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Abstract: The goal of this article is to explore the ways in which institutional changes are made
to accommodate the application of the ecosystem approach for the governance of international
environmental organizations. It examines the case of the Helsinki Commission, the governing body
for restoration of good ecological status to the Baltic Sea, using the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP)
as its main tool. The Parties to the Helsinki Convention committed to adopting the ecosystem
approach in the BSAP, recognizing that a clear shift was needed from the previous sectoral emphasis.
The analysis is relevant and timely, as a review of BSAP indicates that implementation actions are
lagging. The findings show that while the ecosystem approach influenced problem framing and
envisioning, the overarching governance paradigm within HELCOM has not changed. Targeted
transition leadership is crucial to guide more formal rules of engagement among actors and sectors
for the better implementation of this holistic approach.

Keywords: institutional change; ecosystem approach; transition management; governance; Baltic
Sea; Baltic Sea Action Plan; Convention on Biological Diversity

1. Introduction

In recent years, environmental governance has experienced a paradigm shift resulting
from the emergence and diffusion of the so-called ecosystem approach, which has become
the guiding principle to achieve and maintain good environmental status. This approach
addresses the interactions within an ecosystem and between the ecosystem and society, as
well as the impacts of management beyond the boundaries of a single sector, implying a
shift from sectoral management to multi-sectoral and holistic approaches [1]. Many open
questions remain relating to how the ecosystem approach is realized in environmental
governance, international environmental organizations included. These organizations
have adopted the approach and it can be assumed that the institutions have changed
accordingly, as the adoption of the approach necessitates certain institutional changes.
This paper examines the governance demands of the ecosystem approach in international
environmental organizations with the Helsinki Commission (HELCOM) as the case study.

HELCOM is the governing body of the Convention for the protection of the Marine
Environment of the Baltic Sea Area (more commonly called the Helsinki Convention),
signed in 1974 [2]. Whilst the original Helsinki Convention focused on sectoral pollution
prevention and was developed during a period of diplomacy between the coastal countries,
the Convention and the HELCOM have since undergone changes. The Convention has
expanded to include membership of the European Union, Russia as a successor of the USSR,
as well as the newly independent Baltic States in 1992. HELCOM changed its structure and
instruments to aid implementation efforts. One such instrument is the Baltic Sea Action
Plan (BSAP) that was adopted by member states in 2007, with the aim of implementing the
ecosystem approach to achieve good ecological status of the Baltic Sea by 2021. The BSAP
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focused on four strategic goals reflecting the desired status of the Baltic Sea: (i) Baltic Sea
unaffected by eutrophication; (ii) Baltic Sea with life undisturbed by hazardous substances;
(iii) maritime activities carried out in an environmentally friendly way; leading to (iv) the
favourable conservation status of Baltic Sea biodiversity [3]. BSAP acknowledges that the
ecosystem approach is based on the integrated management of human activities and the
ecosystem, taking into account the impact and actions for improving the ecosystem [1,4–6].

Whilst HELCOM was previously focused on sectoral governance, e.g., division into
discrete policy sectors such as shipping etc., a clear shift was required for a more integrated
systems approach for European marine governance. The holistic ecosystem approach
is critical to the governance of the complex socio-ecological interactions of challenges
facing European marine environments, where sectoral and fragmented measures fall short.
However, successful implementation entails an improved understanding of the approach
within disciplines, institutions and stakeholders [7].

Changes in governance were needed to enable closer cooperation and integration of
policy sectors and different actors to facilitate the ecosystem approach. This was a welcome
change from the traditional hierarchical relational underpinnings of most of the Baltic Sea
governance networks [8]. The responsibility for the implementation of the BSAP lies at
the member state level. The establishment of National Implementation Programmes by
each HELCOM member state, mostly from 2010, was the first step for following up on
the progress of implementation actions [9]. Since 2016, such progress can also be followed
through a HELCOM Explorer online database.

The structure of the BSAP into four strategic goals reflects the joint major environmen-
tal problems of the Baltic Sea. Was this ambition accompanied by institutional changes
within HELCOM, including transformations in both informal and formal rules and public
engagement? This question is especially relevant as the governance of transformation is
often underdeveloped and needs greater attention [10]. Furthermore, research has found
that the ecosystem approach has the potential to improve HELCOM’s adaptive capac-
ity [11]. In the case of HELCOM, the analysis of the institutional change following the
efforts to apply the ecosystem approach is especially pertinent at a time when review of
the BSAP implementation indicates that implementation actions are lagging behind the
desired status [12,13]. It is also relevant as it can inform the dialogue on the update of the
BSAP that will be announced in 2021.

