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The first require ment of any gov er nance regime is to define 

its object, an activ ity that is more fraught than this famil iar 

for mu la tion makes it appear. (What more, 2002, p. 97)

1. Intro duc tion

In the clos ing chap ter of a col lec tion of essays on rela tion ships 

between envi ron men tal con cerns and regional secu rity in the Bal-

tic Sea area, West ing (1989, p. 113) drew the gen eral con clu sion 

that ‘the region of con cern in rela tion to envi ron men tal prob lems 

is defined (delim ited) largely by eco log i cal fac tors rather than by 

polit i cal or social fac tors.’ It is always wise to throw in a cau tion-

ary ‘largely’ in schol arly con clu sions. In this arti cle, how ever, I will 

pro pose that West ing’s con clu sion should be turned on its head: 

the ‘region’ of con cern in rela tion to envi ron men tal prob lems is 

largely (but not exclu sively) defined and delim ited by polit i cal and 

other social fac tors; or, more to the point, I will argue that envi ron-

men tal con cerns in impor tant respects are framed and re framed 

as spa tial objects for pol i tics through pro cesses of scal ing. This has 

impor tant impli ca tions for the way envi ron men tal con cerns are 

inter preted, foreg round ing some solu tions and polit i cal struc tures 

while fore clos ing oth ers.

A primary aim of this arti cle is to con trib ute an anal y sis of 

the spa tial objec ti fi ca tion of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment as it has 

evolved in the insti tu tional frame work of The Bal tic Marine Envi-

ron ment Pro tec tion Com mis sion – the Hel sinki Com mis sion. This 

is the theme of the mid dle and most exten sive sec tion, which 

charts the geo-his tory of inter gov ern men tal coop er a tion on the 

Bal tic Sea envi ron ment from the early 1970s to the pres ent. This 

anal y sis draws on and seeks to con trib ute to the evolv ing lit er a-

ture on the ‘social con struc tion of scale’ and the recent anal y ses of 

‘scale frames’ in envi ron men tal debates, which is the topic of the 

next sec tion.

2. Scal ing and fram ing envi ron men tal objects

Large-scale envi ron men tal pol i tics is typ i cally approached as 

a ten sion between ‘polit i cal spaces’ asso ci ated with the mod ern 

geo po lit i cal imag i na tion of the World sliced into dis crete state ter-

ri to ries and ‘envi ron men tal spaces’ related to views of the Earth 

as com posed of inter de pen dent eco log i cal sys tems. Ca mil ler i and 

Falk (1992, p. 172) pro vide an exam ple of this ten sion:

On the one hand we have a con cep tion of a world divided 

into sep a rate, inde pen dent com mu ni ties, delin eated clearly 

in time and space, gov erned by their own sov er eign author-

ity and sys tem of law. On the other hand is a con cep tion of 

a phys i cal, eco log i cal and social total ity, a sin gle com mu nity 

of humans and other spe cies, ulti mately gov erned equally 

by nat u ral law.

While not nec es sar ily sub scrib ing to the par tic u lar word ing, it is 

fun da men tally this ten sion that sev eral crit i cal ana lysts evoke to 
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ques tion state-cen tric notions of polit i cal space from an envi ron-

men tal position (e.g. Dal by, 2002; Ku ehls, 1996). But the major ity 

of stud ies con cerned with large-scale envi ron men tal pol i tics tend 

to reify state-ter ri to rial spaces and focus on how envi ron men tal 

prob lems can be ‘solved’ through inter gov ern men tal legal sys tems 

and gov er nance regimes; it is no coin ci dence that this is the per-

spec tive of three exten sive stud ies of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol-

i tics (Fitzmarice, 1992; Hjorth, 1992; List, 1991).1

My aim in the pres ent con text is not to probe the state-cen tric 

‘polit i cal spaces’ of con ven tional envi ron men tal-polit i cal anal y-

ses and prac tices; this is the topic of a grow ing crit i cal lit er a ture, 

which recently has also pre sented scalar takes on the theme (e.g.  

Bulke ley, 2005; McCar thy, 2005). Rather, my aim is to inves ti-

gate the usu ally taken for granted ‘envi ron men tal spaces’ of envi-

ron men tal pol i tics. As Sned don and Fox (2006, p. 182) point edly 

observe in their study of Me kong basin pol i tics, con ven tional 

approaches ‘obscures the ways in which states, non-state actors 

and river basins them selves inter act to con struct “trans na tional” 

basins through insti tu tional and mate rial pro cesses.’ Inter act ing 

actors and struc tural forces have sim i larly helped to pro duce the 

‘Bal tic Sea’ as a spa tial object, and it can be argued that there gen-

er ally are com plex and con tested geog ra phies to the ways envi ron-

men tal con cerns are ‘framed’.

That envi ron men tal issues do not pres ent them selves as ready-

made objects is now the theme of an exten sive lit er a ture. In its 

most rad i cal ori en ta tion this lit er a ture involves a vari ety of claims 

about the ‘social con struc tion of nature’ (Deme ritt, 2002), includ-

ing pro found crit i cal chal lenges to con cep tions of ‘nature’ and 

‘cul ture’ as sep a rate onto log i cal domains (What more, 2002). Such 

argu ments have bear ings on the anal y sis of this arti cle, a point to 

which we will return in the final sec tion. My imme di ate con cern 

is to accen tu ate a scalar dimen sion in the objec ti fi ca tion of envi-

ron men tal con cerns. The point of depar ture is here that con tem po-

rary envi ron men tal pol i tics typ i cally approach the ‘envi ron ment’ 

in terms of ‘eco sys tems’. With an eye on large-scale envi ron men tal 

pol i tics, for exam ple, Meyer et al. (1997, p. 630) argue:

[T]he sci en tific view of nature, which has spread with 

increased sci en tific knowl edge and pub lic aware ness, asserts 

the exis tence of a global and inter de pen dent eco sys tem that 

encom passes human beings and sus tains the very pos si bil-

ity of life. Some com po nents of this sys tem are local and 

regional; oth ers are inter con ti nen tal or global; rarely are 

they coter mi nous with national bound aries. The uni ver sal-

ized con cep tion of inter de pen dence in such a view of nature 

pro vides a much stron ger frame for inter na tional dis course 

and activ ity around the envi ron ment than did sen ti men tal 

or resource views.

And in a more gen eral for mu la tion, Ross et al. (1997, p. 116) point 

out that a ‘pre dom i nant con tem po rary char ac ter iza tion of nature 

in both sci ence and pol icy is “eco sys tem”.’ In the anal y sis of Sachs 

(1992, p. 32), the ini tially sci en tific term has in this way ‘turned 

into a world view’, and as a world view it ‘car ries the prom ise of 

unit ing what has been frag mented, of heal ing what has been torn 

apart, in short of car ing for the whole’. Yet eco sys tems – and their 

more or less directly related world views – are by no means clear-

cut spa tial enti ties.

