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Introduction 
 
The sustainable management of natural resources is crucial to achieve sustainable 
development of our society. The Thematic Strategy on the Sustainable Use of Natural 
Resources, initially described in COM(2003)572, can become an important tool for 
accomplishing such a goal. This will only take place, however, if the Strategy takes a 
comprehensive view on natural resources and includes concrete measures how to reduce their 
use and control their environmental impact.  
 
One of our most important natural resources, phosphorous, is so far not included in the 
Strategy. In COM(2003)572, phosphorous is only mentioned in section 4.3, as an example of 
pathways of natural resources through the economy. It is not included in section 4.1.1, which 
deals with non-renewable mineral resources. Coalition Clean Baltic sees that phosphorous 
should receive special attention in the Thematic Strategy for the Sustainable Use of Natural 
Resources, due to the essential role this resource plays in biological processes and the impact 
its release into the environment has on eutrophication. Some concrete measures for achieving 
sustainable use of our phosphorous resources should also be included in the Strategy and 
integrated into regulations within the respective areas.  
 
Phosphorous as a non-renewable resource 
 
Phosphorous is one of the most important elements on Earth, and controls many of the 
biogeochemical processes in the biosphere. It is the tenth most abundant element on the 
planet, but only a fraction of the total amount is accessible for mining1. Phosphorous is thus a 
non-renewable limited resource. The main phosphate mining regions are in Northern Africa, 
the United States, the former Soviet Union, China and South Africa, with Europe’s imports 
coming mainly from North Africa (especially Morocco) and South Africa.2 Since there is very 
little recycling of phosphorous in Europe, there is a continuous net flow of phosphate from 
Northern and South Africa to European rivers, lakes and seas. It is clear that European society 
does not handle phosphorous resources in a sustainable way. 
 
Phosphorous and eutrophication 
 
The principal concern regarding the use of phosphorous is its role in eutrophication processes. 
Lately, the focus has been on regulation of nitrogen (as done in e.g. directive 91/676/EEC on 
nitrates from agricultural sources). However, the control of only nitrogen pollution is too 
limited an approach to solve the problem with eutrophication. Especially in freshwater, the 
availability of phosphorous is the limiting factor for algal growth. It is therefore crucial to 
have a holistic, integrated approach on eutrophication and control of nutrient availability, 
including both nitrogen and phosphorous.   
 

                                                 
1 Buthcer, S., Charlson, R., Orians, G., Wolfe, G. (1992) Global biogeochemical cycles. London: Academic 
Press 
2 Brett, S., Guy, J., Morse, G.K., Lester, J.N. (1997) Phosphorous removal and recovery technologies. London: 
Selper Publications.  
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Phosphorous and agriculture 
 
Fertilisation on agricultural land is one important source of phosphorous to the environment. 
Accumulation of phosphate in soils on agricultural land takes place when the yearly addition 
is greater than the amount removed by harvest of crop. A surplus of phosphate is then built up 
in the soil, which eventually lead to release of phosphorous via runoff water and erosion.  In a 
study of eight Western European countries, the phosphorous accumulation was 23-75% of 
applied amounts in the mid 80’s.3 It is reasonable to assume that accumulation rates continue 
to be high throughout the European Union. The goal for agricultural practices within the 
European Union should be balanced fertilisation, which means that no more nutrients should 
be introduced than are removed by crop, and regulations should be launched for this purpose. 
Environmental criteria, such as use of phosphorous resources, should be an integral part of all 
financial support schemes in the agricultural sector. Coalition Clean Baltic also suggests the 
implementation of an upper limit for the amount of phosphorous that can be spread per 
hectare and year in vulnerable zones, analogous to the limit for total nitrogen in the 
implementation of Directive 91/676/EEC on nitrates from agricultural sources.  
 
Managing the wastewater resource – Phosphorous 
 
Wastewater contains large amounts of phosphorous, originating mainly from phosphate 
detergents, urine and faeces. Today, the regulation of wastewater treatment within the 
European Union, e.g. the Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive, focuses on end of pipe-
solutions that meet requirements on water quality in receiving waters only. To achieve a more 
sustainable use of phosphorous as a resource, it should be regarded as such within the 
wastewater system. Regulations on wastewater treatment should therefore include a 
requirement for recycling of phosphorous in wastewater back to agricultural land. Since 
sewage sludge, with its contamination problem, many times is hard to use as fertiliser on 
agricultural land, recycling can be more easily achieved with separation of different 
wastewater fractions at the source, e.g. urine separating toilets. Coalition Clean Baltic has 
many years of experience working towards sustainable wastewater management with direct 
recycling of nutrient resources (N,P,K) in toilet waste back to agricultural land. In order to 
secure a flexible system, however, focus has to be placed on the result rather than the 
technology.  
 
Detergents and Phosphorous 
 
Decreasing the use of detergents containing phosphate reduces the total amount of 
phosphorous in wastewater. Today, there are already alternatives to phosphates in detergents 
in the market, such as Zeolite A. A study performed in 2002 by the Commission suggests 
placing a general ban on use of sodium tripolyphosphate (STPP) as a builder in household 
detergents4. According to the study, a ban would have no significant negative effects on 
employment, and there are no reasons why this ban should not be implemented. 
 

                                                 
3 Rydén, L., Migula, P., Andersson, M. (eds) (2003) Environmental Science. Understanding, protecting, 
managing the environment in the Baltic Sea region. Uppsala: Baltic University Press.  
4 EC Environmental Directorate; Water, marine and soil unit (2002) Eutrophication of waters, role of 
phosphates, preventive measures. Phosphate and alternative detergent builders. WRC Syntesis-06 2002. 
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Conclusions 
 
If the European Commission plan to develop a real long-term Thematic Strategy for the 
Sustainable Use of Natural Resources, the management of phosphorous resources must be 
taken into account.  Coalition Clean Baltic asks that special attention be paid to phosphorous 
in the Strategy. New text should be included that explains the problem and present possible 
solutions. The Strategy should focus on the role of phosphorous in eutrophication and on 
reducing the environmental impacts caused by use of phosphorous. An integrated approach to 
sustainable use of natural resources, calls for new policies/regulations in the sectors involved.  
Coalition Clean Baltic suggests three concrete measures to achieve this: 
 
1)  New regulation in Wastewater policies 
 Introducing a new regulation with requirement of 50% recycling of phosphorous in 

wastewater in the EC policies on wastewater treatment5; 
 
2) A product policy that removes phosphorous from consumer products 

Phasing out phosphate detergents through the introduction of new regulations in the EC 
Integrated Product Policy and within a reasonable timeframe, placing a general ban on the 
use of sodium tripolyphosphate as a builder for household detergents in all member 
states6;  

 
3) Introduction of regulations for a more efficient use of phosphorous resources and to avoid 

phosphorous run-off from agricultural land  
 
* Introduction of environmental criteria as an integral part of all financial support schemes 
within the agricultural sector.       
 
* Requirements on balanced fertilisation schemes, which means that no more nutrients 
should be introduced than are removed by crop, as conditional criteria for agricultural 
subsidies. 

 
* Introduction of an upper limit for the amount of phosphorous that can be spread per 
hectare and year on farmland in “vulnerable zones”.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 The requirement of 50 % recycling is discussed in Seminar Report: EEB/CCB Water Seminar, November 29-
30, 2002, Brussels.  
6 As recommended by the study performed by the European Commission; Water, marine and soil unit in 2002 
(see note 4).  