To examine the governance demands of the ecosystem approach, this paper uses the
transition management framework [14,15] to analyse the institutional changes of HELCOM
in implementing this new governance approach in the BSAP. The paper proceeds as follows:
the next section describes the theoretical framework consisting of transition management
as well as identification of the governance requirements of the ecosystem approach and the
analysis of BSAP vis-à-vis the ecosystem approach. Materials and methods then follow.
Furthermore, the empirical findings regarding the institutional change are presented and
discussed by using the transition management approach as an analytical lens, ending with
a conclusion discussing the relevance of the study in a broader context.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Transition Management

HELCOM is one of the main governing institutions of the Baltic Sea. Here, institu-
tions refer to those rules, rights and decision-making procedures that give rise to social
practices [15]. HELCOM sets these rules and decision-making procedures along with the
parties to the Helsinki Convention for the implementation of the ecosystem approach.
The literature shows a gap in how the ecosystem approach is applied in environmental
governance resulting from poor understanding of the change process which encompasses
many issues such as the values of society, adoption of new practices and institutional
dynamics [15]. The latter is relevant to this paper, as it investigates the transformation of
HELCOM for implementation of the ecosystem approach. This paper uses the transitions
management approach to investigate the context in which changes were made by HEL-
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COM for the application of the ecosystem approach. The word transitions is used to refer
to societal or subsystems transformations that fundamentally changes their structure [16],
such as changes needed for implementation of the ecosystem approach. The literature
has presented a number of approaches in addressing change in marine systems. Existing
studies have considered single response variables to detect changes and have modelled
cause effect dynamics in order to study drivers of change and their effects [17]. There are
both problem- and process-focused tools for governing change, where problem-focused
tools deliver outputs such as maps and process-focused tools are more about the processes
of change [11,18]. The process-oriented transition management theory aims to move a
system beyond a sector focus to more systemic, long-term changes. Developments from dif-
ferent scales from different domains positively reinforce each other during a transition [16].
Transitions can be seen as the natural processes that allow for the concurrence of networks,
institutions, markets, policies and society from one dynamic equilibrium to another.

Transition management has the potential to both conceptualize and effect strategies to
address barriers to change based on a long-term perspective using a participatory process
of visioning and experimentation ([15], p. 24). Transition management is a governance
approach that connects science and policy in sectors such as transport, tourism, healthcare,
land-use planning and water management [14,15,19,20]. It underscores the need for an
integrated, system-wide perspective in dealing with wicked problems and as such, is a
valuable tool for facilitating the institutional transformation highlighted by the principles
of the ecosystem approach. Its strength lies in the potential to steer the direction and
speed of the change dynamics in contributing to the end goals of the ecosystem approach,
such as good ecological status. This approach was pioneered in 2001 in the Netherlands
Fourth National Environmental Policy plan, in an attempt to “reinvigorate ecological
modernisation” ([21], p. 78). Part of the appeal of this approach is its flexibility in relation
to prevailing institutional commitments [21]. It sees complexity and uncertainty as oppor-
tunities to provide the launching ground for new ideas to be supported and streamlined.

The regime changes in the transition management approach have been conceptualised
as a non-linear S curve, where the system reorganizes itself in the face of stressors to change
into a higher order, more resilient state through four phases: the pre-development phase,
take off, acceleration and stabilisation [22]. Novel practices emerge in the pre-development
phase, which brings actors together in the take off phase to form common expectations
and visions. These new practices gain momentum in the acceleration phase to gradually
replace old ones in the stabilization phase where a new dynamic equilibrium is attained.
There is a lot of experimentation but little noticeable change in the predevelopment phase,
with shifts in the system taking place in the take off phase. Structural changes only become
visible in the take acceleration phase through institutional, socio-cultural, economic and
ecological changes that interact. In the acceleration phase there is also collective learning,
diffusion and embedding processes. The speed of change decreases in the stabilization
phase [16].