Early ecol ogy, as it emerged in the late nine teenth cen tury, 

was no stranger to spa tial des ig na tions. For a pio neer like Fred eric 

Cle ments, eco log i cal ensem bles were thus dynamic but geo graph-

i cally dis tinct and dis crete com mu ni ties of supra-indi vid ual organ-

 1 The pub li ca tion of these stud ies coin cided with the zenith of Bal tic Sea envi ron-

men tal pol i tics – the nego ti a tion and adop tion of the 1992 Hel sinki Con ven tion (see 

below). Since then, research inter ests have largely – but not exclu sively (e.g. Lar sen, 

2005) – shifted to other fac ets of Bal tic Sea pol i tics. 

isms (Wor ster, 1994). Eco log i cal units were, in other words, framed 

as bounded spaces. This can partly be explained by the fact that 

early ecol o gists pri mar ily were con cerned with veg e ta tion in its 

abi otic envi ron ment, but the spa tial stric ture of this view became 

unten a ble as eco log i cal anal y ses increas ingly incor po rated fauna 

and even tu ally also exchanges of mat ter and energy. Most explic-

itly, Tans ley (1935) intro duced the eco sys tem con cept to counter 

the more or less stated holism in early ecol ogy, pav ing the way for 

an ecol ogy inspired by phys ics (‘sys tems’) rather than mod elled on 

social and bio log i cal anal o gies (‘com mu nity’ and ‘organ ism’).2

But his sem i nal arti cle also sig nalled a shift in spa tial per-

cep tion: ‘Actu ally the sys tems we iso late men tally are not only 

included as parts of larger ones,’ Tans ley (1935, p. 300)  wrote, ‘but 

they also over lap, inter lock and inter act with one another. The iso-

la tion is partly arti fi cial, but it is the only way in which we can pro-

ceed.’ Fol low ing Tans ley’s sug ges tion, ‘eco sys tem’ was thus in the 

land mark arti cle by Lind eman (1942, p. 400) defined as ‘the sys tem 

com posed of phys i cal–chem i cal–bio log i cal pro cesses active within 

the space-time unit of any mag ni tude.’

Using the ter mi nol ogy of Col lin ge (1999), we might say that 

Tans ley her alded a view of eco log i cal ensem bles as ‘ver ti cally’ 

related in space rather than ‘hor i zon tally’ sep a rated across space; 

eco log i cal ensem bles were to be con cep tua lised in terms of spa-

tial scale rather than as dis crete spaces. And although in impor tant 

respects refer ring to some thing real, eco sys tems were in Tans ley’s 

con cep tion also abstrac tions iso lated by ecol o gists. More recently, 

Allen and Hoek stra (1992, p. 11) make a sim i lar point: ‘All eco log-

i cal pro cesses and types of eco log i cal struc tures are mul ti scaled 

[…] Scal ing is done by the observer, it is not a mat ter of nature 

inde pen dent of obser va tion’. Hagen (1992, p. 87) has a point, there-

fore, when he argues that Tans ley ‘freed’ ecol ogy from the ‘rigid 

geo graph i cal basis’ of ear lier per spec tives. But this entails ambi gu i-

ties, includ ing spa tial ones:

From the top down an eco sys tem is a part of the bio sphere; 

from the bot tom up it is the organ isms inter act ing with 

other organ isms and non liv ing fea tures of their shared hab i-

tat. Some may even term the entire bio sphere an eco sys tem. 

Oth ers may note that an organ ism such as a human serves 

as a hab i tat for a vari ety of other spe cies, together with some 

non liv ing mate rial as in the gut, so that a sin gle human may 

rate as an eco sys tem. It’s an elas tic con cept – not only with 

respect to scale. (Re gier, 1993, p. 3)

In his crit i cal assess ment of the con cept, Sachs (1992, p. 32) makes 

a sim i lar point when he notes that eco sys tems come in many sizes, 

which are ‘nested like bab ouschka dolls, each within the next, from 

the micro scopic to the plan e tary level. The con cept is free-rang ing 

in scale.’ It is no coin ci dence, there fore, that ‘Think glob ally, act 

locally’ has become an envi ron men tal-polit i cal maxim: the notion 

of ‘glo cal i sa tion’ (Swynge douw, 1997) could most cer tainly be 

applied to the broadly defined eco sys tem ic world view.

This spa tial ambi gu ity has polit i cal impli ca tions: ‘To man age 

eco sys tems, or to uti lize eco sys tem prin ci ples,’ Ward (1998, p. 

84) notes, ‘bound aries must be known; man ag ers and pol i cy mak-

ers must be able to iden tify and agree upon the entity to be con-

served.’ Ward’s focus on man ag ers and pol i cy mak ers is cer tainly 

too restricted, but her accen tu a tion of the role of bound aries in 

con tem po rary envi ron men tal pol i tics is sug ges tive (cf. Fall, 2005). 

We might say that envi ron men tal pol i tics draw ing on eco sys tem 

thinking demand an objec ti fi ca tion by area rather than type, for 

 2 Holism has nev er the less remained a fea ture of much eco sys tem ecol ogy, for 

exam ple in the writ ings of Eugene Odum and How ard Odum, and such notions are 

often a key future of ‘lay’ eco log i cal world views: ‘Iron i cally, as it has evolved, the 

eco sys tem con cept became closely iden ti fied with the very phi los o phy that Tans ley 

so ada mantly opposed’ (Hagen, 1992, p. 136). 
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exam ple as con cern ing the pro tec tion of the ‘Bal tic Sea’ rather than 

a par tic u lar spe cies. Yet, as already Tans ley seemed to rec og nise, 

eco sys tems are not abso lute spaces with well-defined bound aries. 

For Tans ley and many subsequent eco sys tem ecol o gists, the scal-

ing of eco log i cal enti ties is typ i cally a meth od o log i cal prob lem; a 

prob lem some have ‘solved’ by focus sing on seem ingly bounded 

enti ties like lakes, catch ment areas or islands (Hagen, 1992). I am 

not the one to chal lenge the pos si bil ity that ecol o gists can devise 

meth ods that allow them to pro ceed from a defi  ni tion of eco sys tem 

that is neu tral in scale to a mean ing ful defi  ni tion of par tic u lar eco-

sys tems, as argued, for exam ple, by Pick ett and Ca den as so (2002). 

And there might in a wider per spec tive be ave nues for cross-fer-

til isa tion between the largely secluded scale debates in ecol ogy 

and recent human geog ra phy (Sayre, 2005). But in envi ron men tal 

pol i tics, the case of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion sug gests 

that the spa ti al ity of par tic u lar envi ron men tal con cerns is nei ther 

a given nor sim ply a prod uct of envi ron men tal-sci en tific meth od-

ol ogy. The cre a tion of such spa tial objects should rather be seen 

as pro vi sional out comes of the pro duc tion and pol i tics of scale, 

because, as Swynge douw (2004, p. 132) insists, ‘nature and envi-

ron men tal trans for ma tions are also inte gral parts of the social and 

mate rial pro duc tion of scale.’

Mar ston (2000) has use fully iden ti fied three com mon tenets 

in the otherwise diverse lit er a ture on the ‘social con struc tion of 

scale’. First, and cru cial, the lit er a ture insists that ‘scale’ is not onto-

log i cally given or, we may add, a sim ple ques tion of meth od o log i-

cal choice; in the words of Del a ney and Leit ner (1997, pp. 94–95), 

scale ‘is not sim ply an exter nal fact await ing dis cov ery but a way 

of fram ing con cep tions of real ity.’ Sec ond, these fra mings of real ity 

can have both rhe tor i cal and mate rial con se quences. And, Mar ston 

(2000, p. 221) finally point out, such ‘fra mings of scale […] are often 

con tra dic tory and con tested and are not nec es sar ily endur ing.’

