
 

CHALLENGES TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: 

GLOBAL APPROACHES AND PRACTICAL WORK IN THE BALTIC SEA REGION 

An international seminar on the occasion of the 70th Birthday Anniversary of President Tarja Halonen 

organized in cooperation with the City of Helsinki 

December 10, 2013, 10 pm – 5.00 pm 

 

How will sustainable development be reached in the Baltic Sea Region?  

Turning challenges into opportunities 

Dr Liisa Rohweder 

CEO WWF Finland 

liisa.rohweder@wwf.fi 

 

Honorable president Tarja Halonen, Ministers and all other participants of this high level seminar which 
discusses global and regional sustainability challenges. 

It´s my great pleasure to give this presentation of the unique Baltic Sea and how to turn some of its 
challenges into opportunities.  

To begin with, I will describe the global nature of three risks which our sea faces: eutrophication, 
hazardous substances and overfishing. After that I will demonstrate that the Baltic Sea is in a unique 
position to find solutions to these risks. This will move us to two scenarios – what do we want from our 
future; clean Baltic Sea or a polluted one? Finally, I will show with the case examples of commercial 
fishing, agriculture and tourism industries how clean Baltic Sea is not only an ecological issue but will also 
have positive economic and social implications.  I will also show how to change our challenge – the sick 
Baltic Sea – into an opportunity of sustainable development and a healthy sea. 

The Baltic Sea is facing high environmental pressure 

We have already heard quite a bit about the state and the threats of the Baltic Sea. Consensus exists on 
the primary threats facing the region: eutrophication, hazardous substances and overfishing. Also, 
increasingly growing shipping and a potential oil spill are threats that cannot be underestimated.  

Over 40 % of the world´s oceans are heavily affected by human activity. Thus, the challenges of 
eutrophication, hazardous substances and overfishing are not unique for the Baltic Sea but they are 
increasingly global in nature. However, an international comparison of these threats shows that the Baltic 
Sea faces some of the highest environmental pressures of eutrophication, hazardous substances and 
overfishing in the world. Comparing different parts of the sea shows that the southern parts of the sea are 
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most severely affected by these pressures. Baltic Sea has the highest pressure of all seas in the world from 
eutrophication – worse than for example the North Sea, East China Sea, Gulf of Mexico and Black Sea. 

We cannot by any means be proud of this analysis.  

The Baltic Sea region is uniquely positioned to find solutions  

But there is hope. 

Although the state of the Baltic Sea is not good at the moment, the Baltic Sea region is still better 
positioned than most to find solutions to these challenges and thereby provide examples that can serve as 
global inspiration.  

The financial strength of the region is high, the population is well educated, and strong domestic 
companies are based in the region. The scientific foundation is solid and research quality is high. Relevant 
conventions, agreements, and action plans are in place.  

Population density is lower than that of many developing regions, and unlike many other areas, the region 
is stable and not plagued by poverty, war or other major conflicts. 

According to a comparison of the region´s Global Innovation Index and its purchasing power with those of 
other areas, the Baltic Sea region can be considered as a relative leader in innovations. In short, the region 
has better prerequisites than most to address the issues of eutrophication, hazardous substances, and 
overfishing.  

This fact concretizes the importance of the Baltic Sea region´s need – and our responsibility – to show 
global leadership. Baltic Sea region´s future development is highly dependent on how we now choose to 
manage our human activities.  

Two scenarios for the Baltic sea in 2030 

WWF has launched four scenarios for the Baltic Sea. The best one is “Clear Waters” scenario and the 
worst one “Shipwrecked” scenario. Let me shortly describe them for you.   

In the “Shipwrecked” scenario, mistrust and fragmentation have steered the Baltic Sea region´s 
development toward increasing degradation. For instance political fragmentation has resulted in country 
by country solutions that have short term and often crisis driven focus. The Helcom action plan is not 
implemented and legislation has not been harmonized across the region. Yearly algal blooms have 
exploded, and the size of dead zones in sea bottom has grown. As a result, the Baltic Sea is no longer 
suited for either fishing or tourism. Around the world, the Baltic Sea is often used as a cautionary example 
of how not to manage marine regions. 