In reality, the transition management approach is a comprehensive, iterative and
cyclical process. It aims to facilitate change through four intervention processes of orienting,
agenda setting, activating and reflecting [23,24]. Orienting interventions are the initial
actions aimed at exploring the transition challenge and setting baseline conditions. It
includes setting up a transition team and building capacity for transitions. Agenda setting
interventions build on this and aim to create a shared sense of ownership, integrating
with different agendas and practices. This includes shared visioning for a different future.
Activating takes this to the action implementation stage, where doing so includes pilot
projects and shared learning. The final set of interventions, reflecting, include embedding
a culture of reflexivity and learning by doing, in a culture that supports experimentation.
This is explained in Table 1.
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Table 1. The transition management stages (after [23]).

I. Setting the scene for transition
management

A transition team is formed to drive the process and embed
in the local context.

II. Exploring local dynamics

The transition team starts to explore the region’s dynamics
conducting interviews and doing desk research and

working towards a system analysis and actor analysis.
Based on the actor analysis, a diverse group of change
agents is invited to engage in a series of meetings as a

transition arena group.

III. Framing the transition
challenge

The change agents first explore the transition challenge and
create a shared problem framing.

IV. Envisioning a sustainable city
Subsequently, they exchange and elaborate perspectives on
a possible future, thereby creating visionary images for the

future of the Baltic Sea.

V. Reconnecting long term and
short term

As a final step in the transition arena setting, the change
agents elaborate transition pathways, indicating

fundamental changes and corresponding actions needed to
reach the envisioned future. The ideas brought forward by

the transition arena are summarized and published in a
transition agenda.

VI. Engaging and anchoring
Actions are undertaken to make the transition agenda

public and give others a chance to adopt and adapt it and
relate it to their own agenda and practices.

VII. Taking action

Transition experiments, radical short-term actions in line
with the transition agenda, are initiated or adapted.

Through these actions, more actors become engaged.
Insights from these experiments can be taken to a more

strategic level.

2.2. Governance Requirements of the Ecosystem Approach

The ecosystem approach is a strategy for the integrated management of land, water
and living resources that promotes conservation and sustainable use in an equitable way.
It was the international community’s response to the biodiversity crisis and is seen as the
primary framework for achieving the main objectives of the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD) [25]. It focuses on the processes of an organism and its environment in the
ecosystem. “Ecosystem” means a dynamic complex of plant, animal and micro-organism
communities and their non-living environment interacting as a functional unit (Article 2
of the Convention on Biological Diversity). As such, it means that governance can refer
to any scale of analysis, from a grain of sand on the beach to the River Oder discharging
nutrients into the Baltic Sea to the Baltic Sea itself.

The use of various terminology was acknowledged in the CBD (COP I, Decision
IV/I1998) ([26], p. 56), which stated that whilst the ecosystem approach is addressed as the
guiding principle, the varying terms have been used including the ‘ecosystem approach’,
‘ecosystem process-oriented approach’, ‘ecosystem management approach’ and ‘ecosystem-
based approach. Although related, they are different groupings of terms, as the ecosystem
approach-based terms have a governance and hence a strategic focus, whilst ecosystem
management approaches are more operational, where the ‘shovel hits the ground’ actions
materialise. According to Maltby [27], the ecosystem approach encompasses a long term
vision with a working plan whilst ecosystem management changes with time and is judged
in human terms. The ecosystem approach represents a holistic process to better integrate
the biodiversity agenda [27] whereas ecosystem management represents a shift from living
off nature’s capital, to living off nature’s interest ([28], p. 42).

As noted, the adaptive, ecosystem-based approach was explicitly stated in the BSAP
and was based on the joint adoption of HELCOM and OSPAR Commissions [29] of the
ecosystem approach as a new guiding concept, and the commitment to further develop
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and apply measures necessary to implement that approach by 2010 [4,13]. Accordingly,
in the preamble to the BSAP, “the need for integrated management of human activities
and the need to take into account their impacts on the marine environment in all policies
and programmes implemented in the Baltic Sea region” was stressed ([3], p. 4). It further
specified the “need for integration of environmental objectives with economic and socio-
economic goals in order to advance and strengthen the three interdependent pillars of
sustainable development” ([3], p. 4). While these are welcome and highly relevant starting
points for the application of the ecosystem approach in governance, they are by no means
easy to accomplish and require institutional change, as will be demonstrated later in
this paper.

