
 

POLICY 

BRIEF 

 

River Basin Management Plans play central, but rather isolated 

role in reducing nutrient losses from agriculture 

Partners from Estonia, Finland, Sweden, Poland and Lithuania have conducted a study -„The Role of River 

Basin Management Plans in five Baltic Sea Countries in addressing the diffuse pollution from agriculture to 

limit the eutrophication of the Baltic Sea” to understand the efficiency of River Basin Management Plans 

and significance of measures within the plan addressing nutrient runoff from agriculture to reach the good 

ecological status of all waters. 

Key F indings  

 River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs) are well placed in environmental policy, though 

poorly integrated with other policies needed to meet the target of good water status. 

 Agriculture is mainly  the second biggest sector when it comes to budget allocated in the 

River Basin Management Plans.  

 Diffuse pollution from agriculture is the priority of agricultural measures in the Programme 

of Measures of the RBMPs. 

 Institutional interplay between agricultural and environment sector is rather weak leaving 

the decision making and sources of funding scattered between authorities. 

 Measures to reduce agricultural pollution are poorly targeted to the high risk areas.  

 

Importance of River Basin Management 

The European Union Water Framework Directive (WFD) is one of the most ambitious pieces of 

legislation aiming to ensure good water quality for all water bodies by 2015. It sets requirements 

for the water management through River Basin Management Plans (RBMPs) and appropriate 

pollution abatement measures (Programme of Measures - PoMs). RBMPs are developed for each 

river basin separately, whereas the number of river basins depends on the hydro-geological 

conditions of the area. According to the national reports of the five countries participating in the 

study - Estonia, Finland, Lithuania, Poland and Sweden, 3 to 10 river basin districts have been 

established in these countries.   



 

  

Map of river basin districts in study countries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy coherence 

Runoff of nitrogen (N) and phosphorous (P) from agricultural sector has remained a significant 

environmental problem causing eutrophication of the Baltic Sea. To specifically address pollution 

load from agriculture, the PoMs within RBMPs contain measures, which aim to reduce agricultural 

pollution. This cannot be achieved without the engagement of other economic sectors. Yet the 

study revealed that further integration of policies and development plans is necessary. HELCOM 

Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) has set nutrient reduction targets for the drainage area countries. 

However, it was seen that no quantitative reduction targets have been set per river basin in most 

districts. Second factor, which jeopardizes the role of RBMPs in tackling the issue of 

eutrophication, was poor support of other sectors to water protection. It was concluded that the 

integration of water management with the agricultural sector, specifically measures from the 

Rural Development Plan (RDP) was often not sufficiently established. It is also stated that there 

will be a challenge to address policy instruments and measures under WFD, BSAP and RDP 

because of their different geographical scale and time period. Thus, the effective implementation 

of RBMP measures requires deeper synergies among water related policy fields. 

Administration 

There are many actors involved in the management of the RBMPs. Commonly two ministries, 

Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Agriculture are responsible for developing policy 

instruments to reach agri-environmental targets. Important actors for the implementation of the 

PoM are Water (Poland) or Environmental Boards/Agencies (Estonia, Lithuania). However, the 

roles of Agricultural Board and Ministry remain in several cases (Estonia, Poland and Lithuania) 

rather limited. Agricultural sector is principally involved in legislative issues in river basin district 

working and advisory groups. Yet it is agricultural institution, which has the drivers to limit 

nutrient load and thus deeper institutional interplay is essential between the two sectors. 
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Significance of agricultural measures in RBMPs 

The analysis of the countries’ PoMs demonstrated rather different structures of the categories of 

measures, making it quite difficult to assess the share of those measures that are designed to limit 

agricultural pollution. The measures in the Swedish PoMs are presented according to the nine 

environmental problem categories. Thus, the proportion of measures needed between categories 

can be approximated by the share of different environmental problems that cause water bodies to 

fail to achieve good ecological status. The alteration of the physical environment and 

eutrophication are the two dominant environ-mental problems. Yet the allocation of measures in 

the Estonian and Lithuanian river basins is divided based on the source of contamination (e.g. 

measures to limit pollution from point sources) and targeted water type (e.g. measures to improve 

groundwater/surface waters/coastal waters). At the same time Polish and Finnish measures are 

formed solely sector wise (e.g. agriculture, forestry, industry).  

In addition, share of funds used for measures to limit pollution from agriculture differs between 

the countries studied. The share of agricultural measures from the total budget is highest in 

Finland, covering 34% of the funds in the PoMs (including both Finnish current state and additional 

water protection measures). 27% of funds are allocated to reducing nutrient runoff in the 

Lithuanian PoMs. Similarly to Estonia, where 15% of the PoM budget is directed to agricultural 

measures, Swedish agricultural measures form 14% of the PoM funds. Yet in Swedish case 62% of 

the PoM budget is directed to limit eutrophication sector wide. In Poland, group of measures 

called “Agriculture and Forestry” form around 8% of the fund in PoM, however, majority of 

measures in this group are directed towards forestry and thus actual agricultural pollution 

limitation measures form only 1.7% of all measures planned in the PoMs. 