As sug gested in this outline, con cep tions of scale as ‘fram ing’ is 

cen tral in much of the lit er a ture, and a num ber of ana lysts have in 

recent years devel oped this notion to a vari ety of envi ron men tal 

issues. In her study of how dif fer ent actors framed debates over 

the loca tion of an indus trial facil ity, Ku rtz (2003, p. 894) has in this 

respect pro vided a pro duc tive con cep tu ali sa tion of ‘scale frames’ 

as ‘dis cur sive prac tices that con struct mean ing ful (and action able) 

link ages between the scale at which a social prob lem is expe ri-

Fig. 1. Main and major catch ment areas of the Bal tic Sea (the Sound and the Dan ish Belt Sea are included as the south ern part of the Katt e gat catch ment area).
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enced and the scale(s) at which it could be polit i cally addressed 

or resolved.’3

Scale frames are in this way impor tant for how people define 

the spa tial extent of both a prob lem and its pos si ble solu tions; 

they sit u ate a prob lem as a spa tial object for par tic u lar pol i cies 

and pol i ties. And shift ing the scale frame can sim i larly rede fine 

the prob lem, foreg round ing new solu tions and polit i cal struc tures 

while fore clos ing oth ers.

As Mans field and Haas (2006) show in their illus tra tive study 

of endan gered Stell er sea lions, scale as fram ing can most cer tainly 

be applied to ‘sin gle’ socio-envi ron men tal prob lems. But ques tions 

of scale fram ing become par tic u larly salient in pol i tics that define 

its object in modes of under stand ing for which ‘eco sys tem’ is the 

more or less stated met a phor. As Bren ner (2001) argues, it hardly 

makes sense to speak of a ‘pol i tics of scale’ (or, we may add, scale 

fram ing) if the notion is used to con note an aspect of socio-spa-

tial orga ni sa tion within a rel a tively bounded geo graph i cal arena. 

Rather, the con cept should be reserved as ref er ence ‘to the pro duc-

tion, recon fig u ra tion or con tes ta tion of par tic u lar dif fer en ti a tions, 

order ings and hier ar chies among geo graph i cal scales’ (Bren ner, 

2001, p. 600). I will pro pose that such pro cesses of scal ing are 

cen tral to eco sys tem-ori en tated envi ron men tal pol i tics. Actors 

involved in an envi ron men tal debate may not nec es sar ily evoke 

par tic u lar scalar dif fer en ti a tions; they may, indeed, work with 

ideas of a rel a tively ‘fixed’ and bounded spa tial entity. But because 

of the multi-scalar char ac ter of eco sys tem thinking, a par tic u lar 

scale frame is always lia ble of being shifted or chal lenged by other 

fra mings. The evo lu tion of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion 

pro vides an exam ple of this.

3. Scal ing the Bal tic Sea

As an object for pol i tics, the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment has since the 

early 1990s rou tinely been vis u al ised by images of its main catch-

ment area (Fig. 1). And with good reason, for the catch ment area 

is not just a sug ges tive rep re sen ta tion of the envi ron men tal prob-

lems addressed by inter gov ern men tal coop er a tive ven tures; when 

super im posed upon the state bor ders of the area, such images of 

the trans-ter ri to rial catch ment area are also pow er ful vi su ali sa-

tions of the seem ingly ‘nat u ral’ need for inter gov ern men tal coop er-

a tion. But this par tic u lar fram ing was slow in com ing; rather than 

a ‘given’ object for pol i tics, the fram ing is in key respects a pro vi-

sional prod uct of pol i tics. In fact, it is pos si ble to dis cern at least 

three phases in the (re)fram ing of the Bal tic Sea as a spa tial object, 

which will be addressed below (Sec tion 3.2). First, how ever, we 

shall briefly look at the envi ron men tal and geo po lit i cal set tings in 

which Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion emerged.

3.1. An ail ing sea between east and west

Located between the Fen no scan dian pen in su lar and the Euro-

pean con ti nent, the Bal tic Sea is a ‘semi-enclosed’ sea, sep a rated 

from the North Sea and the oceans beyond by the nar row and shal-

low sills of the Dan ish Belt Sea and the Sound. These sills are by 

some seen as the ‘nat u ral’ limit of the Bal tic Sea (e.g. Dan ish Ency-

clo pae dia, 2001). More often, how ever, the Bal tic Sea is con sid ered 

to include the Katt e gat, cov er ing a sur face area of 0.42 mil lion km2 

and drain ing a topo graph i cal catch ment area of 1.7 mil lion km2 

(Ka ut sky and Ka ut sky, 2000). As we will see, this larger spa tial delin-

ea tion is not a sim ple fact of nature but is in impor tant respects a 

 3 Ku rtz’ ref er ence to ‘social prob lems’ prob a bly reflects her focus on envi ron men-

tal jus tice. But to bring out the dia lec ti cal char ac ter of social and envi ron men tal 

change, wider per spec tives may be bet ter served by ref er ences to ‘socio-envi ron-

men tal’ or ‘socio-eco log i cal’ prob lems (for a suc cinct dis cus sion of the lat ter term, 

see Sned don et al., 2002, p. 672). 

prod uct of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics as it has evolved over 

the past three decades. For the moment, how ever, we shall merely 

acknowl edge that the Bal tic Sea also can be sub di vided into sev-

eral major sub-basins, each with par tic u lar hydro log i cal and envi-

ron men tal con di tions, which again can be divided into an almost 

infi nite num ber of yet smaller basins. And if one wishes to include 

atmo spheric pol lu tion to the Bal tic Sea, the space in ques tion is sig-

nifi  cantly larger than that of the catch ment area. From the out set, 

there fore, the spa ti al ity of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal con cerns is not 

a straight for ward mat ter, a fea ture reflected in the assess ment of 

Fa lan dysz et al. (2000, p. 101):

Although the Bal tic Sea is divided into nat u ral basins by 

bot tom topog ra phy and eco nomic sec tors, it is largely an 

inte grated sys tem, highly sen si tive to events in the adja cent 

North Sea, the land and the atmo sphere. Pol luted areas are 

related partly to dis tance from the North Sea, local hydro-

logic con di tions, the catch ment area of adja cent riv ers and 

the extent of con ser va tion mea sures in the sur round ing 

coun tries.

In spite of such socio-envi ron men tal and spa tial ambi gu i ties, it is 

pos si ble to dis cern some key char ac ter is tics of the Bal tic Sea envi-

ron ment. About 200 riv ers dis charge into the Bal tic Sea, and as the 

cli mate is humid and cold-tem per ate, run off from land and pre cip-

i ta tion eas ily com pen sate evap o ra tion. Own ing to this excess of 

fresh water, the out flow is about twice the inflow of more saline 

(and oxy gen-rich) water from the North Sea. This makes the Bal-

tic Sea the larg est body of brack ish water in the world, where the 

salin ity decreases rap idly with the dis tance from the Dan ish Belt 

Sea and the Sound. Salin ity is the most impor tant fac tor affect ing 

marine life, and the decrease in salin ity is there fore fol lowed by a 

dra matic decline in the num ber of spe cies as one moves into the Bal-

tic Sea. This makes the Bal tic Sea a very spe cies-poor envi ron ment, 

which increases the risk of key spe cies being elim i nated from the 

eco log i cal sys tems. Besides this hor i zon tal gra di ent, the water col-

umn is also strat i fied ver ti cally by per ma nent and sea sonal dis con-

ti nu ities in salin ity and tem per a ture. This multi-lay ered struc ture 

impedes the ver ti cal water cir cu la tion, which results in accu mu la-

tions of organic deg ra da tion prod ucts and, with sig nifi  cant vari a-

tions, in the deple tion of oxy gen in both deep and coastal waters. 