The governance requirements of the ecosystem approach are very much linked to the
core principles underlying the approach and have been addressed also in research related
to the Baltic Sea governance [7,30–35]. The CBD has identified 12 core principles which
will be discussed here in relation to the rules governing the use of the ecosystem approach,
as well as to the recognition of the BSAP of these requirements [25].

Principle 1. The objectives of management of land, water and living resources are a
matter of societal choice.

The BSAP recognises this principle by allowing flexible implementation of the ecosys-
tem approach. Whilst targets are set for member states, the means of achieving these targets
are flexible and allow tailoring to the purpose of regulations, organizational structures and
negotiations among contested interests. This principle allows for and respects cultural and
biological diversity.

Principle 2: Management should be decentralized to the lowest appropriate level;
Principle 11: The ecosystem approach should consider all forms of relevant information,
including scientific and indigenous and local knowledge, innovations and practices; and
Principle 12: The ecosystem approach should involve all relevant sectors of society and
scientific disciplines.

This follows from the principle above, which implies that all sources of knowledge
should be included. This was not evident in most national implementation plans of the
BSAP, as the implementers were primarily national agencies [13].

Principle 3: Ecosystem managers should consider the effects (actual or potential)
of their activities on adjacent and other ecosystems and Principle 9: Management must
recognize that change is inevitable.

Management systems need to be designed to cope with time lags, non-linear interac-
tions between ecosystems and the effects of decision making being spread beyond the point
of impact. Whilst BSAP includes monitoring mechanisms, it does not comprehensively
incorporate feedback mechanisms.

Principle 4: Recognizing potential gains from management, there is usually a need to
understand and manage the ecosystem in an economic context.

This principle goes on to stipulate three conditions of the ecosystem-management programme:

(a) Reduce those market distortions that adversely affect biological diversity;
(b) Align incentives to promote biodiversity conservation and sustainable use;
(c) Internalize costs and benefits in the given ecosystem to the extent feasible.

This principle recognises that land-use changes represent the main threat to biological
diversity. Ecosystems should be governed in an economic context, as economic structures
undervalue or are unable to value ecosystems. As such, any institutional arrangement
should incorporate the social and economic values of ecosystem goods and services in
resource governance decisions. Many studies have noted that there has been a gap in
governance of the BSAP to maximise the benefits of sustainability, as nutrient reduction
targets, for instance, did not consider the individual country’s economic reality [13,36–39].

Principles 5: Conservation of ecosystem structure and functioning, in order to maintain
ecosystem services, should be a priority target of the ecosystem approach; and Principle 10:
The ecosystem approach should seek the appropriate balance between, and integration of,
conservation and use of biological diversity.
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The objective of governance decisions should be to maintain the resiliency of ecosystem
structure and function. As such, management strategies should maintain and restore
ecosystem structure and function. These strategies include managing protected area
networks, and setting conservation, social and economic goals that guide policy using
participatory inputs.

Principle 6: Ecosystems must be managed within the limits of their functioning.
This principle recognizes that the limits to the ecosystem functioning may be uncertain

and, as such, adaptive governance mechanisms are needed. Institutions need to be designed
in a flexible way to include a culture of continuous learning such that monitoring feedback
loops can be incorporated into the system.

Principles 7: The ecosystem approach should be undertaken at the appropriate spatial
and temporal scales and Principle 8: Recognizing the varying temporal scales and lag-
effects that characterize ecosystem processes, objectives for ecosystem management should
be set for the long term.

The drivers affecting ecosystem resilience vary temporally and spatially, necessitating
governance strategies that incorporate differing scales to achieve targets. When this is not
taken into account, there can be a mismatch between the ecosystem time frames and that
of management. For example, the target date for BSAP was set at 2021, whilst modeling
shows it can take as long as 100 years to reach threshold values for dissolved inorganic
nitrogen and phosphorus even after the targets in BSAP have been reached [12]. Spatial
mismatches are also evident, as administrative boundaries allocated to nation states do not
coincide with the properties of the Baltic Sea, where a more appropriate scale might be e.g.,
the Gulf of Finland.