In the “Clear waters” scenario, a high level collaboration has been achieved through governance that has 
been integrated among countries and sectors. At the same time, the ecological footprint has been 
minimized by all actors and the Baltic Sea region witnesses many examples of how green and blue 
economy can be concretized. Civil society and the public and private sectors work in partnership and 
accountability has increased. Species and habitats are showing strong signs of recovery, and levels of 



hazardous substances in the marine environment are gradually declining. Overall, improvement from 
previous decades of mismanagement is slow but ongoing. The Baltic Sea region has become a global 
showcase of the ways in which integrated action and regional governance can make a real difference.  

In case we take our responsibility seriously and in case we want to show global leadership the “Clear 
waters” scenario is the only possibility. I believe that this is the case for all of us and thus we need to 
strive for the actions which will make that happen.  

In addition to positive ecological consequences, the Clear Waters future of the Baltic Sea has also positive 
social and economic implications. I will next concretize this with an example. 

Relationships between selected industries and the Baltic Sea vary 

Almost all industries would directly or indirectly be affected in the two scenarios. However, the roles of 
different industries vary because some industries influence the state of the sea, like agriculture or 
shipping - and others are instead influenced by it, like tourism or commercial fishing. Commercial fishing 
has of course also a strong impact on the biodiversity of the sea.  

As already said, my example shows that the Clear Waters scenario does not only mean an ecologically 
healthy sea but has also major impacts on the economic and social well-being in the region.  

The “Clear Waters” scenario has an economic potential which is €32 billion higher in annual value added 
than that of the “Shipwrecked” scenario and could result in 550 000 more jobs by 2030.  

Understanding how huge social and economic implications a healthy Baltic Sea has, might speed up 
urgently needed responsible political decision-making.  Because, sadly enough, economy normally comes 
first and environment last in the decision making. 

Furthermore, as the scenarios clearly show, the Baltic Sea´s health is not only an environmental concern 
but also an important economic and social one. It should be governed and managed by finance, 
enterprise, labor and prime ministers, in addition to that of environmental ministers.  

My example also demonstrates, yet again, the critical value of our ecological resources as the basis for 
everything: economic development and quality of life. It also demonstrates how an integrated ecological, 
economic and social approach is the only possible way forward. 

Our opportunity 

The Baltic Sea has always played an important role for the countries around it and it will continue to do 
so.  I believe that we want the future of the Baltic Sea to be the “Clear Waters” scenario.  

What a fantastic opportunity and responsibility we have; we could be the first generation that leaves the 
Baltic Sea in a better state than we inherited it. This would not only mean securing the health of the sea 
so that it can continue to deliver the ecosystem services humans need. We could also secure it as a source 
of innovation and global competitiveness and something that further unites all the countries and people 
around it. 

For the Clear Waters scenario to materialize all actors are needed. 



Politicians need to make such incentives that move the region into a blue and green technology hub and 
legislative decisions that make an end to the ecological degradation of the sea. 

The business community needs to define the link between company´s core business and the health of the 
Baltic Sea and create innovative technologies which can be used in saving other seas as well.  

The media needs to highlight the Baltic Sea´s environmental, social and economic progress in an 
integrated way and provide space to highlight positive development. 

But we also need charismatic leaders, people who take the other actors along to the movement. Such a 
person is our president Tarja Halonen. She has been for decades a true leader for sustainable 
development and continues to be so.  

Today, she has invited all of us here to discuss challenges of sustainable development and the Baltic Sea 
as a regional example. We, all of us, are in a position to have an input on the sustainability and on the 
state of the Baltic Sea. Let´s follow our leader, President Tarja Halonen, and commit to do concrete 
actions for a more sustainable world, which means wellbeing for people and for the nature.  

To end, I wish on behalf of WWF happy birthday for President Tarja Halonen!  

Thank you!   
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