This marked ten dency to eutro phi ca tion is aggra vated by the low 

influx of oxy gen-rich water and the almost non ex is tent tidal cir cu-

la tion within the Bal tic Sea. And because of the nar row out lets, pol-

lu tants may reside within the sea for a long time. Alto gether, this 

makes the Bal tic Sea par tic u larly sen si tive to pol lu tion (Fa lan dysz 

et al., 2000; Ka ut sky and Ka ut sky, 2000; Hel sinki Com mis sion, 

2003a).

Par al lel with the grow ing envi ron men tal aware ness in the 

indus trial North, it was in the late 1960s that sci en tists became 

alarmed by the frag ile marine envi ron ment of the Bal tic Sea (e.g. 

ICES, 1970). The first attempt to estab lish some form of basin-wide 

inter gov ern men tal coop er a tion to address such ques tions took 

place in 1969–1970 when rep re sen ta tives of the then seven (inde-

pen dent) Bal tic Sea states – Den mark, Fin land, the Fed eral Repub-

lic of Ger many (FRG), the Ger man Dem o cratic Repub lic (GDR), 

Poland, the Soviet Union and Swe den – on two occa sions met to 

dis cuss the pos si bil ity of coop er at ing on com bat ing oil pol lu tion at 

sea. At these meet ings the par ties man aged to draft a lim ited agree-

ment on this already lim ited issue, which sol emnly acknowl edged 

that ‘it is nec es sary to take with out delay com plex mea sures for 

dis con tinu ing any fur ther pol lu tion of the Bal tic Sea and the Katt e-

gat area and improve its qual ity’ (Doc u ment, 1970). The agree ment 

remained a draft, how ever, and already the list of par tic i pants pro-

vides a clue about the reason. The del e ga tions from the ‘western’ 

states – which in this con text also included Fin land and Swe den 

– were thus recorded as rep re sent ing ‘com pe tent author i ties’ on 
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the lower rungs of the gov ern men tal hier ar chy, while the ‘east ern’ 

del e ga tions were iden ti fied as rep re sent ing their respec tive states. 

This ‘western’ eva sion of record ing a for mal inter gov ern men tal 

rela tion ship with the ‘east’ was a clear indi ca tion that the agree-

ment had been caught up in cold war pol i tics – or, to be more pre-

cise, was about to fall vic tim to the ‘Ger man ques tion’.

The Soviet Union had for mally recog ni sed the sov er eignty of the 

GDR in 1954, but ‘western’ gov ern ments, who chose to rec og nise 

the claim of the FRG to be the sole rep re sen ta tive of the divided 

Ger many, did not recip ro cate this move. Yet for practical rea sons 

it was impos si ble sim ply to ignore the exis tence of the GDR, and 

neigh bour ing states like Den mark, Fin land and Swe den there fore 

devel oped prac tices where rela tions with the GDR were main-

tained through for mally non-state actors or state agen cies on a suf-

fi ciently low level not to imply dip lo matic rec og ni tion. The GDR 

and its ‘east ern’ allies, on the other hand, were eager to engage in 

any rela tion that could edge the GDR towards for mally recog ni sed 

state hood (Friis, 2001).

The 1970 attempt to estab lish an agree ment on the com bat ing 

of oil pol lu tion was thus brought down by the con flict between an 

‘east ern’ wish to engage in for mal gov ern men tal rela tions and a 

‘western’ pref er ence to keep rela tions on a for mally infor mal basis. 

Even at a time cel e brated for the mild winds of détente and emerg-

ing Ost pol i tik, cold war pol i tics in this way blocked the first and 

highly cau tious attempt to estab lish a mea sure of inter na tional 

coop er a tion on the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment. An ‘iron cur tain’ had 

not merely descended on Europe ‘from Stet tin in the Bal tic to 

Trie ste in the Adri at ic,’ as Chur chill (1946) famously rum bled; it 

extended beyond Stet tin and fouled the waters of the Bal tic Sea.

3.2. Land ver sus sea

Cold war pol i tics con tin ued to haunt Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal 

coop er a tion as it even tu ally devel oped over the next two decades. 

It was thus the pros pect of an impend ing rap proche ment between 

the two Ger man states, which in Octo ber 1972 prompted the Finn-

ish gov ern ment to invite the other Bal tic Sea states to par tic i pate 

in a dip lo matic con fer ence aimed at con clud ing a con ven tion on 

the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment. The Basic Treaty between the FRG and 

the GDR was signed in Decem ber 1972, and all Bal tic Sea states 

could there fore accept the Finn ish invi ta tion, which in March 1974 

resulted in the sign ing of the Con ven tion on the Pro tec tion of the 

Marine Envi ron ment of the Bal tic Sea Area – the Hel sinki Con ven-

tion (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 1974). The prep a ra tion of this con ven-

tion marks the first phase in the spa tial fram ing of the Bal tic Sea 

envi ron ment.

Signed less than two years after the ‘western’ rec og ni tion of 

the GDR, Hjorth (1994, p. 21) argues, the 1974 Hel sinki Con ven tion 

‘was as much a con tri bu tion to détente pol i tics as an achieve ment 

in the field of envi ron men tal pol i tics.’ Still, the con ven tion was 

– on paper, at least – an ambi tious envi ron men tal under tak ing. 

The term ‘eco sys tem’ was yet to become a house hold notion and 

was used spar ingly dur ing the early stages of the coop er a tive ven-

ture. But the par ties’ pledge to take what they var i ably termed an 

‘over all’, ‘total’ or ‘com pre hen sive’ approach to the marine envi ron-

ment of the Bal tic Sea was clearly based on eco sys tem thinking. 

The gov ern ment experts that met to plan a dip lo matic con fer ence 

on the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment agreed, for exam ple, that the con fer-

ence ‘ought to take an over all approach to the prob lem and agree 

upon a con ven tion which could serve as a basis for a com pre hen-

sive sys tem for the pro tec tion of the Bal tic Sea’ (Doc u ment, 1973a). 

Haas (1993, p. 148) has a point, there fore, when he notes that for 

instance the Finn ish offi cials spear head ing the under tak ing ‘hoped 

to use a treaty as an expe di ent way to cre ate a dip lo matic open ing 

to the USSR and East Ger many, as well as to con vert their holis tic 

eco log i cal views into practice.’

In its approach, Fitz mau rice (1992, p. 59) argues, the 1974 Hel-

sinki Con ven tion was ‘unique’ since it was ‘the first regional con-

ven tion for the pro tec tion of the marine envi ron ment that adopted 

a “total approach” towards the con ven tion area.’ Yet, while the ‘con-

ven tion area’ may be a rea son ably straight for ward con cept for a 

legal scholar like Fitz mau rice, this is not the case when the con ven-

tion is approached as an expres sion of scalar pol i tics. In fact, it is 

pos si ble to dis tin guish at least three moments in the pro cess that 

led to the early fram ing of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment as a spa tial 

object for pol i tics.