In sum, these principles demonstrate that the ecosystem approach embraces adaptive
governance, emphasising continuous learning as scientific monitoring information is fed
back into the process, and changes made in operational procedures by management [40,41].
Drawing on this framework, this paper scrutinizes how well the HELCOM as an institution
has been able to manage the transition towards the application of ecosystem approach when
implementing the BSAP to meet the principles and governance requirements necessitated
by the ecosystem approach. Was their adoption done through instant and wholesale
governance changes, or have existing, unsustainable rules and practices persisted after the
intent to adopt the ecosystem approach?

3. Materials and Methods

The research design is based on the transition management framework. The empirical
data for this study were collected from two main sources: survey data and document
analysis. Additionally, it uses data from five thematic interviews taken in 2018–2020 with
the previous or incumbent HELCOM representatives holding various key positions in
the organization. This was done to triangulate the data and to add depth of meaning.
There was data coherence, as the data from the documents were mainly in agreement with
information obtained from the key information interviews. The interviews are referred to
as anonymous personal communications as the interviewees were guaranteed anonymity.
The interviews were conducted over the phone or Skype and lasted from 1 to 1.5 h. The
interviews were thematic discussions with four broad themes taken as a starting point
for discussion: the launch of the ecosystem approach by HELCOM, institutional changes
required by the approach, problems encountered, and solutions found. The participants
were asked to describe the process of how HELCOM started to engage with the ecosys-
tem approach and what kind of problems were encountered in the process, as well as
what kind of changes did their solution require in the organization. For the document
analysis, key HELCOM documents including the BSAP [3], country implementation re-
ports [9], HELCOM assessment reports [12,42–45] and the database HELCOM explorer [44]
were used.

The survey data were collected with the help of the program Qualtrics. The ques-
tionnaire was emailed over a period of one month to a list of persons from the HELCOM
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Group on the Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach (GEAR) lists of contacts and
observer list and sourced online from the HELCOM meeting portal and publications. These
contacts were from all Baltic Sea Coastal states. A reminder was sent a month later. Survey
participants were experts who were selected due to their engagement in the studied policy
area. The survey included 13 open ended questions that were formulated based on the
research design. A total of 29 responses were received. The responses were downloaded
from Qualtrics and coded using content analysis into themes that were guided by the
transition management framework. In the presentation of the results, we refer to the survey
responses by their number from #1 to #29.

4. Results and Discussion

This section presents the results and discusses them systematically in the seven
transition management stages as shown in Table 1.

4.1. Setting the Scene for Transition Management

The first step would imply the establishment of a transition team (which would
also help to embed the new approach in the local context). Ideally, this step would have
occurred simultaneously when planning the BSAP and management options. This kind of
a team was not established [13]; however, a specific HELCOM project, guided by HELCOM
working groups consisting of national experts was launched in 2003 to coordinate the
activity to implement the ecosystem approach [4]. During 2004–2005, the project defined
major features of the desired good ecological status including a vision, goals and objectives
for the BSAP.

Later, a GEAR working group was established, which some survey respondents (e.g.,
#16, #17, #24) indicated as a specific team responsible for the implementation of the BSAP.
Nonetheless, GEAR was established only after the introduction of the BSAP, not before, as
a true transition management team would need to be established. Furthermore, GEAR has
a dual role: in principle, it is assigned to implement the BSAP and the ecosystem approach,
but in practice, it works to facilitate national marine strategies (personal communication
HELCOM representative, June 2019). Therefore, some respondents argued the role and
the composition of the GEAR was too narrow (#18). One respondent questioned the need
of a transition team altogether, as the processes for implementing the BSAP, HELCOM
recommendations and EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive are so intertwined and
overlapping (#19).

Furthermore, also other working groups and their expert groups take concrete actions
both in developing and implementing measures and following their effects (#17), but they
cannot really be considered transition teams as they have many other tasks and they are
not designed to manage the transition phase only.

As the BSAP is implemented by the member countries, the national level is important
and would also need a transition team of its own. Nonetheless, country implementation
reports specified different agencies for each action with little sign of an integrating body. A
case study from Sweden, for instance, indicates that the responsibility for implementing
different aspects of BSAP was set to various authorities in the public sector, and no process-
oriented approach to the implementation was applied [30].

