR European Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region 

Frontex European Border and Coast Guard Agency 

HA Horizontal cross-cutting action of the EUSBSR 

HELCOM Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission, Helsinki Commission 

IMO International Maritime Organization 

Interreg European territorial cooperation 

MARPOL International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 

MSFD The EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive 

NB8 Nordic-Baltic Eight 

NC Nordic Council 

NCM Nordic Council of Ministers 

PA Priority/policy area of the EUSBSR 

PSSA Particularly Sensitive Sea Area 

TFEU Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

UBC Union of the Baltic Cities 

UNCLOS The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

UNEP United Nations Environment Programme 

VASAB Vision and Strategies around the Baltic Sea 

WFD The EU Water Framework Directive 
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