The first of these moments occurred before the offi cial nego-

ti a tions com menced, at an infor mal meet ing between rep re sen-

ta tives from Den mark, Fin land and Swe den. Sev eral issues were 

dis cussed, but we shall merely take note of a small and yet geo-

graph i cally sig nifi  cant ques tion addressed by the meet ing. In the 

never enacted 1970 agree ment on oil-pol lu tion, the Bal tic Sea and 

the Katt e gat had thus been men tioned as sep a rate waters (Doc-

u ment, 1970). At the infor mal Nor dic gath er ing, how ever, it was 

briefly dis cussed whether the Katt e gat between Den mark and Swe-

den should be included as part of the Bal tic Sea. In the tele graphic 

style of the pro to col,

It was dis cussed what the con cept Bal tic Sea includes. The 

Katt e gat does not belong to the Bal tic Sea from a geo graph i-

cal point of view. In addi tion, it was estab lished that the Katt-

e gat could be included in the com ing reg u la tions for the Bal-

tic Sea if the Dan ish and Swed ish side wish so. (Doc u ment, 

1973b, my trans la tion).

The Dan ish and Swed ish author i ties must have wished this inclu-

sion, for the Katt e gat was with out fur ther debate included in the 

ensu ing nego ti a tions. The par ties may well have had sound envi-

ron men tal rea sons for this. But the inclu sion of the Katt e gat was 

a polit i cal deci sion, which may help to illus trate the cen tral point 

that the spa ti al ity of an envi ron men tal con cern like that of the Bal-

tic Sea is not a sim ple ‘fact of nature’. In the much-used image of 

the Bal tic Sea as rep re sented by the catch ment area, the west ern-

most bound ary of the seem ingly ‘nat u ral’ catch ment area could 

just as well have been pitched up to 200 kilo me tres fur ther to the 

east, omit ting the Katt e gat basin. More over, it can be argued that 

the col lec tion and pre sen ta tion of envi ron men tal data within the 

struc ture of the Hel sinki Com mis sion has been an impor tant ele-

ment in the even tual pro duc tion and in sti tu tion ali sa tion of the 

catch ment area as the scale-frame of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment 

(e.g. Hel sinki Com mis sion, 2003a).

The sec ond moment in the early fram ing of the Bal tic Sea envi-

ron ment sur faced dur ing the first for mal pre pa ra tory meet ing 

between rep re sen ta tives from the Bal tic Sea states, where the del-

e gate of the FRG in his open ing state ment seemed to ques tion the 

entire enter prise: ‘With regard to our par tic u lar tasks con cerned 

with the Bal tic Sea,’ he said, ‘we will have to ask whether spe cific 

rules are needed for the Bal tic Sea’ (Doc u ment, 1973c, p. 13). More 

spe cifi  cally, the FRG argued that the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment would 

be cov ered in the poten tially global MAR POL con ven tion on pol lu-

tion from ships that was signed later in 1973. The other Bal tic Sea 

states did not heed this wish of the FRG, and the FRG even tu ally 

fol lowed the major ity to estab lish a regional con ven tion. But in the 

per spec tive of this arti cle, the failed endeav our of the FRG is note-

wor thy as an exam ple of what Ku rtz (2003, p. 896) terms ‘counter-

scale frames’; that is, ‘dis cur sive strat e gies directed at under min-

ing one or more ele ments of the scale-ori ented col lec tive action 

frames.’ Had the FRG suc ceeded in fram ing the envi ron men tal 

prob lems of the Bal tic Sea as a global con cern, the prob lems would 

not only have been defined as a sin gle-issue (ship-based pol lu tion) 

rather than the more eco log i cal ‘over all’ aim; it would also have 

entailed another gov er nance struc ture than that of the Hel sinki 

Com mis sion to come.
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If the FRG had attempted to upscale Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal 

con cerns, the third moment in the early spa ti al i sa tion of the Bal tic 

Sea envi ron ment was all about down scal ing. Although habit u ally 

refer ring to the lack of suffi  cient sci en tific knowl edge, all par ties 

seemed to agree that land-based sources accounted for some 80 

per cent of pol lu tion to the Bal tic Sea (Doc u ment, 1973c; Rot kirch, 

1984). And on the first pre pa ra tory meet ing, a Swed ish del e gate 

raised an issue that bore on this ques tion. Reflect ing the mod ern 

geo po lit i cal imag i na tion of a world bifur cated into an ‘inside’ and 

an ‘outside’ of ter ri to rial states (Agnew, 2003), the del e gate sug-

gested that the par ties ‘should con sider which prob lems are of 

inter na tional and which of national con cern’ (Doc u ment, 1973c, p. 

18). Of true inter na tional con cern, the del e gate argued, was oil-

spills and sta ble pol lu tants like DDT and PCB, but also the marked 

ten dency to eutro phi ca tion (oxy gen reduc tion) in the Bal tic Sea. 

Yet, the del e gate found that there was no clear way to tackle the 

mainly land-based sources of eutro phi ca tion ‘from an inter na tional 

point of view’; rather, it was ‘national action’ that was needed (Doc-

u ment, 1973c, p. 19). Thus, although eutro phi ca tion was (and is) 

con sid ered to be the main envi ron men tal prob lem of the Bal tic Sea 

(ICES, 1970; Hel sinki Com mis sion, 2003a), it was con strued as not 

being an ‘inter na tional’ issue per se. This view was not a sudden 

whim of the del e gate but had also been expressed by Swe den at 

the infor mal Nor dic meet ing (Doc u ment, 1973b), and at least the 

Dan ish and Soviet del e ga tions voiced their sup port (Doc u ment, 

1973c). In effect, the spa ti al ity of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment as an 

inter gov ern men tal con cern was down scaled to the extra ter ri to rial 

waters.

The extra ter ri to rial waters came to pre vail as the first scale 

frame of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment, for although the 1974 Hel sinki 

Com mis sion for mally encom passed all sources of marine pol lu tion, 

whether from land or sea, the con ven tion was in practice restricted 

to the lim ited scale of the extra ter ri to rial waters. An indi ca tion of 

this sea wards bias can be found in the rules and reg u la tion annexed 

to the original con ven tion. Less than a page was thus devoted to the 

com plex issue of land-based pol lu tion, to which could be added a 

page and a half on haz ard ous and nox ious sub stances. The annexes 

on pol lu tion from ships and dump ing at sea, on the other hand, 

took up some 35 pages of often highly detailed pro vi sion. Most 

dis tinctly, how ever, this spa tial bias was brought out in Arti cle 1, 

which sim ply stated that the con ven tion area ‘does not include 

inter nal waters of the Con tract ing Par ties’ (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 

1974). And this, of course, effec tively ruled out any pos si bil ity of 

extend ing the con ven tion into the ter res trial ter ri tory of the par tic i-

pat ing states. The image of the catch ment area as the scale of Bal tic 

Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion was still a dis tant mirage.

In sig nifi  cant part, this focus on the extra ter ri to rial waters had 

to do with the ‘strict’ inter pre ta tion of ter ri to rial sov er eignty by 

the Soviet Union (Hjorth, 1992; Darst, 2001). But much sug gests 

that also ‘western’ states like Den mark and Swe den ini tially pre-

ferred this fram ing, although this had less to do with ‘high’ pol i tics 

of sov er eignty con cerns and cold war pol i tics than with domes tic 

pri or i ties, not least the costs involved in the clean ing of sew age 

and waste wa ter (Lar sen, 2005). Whatever the under ly ing reason, 

how ever, this meant that the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment as an object 

for pol i tics was framed in the very lim ited scale of the extra ter ri-

to rial waters, which did not cor re spond to the stated ambi tion of 

an ‘over all’ approach. The envi ron men tal prob lem to be addressed 

within the struc ture of the Hel sinki Com mis sion was in effect 

reduced to ship-based pol lu tion, while the weighty prob lem of 

 pol lu tion from land was left to the sov er eign dis cre tions of the par-

tic i pat ing states. Thus, while alleg edly about com plex trans boun-

dary  envi ron men tal con cerns, the par ties actu ally repro duced the 

spa ti al ity of con ven tional gov er nance by fix ing the space of its envi-

ron men tal object to the inter-state of the sup pos edly ‘com mon’ 

extra ter ri to rial waters.