4.2. Exploring Local Dynamics

No system or actor analysis was conducted (other than ecological system) before
the launch of the BSAP [13]. Some respondents (#17, #19) mentioned that the HELCOM
Holistic Assessments [42] as well as fact sheets produced earlier provided knowledge on
the local dynamics, but this was exclusively ecological. Subsequently, some value analyses
have been provided by HELCOM [12], but that is of course late compared to the phase
of expected implementation. One could assume that the exploration of local dynamics
necessitates the involvement of the local level actors, including different stakeholders.
Stakeholders were engaged on various occasions since the presentation of a draft BSAP at a
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kick-off stakeholder conference in 2006 (personal communication, HELCOM representative,
March 2020; #19).

Non-governmental organizations were also involved in the development of the BSAP
actions [4], but not in the final decision-making on these actions (personal communication,
HELCOM representative, March 2020). It is noted that ([30], p. 232), “despite the stake-
holder forums initiatives, it is clear that the deep institutional structures of HELCOM (for
stakeholder engagement) have not yet changed in accordance with EAM”. Additionally,
GEAR has a strong bias to environmental matters, and not an approach incorporating
social, environmental and economic matters, as it is chaired by the German Environmental
Agency and vice chaired by the Ministry of Environment and Food, Denmark [43].

At the country level, states had the freedom to implement the completed BSAP in ways
that best suit their particular circumstances. Some countries, such as Sweden, convened
a multiagency stakeholder process led by the Swedish environmental protection agency
and inked a multiagency agreement for implementation. One theme running through the
implementation reports was that implementation was the mandate of several agencies, with
various degrees of centralised coordination, mainly through Ministries of the Environment
or their equivalents [13].

4.3. Framing the Transition Challenge

Initially, the BSAP, particularly with regard to eutrophication which formed the most
developed and ambitious part of the plan, was based on a problem framing shared widely
within HELCOM actors and scientific community affiliated with HELCOM [4,46]. The
BSAP demonstrates how actual management alternatives can be defined in terms of the
ecosystem approach and what kind of implications this might have for the revised gov-
ernance system, moving from a sectoral, hot spot based management to holistic and
integrated one.

Yet, to be implemented in a societal context, the problem framing should also have
wide acceptance among other actors, including administrative bodies at various levels of
governance and those who are otherwise engaged with its implementation and whose
activities and livelihoods the implementation will affect. It should also include aspects
other than ecological. This research found that there was no shared problem framing with
some actors, such as farmers. Farmers were one group who bore heavy economic burdens
due to the restrictions imposed by the implementation of the BSAP on their activities [47].

The BSAP is an extremely ambitious plan, particularly in terms of nutrient reduction
targets, but less clear in its definition of how to reach the targets and, in particular, under
what conditions. Thereby, various transition challenges—what was possibly conditioning
the implementation of the plan—were not systematically discussed at the HELCOM level
when preparing the plan (personal communication, HELCOM representative, March 2020).
Furthermore, cost-benefit analyses have been provided and the feasibility of implementa-
tion studied [36,48] (respondent #24) but it is evident that such a broad scale framing of
transition challenges before the launch of the plan as the transition management frame-
work presupposes, was not conducted. Later, the problem framing, and shared transition
challenges were explored independently in some national implementation programmes
(NIP) reports, but not by a common transition team.

4.4. Envisioning a Sustainable Baltic Sea

A vision for the sustainable Baltic Sea, guiding the work on the BSAP, was presented
in the form of a declaration in the BSAP: “A healthy Baltic Sea environment, with diverse
biological components functioning in balance, resulting in good environmental/ecological
status and supporting a wide range of sustainable human economic and social activities” [3].
The vision was based on the work of the specific HELCOM project, guided by HELCOM
working group experts, and was adopted by the Contracting Parties in 2004 [4]. The
vision echoes very much the spirit of the Convention on Biological Diversity, the consensus
reached at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development [25], as well
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as the objective of the EU Water Framework Directive. It also refers to the Convention
text: The aim to reach “ecological balance” in the Baltic environment and to the cultural
values and ecosystem services important for human societies [2]. Consequently, the vision
was based on scientific objectives and its envisioning did not include much deliberation
with stakeholders. Subsequently what this means for each country was elaborated in the
national implementation plans.

4.5. Reconnecting Long Term and Short Term

The BSAP itself is unclear about its relation to the long- and short-term targets. The
main goal, reaching the good environmental status by 2021 [3], is as such a long term goal,
which is expected to be reached over a very short term. There is one action in the BSAP
that clearly points to long-term goals: “develop long-term management plans by 2012 for
protecting, monitoring and sustainably managing coast fish species . . . ” [47]. Additionally,
the impetus to constantly revise the plan can be regarded as a tool to reconnect long- and
short-term goals, i.e., the update of the plan that is currently going on [48] as well as
its future update (#16). At the HELCOM level, no transition pathways or agendas were
drafted; in national implementation plans, this was however included and changes and
actions needed to reach the goals set in BSAP were articulated.