  

Share of measures addressing agricultural pollution in 

the PoMs of RBMPs. 

 

 

 The analysis also pointed out that the priority of agricultural measures in the PoMs of the five 

Baltic Sea Region countries is to limit diffuse pollution. 79% of the funds for agricultural measures 

in Estonia and 100% of the funds for agricultural measures in Finland, Sweden, Poland and 

Lithuania are aimed to reduce nutrient leakage from the diffuse sources. The allocation of funds is 

somehow understandable since the condition of manure storages as probable point source 

pollution, is already modernized in the Scandinavian countries. Leakages from storages are still 

problematic in Estonia, forming 20% of agricultural measures and in Lithuania where measures 

reducing point source contamination are under diffuse pollution limitation measures.  

 



 

Agricultural measures in high risk areas 

Reducing the amount of agricultural pollution is extremely crucial in high nutrient runoff risk 

regions. The content of RBMPs in terms of agricultural measures was analysed in five agriculturally 

important river basin regions, where eutrophication is considered a significant problem. Analysis 

of the PoMs of the selected pilot areas demonstrated that there are no special agri-environmental 

measures developed under the scheme of Rural Development Plan (RDP) for these hotspots. The 

share of agricultural measures from the total budget of PoM, however, is in some cases higher 

than in rest of the country (Estonian NVZ and Swedish Northern Baltic Sea river basin district). Yet 

the share of financial resources for agricultural measures in other pilot areas (Paimionjoki-Aurajoki 

river basin in Finland) remained modest when compared with the country’s average. Still, there 

were special legal restrictions, like limits to the use of fertilizers, implemented in these pilot areas 

(Estonian NVZ, Lielupe river basin district, Central Finlands’ clayey and silt soils). Thus, countries 

have formed river basin districts according to the hydro-geological conditions of the area, but this 

has not thoroughly been taken into account when developing measures for different districts.  

 

Recommendations for improving the role of River Basin Management Plans in 
addressing pollution from agriculture 

 
Further integration of water related policies. The difficult task of reducing agricultural pollution 

implies integrating measures and increasing coherence between agricultural and environment 

sector. Measures from the Rural Development Plan, nitrates directive and other action plans 

should be fully integrated into the Programme of Measures of the RBMPs. 

Better prioritization of measures. Setting region based priority measures is needed. 

Quantitative targets per river basin. Setting nutrient reduction objectives from regional to river 

basin level is needed. 

Knowledge transfer of best practices. Measures that have proven their efficiency could be 

implemented on similar landscapes elsewhere. In many countries there are different measures in 

use, but these are not transferred to other countries. For example, constructed wetlands have 

shown high retention capacity in Finland. 

Better collaboration of authorities. Further cooperation of agricultural and environment sector in 

designing the measures and monitoring the status of water bodies is needed. 

Monitoring the efficiency of measures. Monitoring should be shifted from the numbers of 

measures to the efficiency of measures implemented. 

Adapted measures in high risk areas. Environmentally efficient and financially profitable agri-

environmental measures should be developed for environmentally sensitive yet agriculturally 

important regions. 

 



 

 
 

 
 
Baltic Compass 
 

This policy brief is based on a Summary Report made for the Baltic COMPASS project. The policy 
brief is compiled by the Stockholm Environment Institute Tallinn Centre together with its partners 
from Baltic Environmental Forum Lithuania, Finnish Environment Institute (SYKE), Swedish 
University of Agriculture Sciences (SLU) and Institute of Technology and Life Sciences from Poland. 
The full version of the report is available: www.balticcompass.org 

Baltic Compass promotes sustainable agriculture in the Baltic Sea region. The region’s 90 million 
inhabitants anticipate both high quality food produced in the region and a healthy environment, 
including a cleaner Baltic Sea. Baltic Compass looks    for innovative solutions needed for the 
future of the region and its agriculture, environment and business.  

Baltic Compass has a wide approach to the agri-environmental challenges, covering agricultural 
best practices, investment support and technologies, water assessment and scenarios, and policy 
and governance issues.  

Baltic Compass is financed by the European Union as a strategic project for its support to 
investments and policy adaptation. The 22 partners represent national authorities, interest 
organizations, scientific institutes and innovation centres from the Baltic Sea Region countries. 
Baltic Compass is a three year project running until December 2012.   

 

http://www.balticcompass.org/