3.3. The Hel sinki Com mis sion goes ashore

In spite of its man i fest short com ings, the 1974 Hel sinki Con ven-

tion was a small feat when it is remem bered that it was con cluded 

in the sen si tive atmo sphere of cold war pol i tics, at a time when envi-

ron men tal issues barely had reached the gov ern men tal let alone 

inter gov ern men tal agenda. More over, the con ven tion was path-

break ing in its ambi tion to approach the envi ron men tal prob lems 

of a geo graph i cal area in an ‘over all’ man ner; that is, along lines 

approach ing the envi ron men tal world view epit o mised by the eco-

sys tem con cept. Still, the par ties largely failed to rea lise this expan-

sive ambi tion as they embarked on the imple men ta tion of the 

con ven tion under the aus pices of the inter gov ern men tal Hel sinki 

Com mis sion, also known as HEL COM. And this lack of substantial 

envi ron men tal results essen tially boiled down to the lim ited fram-

ing of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment. In this respect, Darst (2001, p. 

58) is there fore right on the point when he notes that ‘while the 

sub stan tive scope of the Com mis sion’s pur view was excep tion ally 

broad, its geo graph i cal scope was quite nar row.’

The most con spic u ous indi ca tion of how the Hel sinki Com-

mis sion helped to insti tu tion al ise the extra ter ri to rial waters as 

the scale of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics can be found in the 

rec om men da tions it adopted. Until the late 1980s, the num ber of 

adopted rec om men da tions on issues con cern ing coastal waters 

and land-based sources of pol lu tion was thus sig nifi  cantly lower 

than rec om men da tions relat ing to sea-based sources (Lar sen, 

2005). And this some what crude indi ca tor fits well with other 

assess ments: ‘until the rel a tively recent polit i cal changes in the 

Bal tic region,’ Kin dler and Lint ner (1993, p. 11) note, ‘the activ i ties 

of HEL COM con cen trated upon the open sea’. For mally sug gested 

by the 1974 Hel sinki Con ven tion, the extra ter ri to rial waters were 

thus through the prac tices of the Com mis sion in sti tu tiona lised as 

the envi ron men tal object for inter gov ern men tal pol i tics.

In the late 1980s, how ever, the Hel sinki Com mis sion began to 

loosen its spa tial straight jacket. In large part, this sec ond phase 

in the scale fram ing of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment was facil i tated 

by the happy con ver gence of two osten si bly inde pen dent devel op-

ments. Most notice ably, the open ing for this rescal ing was pro vided 

by the Soviet relax a tion of its ‘strict’ inter pre ta tion of ter ri to rial 

sov er eignty. In the anal y sis of Greene (1998, p. 180), this implied 

that the scope and strin gency of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal com mit-

ments were sub stan tially increased, ‘not least because the USSR, 

under Mik hail Gor ba chev, agreed that the com mit ments could be 

expanded to cover ter ri to rial seas, inter nal waters, and land-based 

sources of pol lu tion.’ But this geo po lit i cal open ing coin cided with 

the renewed ‘western’ inter est in envi ron men tal mat ters epit o-

mised by the 1987 Brundt land Report (Ander son and Li ef fer ink, 

1997). As these twin devel op ments emerged and merged in the 

Bal tic Sea area, the par ties to the Hel sinki Con ven tion grad u ally 

shifted their fram ing of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment. Tell ingly, this 

was also the period in which the eco sys tem con cept in ear nest 

– and now with some jus ti fi ca tion – entered the lan guage of Bal tic 

Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion.

The first for mal sign post in this devel op ment was the 1988 Dec-

la ra tion on the Pro tec tion of the Marine Envi ron ment of the Bal tic 

Sea Area, which, with a bow to the Brundt lan dian notion of ‘sus-

tain able devel op ment’ as inter gen er a tional equity, acknowl edged 

‘the need to pro tect and preserve for pres ent and future gen er a-

tions this most impor tant marine eco sys tem’ (Hel sinki Com mis-

sion, 1988, p. 1). For Hjorth (1994), this indi cated a shift from a 

cau tion ary ‘sci en tific-tech no log i cal’ strat egy to a pol icy-led ‘polit-

i cal-programme’ strat egy. But in the per spec tive of this arti cle, 

it is par tic u larly note wor thy that the 1988 dec la ra tion explic itly 

stated the need to address land-based sources of marine pol lu tion, 

both from ‘point sources’ such as indus trial instal la tions and urban 

waste wa ter treat ment plants and from ‘non-point sources’ like 



2006 H.G. Lar sen / Geoforum 39 (2008) 2000–2008

agri cul tural run off. Slowly, but even tu ally surely, Bal tic Sea envi-

ron men tal pol i tics began to creep ashore, and this pro cess of envi-

ron men tal-polit i cal amphib ian meta mor pho sis was accel er ated by 

the 1990 Bal tic Sea Dec la ra tion.

The 1990 Bal tic Sea Dec la ra tion was adopted at a time of intense 

geo po lit i cal change and Stål vant (1993, p. 140) is not wide off the 

mark when he notes that envi ron men tal pol i tics pro vided high-

level pol i ti cians an arena to dis cuss ‘wider soci e tal goals of the tran-

si tion pro cess.’ But the dec la ra tion was firmly set on envi ron men tal 

mat ters. In part, this involved a reaffi r ma tion and strength en ing of 

pledges made in the 1988 dec la ra tion. But the most pro found fea-

ture of the 1990 dec la ra tion was argu ably the par ties’ ‘firm deter-

mi na tion’ to ‘Urgently pre pare a joint com pre hen sive programme 

for deci sive reduc tion of emis sions in order to restore the Bal tic 

Sea to a sound eco log i cal bal ance’ (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 1990a, 

p. 4). This programme, the Bal tic Sea Joint Com pre hen sive Envi ron-

men tal Action Programme (JCP), was prepared dur ing 1991–1992 

and was approved in 1993 (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 1993; Kin dler 

and Lint ner, 1993).

Assess ments of the JCP vary (Auer and Ni lend ers, 2001; Greene, 

1998; Rin gius, 1996). But whatever its mer its and short com ings, 

the JCP was sig nifi  cant because it marked the point where the 

prac tices of the Hel sinki Com mis sion unset tled the lim ited scale 

frame of the extra ter ri to rial waters and truly ‘went ashore’. The 

vast pro por tion of the esti mated costs was thus allo cated to the 

elim i na tion of land-based sources of pol lu tion. More over, the JCP 

iden ti fied and mapped 132 so-called ‘hot spots’ for envi ron men tal 

cleanup and res to ra tion (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 1993; Lar sen, 2005, 

p. 131). That most of these hot spots were located in the ‘tran si-

tional econ o mies’ that emerged from the geo po lit i cal upheav als of 

1989 and 1991 is sug ges tive, of course. But in the per spec tive of 

this arti cle, it is par tic u larly sig nifi  cant that many hot spots were 

located far ashore, not only in the states bor der ing the Bal tic Sea, 

but in a few cases also in states con nected to the Bal tic Sea only by 

way of the catch ment area.