Various working groups have different time frames in their work. One respondent
noted that, regarding eutrophication, for example, HELCOM group on sustainable agri-
cultural practices (AGRI) has worked with short-term measures within the agricultural
sector, whereas HELCOM pressure works with the longer-term follow-up concerning the
effect of measures as a whole in the catchment, over decadal timescales (#17). This is
important, as long term studies are important to know the population trends of fish stocks
and predator species such as seals, white tailed eagle, salmon and cod [4]. Fish stocks are
included in the BSAP under the target of “Favourable conservation status of Baltic Sea
biodiversity” [3]. Implementation measures for management of Baltic sea fish stocks are
delaying the desired action, as there is one out of six joint actions completed under the
BSAP and three out of nine national actions completed with two being set for future target
years, further demonstrating the long-term aspect of these actions [47]. These two actions
were the improvement in size, age-range for cod and eel [47].

4.6. Engaging and Anchoring

HELCOM has a wide list of observers, and stakeholders have various possibilities
for engagement (#19). Nonetheless, there are rather strict conditions for observers, and
stakeholders often have the passive role as information receivers, not as true contributors
(personal communication HELCOM representative, April 2020) [13,49]. In some working
groups NGO representatives work as experts, when they have the required professional
expertise (#18).

In order to encourage engagement and facilitate anchoring, stakeholders should gain
a more active role in the renewal of the BSAP, where once again stakeholders are assigned
the passive role of observers in meetings [9]. Over the course of the current BSAP, lack of
transparency has been an issue that stakeholders have pointed out, along with monitoring
of countries’ progress and deficient and incoherent national reporting [50]. Under certain
HELCOM projects and working groups, connections with local and regional authors have
been established (#18). This helps anchoring, but not in a systematic way. In some NIPs,
there was a concerted effort to engage the public whilst this was ignored in others [13].

4.7. Taking Action

As noted, the practical implementation of the BSAP is taken at the country level. Yet,
HELCOM is responsible for monitoring and updating, so action is expected also at the
HELCOM level. The BSAP is discussed at meetings, but mainly from the monitoring
point of view, implying an outside position rather than active engagement (personal com-
munication, HELCOM representative, June 2019). HELCOM has not provided platforms
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for learning and sharing experiences between implementing authorities; this could, for
instance, have been one step to take in order to facilitate implementation and mutual
learning. It would also help to incorporate feedback loops on all possible, known and
unknown outcomes, and to cope with time lags. True, countries have taken activities
obviously inspired by the BSAP and its targets. For instance, in Finland some piloting
activities have been taken, including experimenting with the spreading of gypsum on the
field parcels to prevent nutrient leakage which later developed into a broader measure
(#19). Analysis of country reports also shows that there was some evidence of sharing of
experiences by cities, but this was not systemic [13].

4.8. Summary of Results

The preceding sections detailed the results of applying the transition management
framework to the case study of HELCOM. Table 2 further summarizes the differences
between the current policy framework at HELCOM and the transition policy framework.
As discussed, the current policy framework is myopic with a short-term goal of 2021, whilst
transition management encompasses policies that are long-term and innovative.

Table 2. The Helsinki Commission (HELCOM) in current vs. transition management Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP)
approach.

HELCOM-Current BSAP Approach (Is) HELCOM-Transition Management BSAP Approach (Should Be)

Short time scale (5–10 years) Long time scale (25–50 years)

Sectoral Approach Integrated approach

Limited number of actors making decisions, hierarchical
and closed Multi actor decision making, participatory and inclusive

