
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Although largely unknown 
to the public, HELCOM is an 
intergovernmental organization, 
comprising of the countries from 
around the Baltic Sea. Regional 
cooperation is the cornerstone to 
effective protection and sustainable 
use of the ocean.” 
—Lilian Busse
Image Source: On the ferry boat between Smiltyne and Klapeida in Lithuania, from the 
Curonian Isthmus. Image by Nicolas J.A. Buchoud, all rights reserved ©.
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On plastics in the environment

Gunnar Hartmann (GH): One of your main research areas 
as a biologist, working at the German Environment Agency, 
is plastics in the environment. How do plastics end up in 
the oceans? 
 
Lilian Busse (LB): Plastics can get through different path-
ways into the environment, and it usually ends up in the 
oceans. One of the main pathways is the insufficient waste 
and wastewater management practices but there are many 
other sources like tire abrasion, films from agriculture or 
plastic particles from cosmetics or cleaning materials. The 
plastics in rivers, streams and lakes reach the ocean. In 
addition, more and more plastic material enters the envi-
ronment through littering. At sea, shipping, fisheries, aqua-
culture and offshore installations are sources of litter. Once 
plastic is in the environment, they can cause great damage 
to both ecosystems and living organisms.

Marine litter is a global problem. Therefore, it is addressed 
in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 14 of the 
United Nations (UN): conserve and sustainable use of the 
oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable devel-
opment. In 2017, the UN held a High-Level Conference to 
support the implementation of SDG 14. In that conference, 
all matters regarding the oceans was discussed and ma-
rine litter was one of the top issues. I was able to attend 
the conference and led a panel discussion with different 
stakeholders on how to reduce marine litter. This is key be-
cause we can only address the issue of marine litter when 
we all work together: industry, regulatory agencies, science 
organizations, decisions-makers, NGOs, and all of us – the 
consumers. That is also the reason why marine litter has 
intersections with other SDGs (e.g. SDG 12: Ensure sustain-
able consumption and production patterns). 
 
There was a follow up SDG Conference on oceans planned 
for 2021 but it was postponed due to the pandemic. When 
we hold this conference, either in 2022 or 2023, we will see 
how far we have come to reduce marine litter. 
 
GH: Timothy Morton, a philosopher, refers to such a phe-
nomenon of all the plastic in the sea as hyperobjects. That 
is, plastics are produced every year and chunks break down 
into particles that enter other objects, including animals. 
Although plastics are everywhere, one can never point to 
all the plastics in the world and say, “There it is.” What 
should be done about it? 
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LB: Yes! Agreed! There are two sides to it. First, the oceans 
are interconnected and, therefore, we cannot pinpoint 
where the plastics debris came from specifically. Second-
ly, macroplastics will turn into microplastics, which are 
almost invisible to human eye but are found everywhere, 
including the Arctic, Antarctic, and in the Deep Sea.  
 
But scientists and agencies are working on methods on 
how to measure plastics (both macro- and microplastics) in 
the environment and in organisms. We are in the process of 
developing and improving methods in how to measure plas-
tics in the environment (e.g. on beaches) and how to mea-
sure these particles in the laboratories. One key element 
is that we need to harmonize the methods so that we can 
compare the measurements. Additionally, more research is 
needed on how plastics affect marine organisms as well as 
humans, if they end up there.  
 
However, in addition to developing these methods, it is cru-
cial to continue to raise awareness for the topic on plastics 
in the environment and to communicate good approaches 
actively. Littering, one of the sources of marine litter, can 
and needs to be reduced. Intelligent product design also 
helps to reduce plastics in the environment.  
 
There is no doubt that as a society we will use plastics in 
the future. But we need to change how we look at plastics. 
We need to give plastics a value and use plastic products 
more carefully and sustainably. As your current issue of 

INTERSECTING explores, plastics need to be part of a 
circular economy. We have to be aware though, that once 
pollutants are in the circle, they are then recirculated – 
that’s not good. The EU strategy aims to transform the way 
plastic products are designed, produced, used and recycled 
in the EU. Although we still have some gaps in knowledge, 
measures for reducing the use of plastics and avoiding the 
entry of plastic into the ocean can and must be taken now. 
These measures cannot only be taken by countries alone. 
They must be addressed on a regional and transnational 
level. Plastics do not know any borders! One regional orga-
nization that has developed measures for reducing marine 
litter is HELCOM, the Baltic Marine Environment Protection 
Commission, also known as the Helsinki Commission.  
 
 
GH: So, you are currently the Chair of HELCOM. What does 
HELCOM initiate?  
 
LB: Although largely unknown to the public, HELCOM is an 
intergovernmental organization, comprising of the coun-
tries from around the Baltic Sea. The organization has a 
long and successful history of cooperating to maintain the 
health of the oceans. The Helsinki Convention was original-
ly signed in 1974 by all the coastal countries along the Bal-
tic Sea. It seeks to protect the Baltic Sea from all sources 
of pollution from land, air and sea as well as to preserve 
biological diversity and promote sustainable use of marine 
resources. 
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GH: And what, in particular, is HELCOM doing to reduce 
plastics in the Baltic Sea?  
 
LB: HELCOM has recently adopted the updated The Baltic 
Sea Action plan, or BSAP. The BSAP is HELCOM’s strategic 
program for a healthy Baltic Sea. It contains about 200 
actions addressing the various pressures, including marine 
litter, facing the Baltic Sea and its biodiversity. HELCOM 
has specific goals for the next decade. It will reduce marine 
litter on the beaches by at least 30% by 2025 and 50% by 
2030. The measures on how to achieve these and other 
goals are addressed in HELCOM‘s Marine Litter Action 
Plan.  
 
 
GH: So, regional governance is the key but what are the 
means?  
 
LB: HELCOM is a symbol of successful regional coopera-
tion and governance of marine protection. This approach 
is deeply rooted in science and in dialogue with stakehold-
ers. Cooperating to solve the problems facing the ocean 
requires action across borders. Lines drawn on maps, 
separating one country from another, mean nothing when 
faced with global problems. Regional cooperation is the 
cornerstone to effective protection and sustainable use of 
the ocean.  
 
 

All contracting parties of HELCOM are working together to 
help reduce marine litter in the Baltic Sea. After all, there 
is only one Baltic Sea. Besides looking at the Baltic Sea 
itself, we also need to work together with other stakehold-
ers, like different industries, in order to get to the root of 
the plastics issue. By intersecting into other areas, such as 
the circular economy of plastics, we would have to begin far 
away from the Baltic Sea itself.
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