The prep a ra tion of the JCP in this way marked the geo-his tor i cal 

moment where the catch ment area emerged as the new scale fram-

ing of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment. The JCP programme-doc u ment 

is also among the first offi cial Hel sinki Com mis sion pub li ca tions 

to employ this image, which sub se quently has assumed an almost 

emblem atic sta tus in Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics – not just for 

the Com mis sion, but also for envi ron men tal-sci en tific and non gov-

ern men tal actors like UNEP/GRID-Aren dal and the Coa li tion Clean 

Bal tic. Tell ingly, it is also the image of the catch ment area (and Bal-

tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion) that Mitch ell (2002) evokes as 

a textbook exam ple of ‘eco sys tem man age ment’ in practice.

The re fra ming of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment did not imply that 

the Hel sinki Com mis sion ceased con sid er ing ship-based pol lu tion 

to be a prob lem, but it entailed a redefi  ni tion of the envi ron men tal 

prob lem that related sea and land, bring ing the object of the Bal-

tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics sig nifi  cantly closer to the eco sys tem 

world view her alded by the Com mis sion’s aim of tak ing an ‘over all’ 

approach. In var i ous ways, this also involved a recon fig u ra tion of 

the polit i cal struc ture. The prep a ra tion and imple men ta tion of the 

JCP was thus not only to include neigh bour ing states, but also sev-

eral envi ron men tal NGOs, inter na tional finan cial insti tu tions, and 

the Euro pean Com mu nity. Most of these actors also became observ-

ers (with rights to sub mit pro pos als) in the Hel sinki Com mis sion.

Coin cid ing with the prep a ra tion of the JCP, the Hel sinki Com-

mis sion in 1990 decided to ini ti ate a full revi sion of the Hel sinki 

Con ven tion. Apart from catch ing up with the post-cold war geo-

po lit i cal realign ments, this endeav our was part and par cel of the 

‘land ing’ of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion. The prac tices of 

the Com mis sion were clearly run ning ahead of the pro vi sions of 

the 1974 con ven tion, and the work ing group in charge of the revi-

sion should con sider ‘the appli ca tion area of the Con ven tion and its 

pos si ble enlarge ment to cover inter nal waters and the whole of the 

catch ment area of the Bal tic Sea’ (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 1990b, p. 

109). In com par i son with its pre de ces sor, the 1992 Hel sinki Con ven-

tion is an improve ment both with respect to its polit i cal strin gency 

and envi ron men tal scope (Ehlers, 1993). But in con crete envi ron-

men tal-polit i cal terms, the new con ven tion mainly for ma lised the 

already evolv ing prac tices of the Hel sinki Com mis sion. The catch-

ment area is not spe cifi  cally men tioned in the arti cle on the con-

ven tion area, yet it includes a small but sig nifi  cant change, which 

symb o lis es the for mal rec og ni tion of the new fram ing of the Bal tic 

Sea envi ron ment: as a com plete rever sal of the 1974 con ven tion, 

the inter nal waters – the sen si tive inter stice between land and sea 

– is now explic itly included in the con ven tion area (Hel sinki Com-

mis sion, 1992, Arti cle I). In a spa tial sense, then, one could say that 

it is not just a Brundt lan dian plat i tude when the Hel sinki Com mis-

sion in a pub li ca tion to mark the twen ti eth anni ver sary of the Hel-

sinki Con ven tion used the cap tion: ‘The Bal tic Sea – our com mon 

sea’ (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 1994b, p. 4).

3.4. Into a wider Euro pean space?

The space sym bol i sed by images of the catch ment area may 

appear a highly appro pri ate object for Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal 

coop er a tion. Indeed, con sid er ing that catch ment areas are often 

evoked as good exam ples of rel a tively bounded eco sys tems, one 

could view the main topo graph i cal catch ment area of the Bal tic 

Sea as the ‘log i cal’ scale of a coop er a tive ven ture aimed at improv-

ing its marine envi ron ment along eco sys tem ic lines. More over, 

after the sign ing of the 1992 Hel sinki Con ven tion, this space was 

through out the 1990s in sti tu tiona lised through prac tices such as 

the imple men ta tion of the JCP – and, of course, the almost rit u al is-

tic use of images of the catch ment area in pub li ca tions by the Hel-

sinki Com mis sion and oth ers. Yet the prac tices of the Com mis sion, 

and in a sense the 1992 con ven tion itself, may also open vis tas for 

a third phase in the fram ing of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment. These 

devel op ments are still embry onic, but a pattern is emerg ing.

Most con spic u ously, the seeds for a pos si ble third fram ing were 

sown by the inclu sion of the Euro pean Com mu nity (EC) as a party 

to the 1992 Hel sinki Con ven tion. This means that the EC, from 1994 

in its new drap ing of the Euro pean Union (EU), can act and vote on 

behalf of its mem ber sates, pro vided, of course, that the EU mem-

ber states choose not to exer cise these rights them selves (Hel sinki 

Com mis sion, 1992, Arti cle 23). But EU mem bers of the Hel sinki 

Com mis sion are in any case bound by appli ca ble EU direc tives. At 

the out set, when only Den mark and the FRG were mem bers of both 

the EC and the Hel sinki Com mis sion, the direct impli ca tions were 

lim ited. Yet the subsequent expan sions of the EU entail that all par-

ties to the 1992 Hel sinki Con ven tion but Rus sia have become EU 

mem bers. In the forth right words of the recent chair per son of the 

Hel sinki Com mis sion, this ‘means that HEL COM will lose its reg u-

lat ing pow ers to a large extent’ (Hel sinki Com mis sion, 2003b, p. 1). 

Bal anc ing between the ‘old’ fram ing of the catch ment area and a 

yet uncer tain wider Euro pean scale, the most recent dec la ra tion of 

the Hel sinki Com mis sion there fore rec og nis es that its work in the 

future should ‘pro vide input to the reg u la tory pro cess – point ing 

out the unique char ac ter of the Bal tic Sea area […] by con trib ut ing 

and co-oper at ing to develop a Euro pean Marine Strat egy’ (Hel sinki 

Com mis sion, 2003c, p. 3).

Yet, if not alto gether unre lated, the scal ing of Bal tic Sea envi ron-

men tal pol i tics may also take another course: towards the North 

Sea and North-East Atlan tic, where the Hel sinki Com mis sion has 

an envi ron men tal-polit i cal ‘twin’ in the shape of the OSPAR Com-

mis sion. In rec og ni tion of this affin ity, the two com mis sions in 

2003 held a joint min is te rial con fer ence. While not rep re sent ing 

a merger, this con fer ence sig nalled a rap proche ment, which even tu-

ally may impinge on scalar artic u la tions. So far, the most tan gi ble 
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sign is the joint con fer ence’s stress on the need for ‘an approach 

which matches the in ter link ages within the marine eco sys tems’, 

and a pledge to estab lish ‘an eco log i cal coher ent net work of well 

man aged marine pro tec tion areas’ cov er ing the North-East Atlan-

tic and the Bal tic Sea (Hel sinki and OSPAR Com mis sions, 2003).