One scale level Multi level

Incremental change Innovative change

Usual steering tools New steering tools

Linear mechanisms Feedback loops

Reactive, planning, solution focus Adaptive, process, design focused

5. Conclusions

The transition management approach applied in this study is a useful tool for un-
derstanding change and actions needed to facilitate the change process in institutions
for long-term transformation and to ensure the meeting of governance requirements ne-
cessitated by the ecosystem approach. HELCOM effected changes to incorporate the
implementation of the ecosystem approach as stipulated in the BSAP. The analysis in-
dicates that the emergence of the ecosystem approach influenced HELCOM mostly in
terms of problem framing and envisioning. The BSAP shows clearly how objectives and
suggested remedies are being defined and what kind of a common vision can be used to
frame the objectives. Regarding transition management, it seems to be the case that HEL-
COM is entrenched in its history and has strong path dependency in terms of its potential
for change. The internal structure of HELCOM has remained almost unaltered and no
major institutional changes have been made to implement the BSAP. Although GEAR was
set up for the implementation of the ecosystem approach, its position on the HELCOM
governing structure should be revisited. It should encompass the entire HELCOM as an
overarching integrating circle, rather than a branch on the structure. In addition, national
implementation with path dependencies and lack of a systematic and focused grip in each
country seems to form a further obstacle in managing the transition. Consequently, it can
be assumed that newer environmental organizations that inherit the same type of legacy
and path dependency could be more flexible and open to transition.
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Accelerated implementation of the ecosystem approach will occur if the update of the
BSAP (BSAP 2.0) sets the conditions for a more integrated science; science that articulates
economic consequences of various policy options, that incorporates and responds to
feedback loops and cumulative ecological conditions. BSAP 2.0 must stipulate better
leadership arrangements that can guide formal rules of engagement among and across
sectors such as land use, fisheries and agriculture. Facilitated engagement of actors in these
sectors on the transitions required for the implementation of the ecosystem approach has
the potential to reveal new information and can break prevailing practices. As such, the
overarching governance paradigm of the BSAP needs to shift for the ecosystem approach to
become embedded in ongoing practice. Going forward to BSAP 2.0, to bring this transition
process into practice the tolerance, space and culture of innovation needs to be expanded
and diffused to the operational levels. Key transition actors should be trained to deal with
the transition processes and a transition innovation team should facilitate this transition.
Furthermore, successful implementation of the ecosystem approach as stipulated in BSAP
can only occur through an improved common understanding of the ecosystem approach
by actors and institutions that is delivered through dialogue and training.

In summary, the overarching philosophy of transition management is useful to exam-
ine the institutional changes required by international organizations for the implementation
of the ecosystem approach. The transition management philosophy is captured by key
principles that have been used to describe the governing of wicked problems such as
eutrophication of the Baltic Sea: multiple and conflicting values, embracing change and
complexity, flexible, uncertain and multilevel governance. The key principles from transi-
tion management that can be translated into a governance strategy to govern institutional
changes in organizations such as HELCOM for implementation of the ecosystem approach
are as follows:

• Stakeholder participation is necessary for new framing of transitions such as from
sectoral policies to the ecosystem approach. It also helps in developing support and
solutions to manage the transitions.

• Hierarchical steering mechanisms from outside the system are not effective. Steering
from inside by a transition management team is better for adapting structures, actors
and perspectives to uncertain and complex changes.

• Goals and objectives should be flexible and adaptable at the ecosystem level. The
complexity of an ecosystem such as the Baltic Sea is at odds with the formulation of
fixed objectives and plans. The dynamics of an international organization such as
HELCOM will change whilst being directed under ecosystem management objectives,
and as the organization is changing, so should be objectives as this new information is
fed back into the system.

• Creating the conditions for transition agents to innovate alternative regimes is crucial
for successful transition management. In the case of international organizations this
can be creating safe spaces for meetings and dedicating time, energy and resources
to them.

• Managing wicked problems in a complex system means using periods of stability as
well as periods of rapid change. Periods of relative inertia such as these moments
during the COVID-19 lockdown can be used as opportunities to direct the system into
a desirable direction, e.g., planning for BSAP 2.0.

• The timing of transition management is crucial. Whilst immediate intervention is
needed in crisis situations, such as a eutrophication event, long-term planning is
critical to achieve good environmental outcomes. Long-term thinking should guide
short-term policy to effect institutional changes that are needed to implement the
ecosystem approach.

• Scenario planning can guide forecasting of future events for long-term planning.

In conclusion, the transition management process is a useful tool to propel institutional
changes that are needed by international environmental organizations to incorporate the
ecosystem approach and is most useful at the early stages that may require breakthroughs
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of system deadlocks. Further research in this area can explore the transition management
approach at other phases in the policy making processes.
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