The fact that the Hel sinki Com mis sion (2001) at an early stage 

com mis sioned a study on the pos si bil i ties of har mon is ing its rec om-

men da tions with the appli ca ble EU direc tives is sug ges tive. But it 

remains to be seen whether this and other over tures even tu ally will 

con verge in a restruc tur ing of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er a tion 

and whether this will also entail yet another re fra ming of the Bal tic 

Sea envi ron ment. In a sense, how ever, the recent prac tices of the 

Hel sinki Com mis sion are merely catch ing up on an early counter-

scale fram ing by the Coa li tion Clean Bal tic (CCB), an NGO alli ance 

with observer sta tus in the Com mis sion. In 1992, at the con fer ence 

that signed the revised Hel sinki Con ven tion and approved the JCP, 

the CCB thus pre sented its own Bal tic Sea Action Plan. In this doc u-

ment, the CCB seized the image of the catch ment area. Yet the CCB 

did not merely super im pose the catch ment area upon the state 

bound aries of the Bal tic Sea area. Rather, to high light that pol lu tion 

to the Bal tic Sea also derived from atmo spheric depo si tions orig i nat-

ing beyond the topo graph i cal catch ment area, the CCB pre sented a 

map of this well-known image over laid by an ‘air catch ment area’ 

cov er ing most of the Euro pean con ti nent (repro duced in Lar sen, 

2005, p. 140). One can debate the sig nifi  cance of this par tic u lar scale 

fram ing, and we are still to see whether the nascent re fra ming of the 

Bal tic Sea envi ron ment at some wider Euro pean scale will help to 

rem edy the socio-envi ron men tal prob lems of the area or whether it 

rather will entail that the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment van ishes into what 

Jen sen and Rich ard son (2004) more broadly rec og nise as an emerg-

ing Euro pean ‘mo not opia’. Actu ally, it can be argued that already 

the scale frame of the catch ment area is too expan sive. At an early 

stage, Lundq vist and Lofts son (1993, p. 144) voiced such con cerns:

The view on the Bal tic as one uni fied eco log i cal sys tem 

has been prop a gated. It might well be that research design 

and results have not explic itly sup ported the view of a com-

mon prob lem, but through the inter pre ta tion of pol i ti cians, 

within the HEL COM and among the pub lic, the Bal tic Sea has 

largely been per ceived as one region.

The CCB’s image of a catch ment-area-upon-catch ment-area is, 

none the less, a vivid illus tra tion of how envi ron men tal pol i tics 

draw ing on eco sys tem world views lend itself to the pro duc tion, 

repro duc tion and con tes ta tion of par tic u lar scale frames to cap ture 

the myr iad of essen tially spa tial rela tions between the inan i mate 

and ani mate, includ ing human soci ety.

4. Con clu sions

Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics has – even when one includes 

the voices of NGOs – been sur pris ingly ami ca ble. Chal lenges to the 

dom i nant scale fra mings have sim i larly been few, but the changes 

have none the less been remark able. These fra mings are not inno-

cent by-prod ucts of the coop er a tive ven ture but are in impor tant 

respects impli cated in how the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment has been 

defined as an object for inter gov ern men tal pol i tics, foreg round ing 

some pol i cies and pol i ties while fore clos ing oth ers. The Bal tic Sea 

was with the 1974 Hel sinki Con ven tion in effect con fined to the 

extra ter ri to rial waters. In stark con trast to the eco sys tem world-

view con tained in the ambi tion of tak ing an ‘over all’ approach, this 

fram ing implied a sep a ra tion between ‘land’ and ‘sea’ and between 

the ‘national’ and the ‘inter na tional’, which effec tively defined the 

prob lem to be tack led by the Hel sinki Com mis sion as the con ven-

tional inter gov ern men tal issue of reduc ing pol lu tion from ships at 

sea. These stric tures were sig nifi  cantly over turned by the grad ual 

re fra ming of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment towards the image of the 

catch ment area. By fus ing ‘land’ and ‘sea’, this fram ing was not 

only part and par cel of a redefi  ni tion of the socio-envi ron men tal 

prob lem fac ing the Hel sinki Com mis sion; it also implied that the 

Com mis sion emerged as a more pow er ful insti tu tion and facil i-

tated the incor po ra tion of trans- and non gov ern men tal actors into 

Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics. The pos si ble if still embry onic 

re fra ming at some wider Euro pean scale may sim i larly have impor-

tant con se quences for how the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment is per ceived 

and polit i cally addressed.

The geo-his tor i cal tra jec tory of Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal coop er-

a tion is par tic u lar, of course. I will pro pose, how ever, that the case 

illus trates wider fea tures of envi ron men tal pol i tics – inter gov ern-

men tal or otherwise. The key prop o si tion is in this respect that the 

spa ti al ity of socio-envi ron men tal con cerns is pro duced through 

pro cesses of scal ing. Par tic u lar scale fra mings are in part about the 

pro duc tion of bound aries, bound aries that (momen tar ily) help to 

define a prob lem and hint at its pos si ble solu tions and the polit i cal 

struc tures to do so. But in envi ron men tal pol i tics draw ing on eco-

sys tem world views, such rel a tively bounded spaces seem par tic u-

larly prone to shifts and chal lenges as the socio-envi ron men tal rela-

tions of a given ‘eco sys tem’ intrin si cally relate to or can be related 

to other geo graph i cal scales. This puts par tic u lar empha sis on the 

pol i tics of scale fram ing.

This does not imply that scale frames are purely ‘social’ con struc-

tions. It is beyond the scope of this arti cle to engage in the debate 

between ‘real ist’ and ‘con struc tion ist approaches to socio-envi ron-

men tal issues (e.g. Burn ing ham and Coo per, 1999; Gandy, 1996). By 

way of con clu sion, how ever, we can move a little beyond the some-

times sim plis tic dual isms of this debate. It is to this end use ful to 

recall Ho witt, 1998 argu ment that the con sti tu tion of scale is not 

sim ply about (met ric) size or level (in a fixed hier ar chy), as con ven-

tion ally con ceived, but in cru cial respects is about rela tions between 

com plex and dynamic geog ra phies. And the eco sys tem con cept is if 

any thing about rela tions, between the ani mate and the inan i mate 

and between ‘soci ety’ and ‘nature’, all embroiled in inter re lated 

scalar spa ti al i ties. Eco sys tems are in a sense quin tes sen tial ‘hybrid 

geog ra phies’ (What more, 2002), geog ra phies which can be seen as 

‘net works of inter wo ven pro cesses that are human and nat u ral, real 

and fic tional, mechan i cal and organic’ (Swynge douw, 2004, p. 129). 

Draw ing on such insights, Sned don (2003, p. 2246) has sug ges tively 

argued that we should focus on ‘how spe cific hybrid enti ties […] 

actively weave together human and non hu man actors in dif fer ent 

times and spaces, in the pro cess pro duc ing an array of scales sub-

ject to vary ing inter pre ta tions.’ Prob ing the multi-scalar char ac ter 

of eco sys tems thinking can in this respect open a fruit ful ave nue to 

inves ti gate the spa ti al i ties of con tem po rary envi ron men tal pol i tics, 

a pol i tics in which also the bio log i cal and phys i cal com po nents of 

socio-envi ron men tal net works may inter act to ‘sup port’ or ‘resist’ 

par tic u lar fra mings. Recur ring inci dents of algae bloom could indi-

cate, for exam ple, that the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment is yet to be framed 

at a scale that can tackle prob lems of eutro phi ca tion. Indeed, while 

there is no reason to doubt the sin cere envi ron men tal con cern of 

many (human) actors in Bal tic Sea envi ron men tal pol i tics, evi dence 

sug gests that the dom i nant fra mings of the Bal tic Sea envi ron ment 

at grad u ally larger scales mainly have, so far, been driven by cold 

war geo pol i tics and Eu ro pe ani sa tion.
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