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Sea’s terms by:

Policy document

Tourism is growing and is expected to 
keep growing

Maritime tourism in Sweden is growing[1] 
(Fig.  1) and the coastal areas around the 
Baltic Sea are becoming increasingly popular 
destinations.[2][3] The coolcation trend, with 
tourists favoring cooler climates over the 
Mediterranean, indicates continued growth 
in tourism to Sweden and the Nordic  
countries.[4][5] At the same time, Swedish 
maritime tourism depends on a healthy sea 
that provides opportunities for swimming, 
fishing and other recreational activities.[6] 
Coastal areas with eutrophic bays and turbid 
waters are not only problematic for the 
Baltic Sea ecosystem but also mean a loss 
of opportunities for nature experiences and 
income from the growing tourism industry.[7]

It is important that increasing tourism does not 
affect the well-being of the coasts and the 
Baltic Sea. Sweden has committed to protect 
30 percent of our marine areas by 2030.[8] 
Hence, protection and increasing use of the 
marine environment need to go hand in hand 
- and there is great potential for synergies. 

In this policy document, based on literature and 
interviews, we have investigated conflict areas and 
solutions for an increasing tourism on the Baltic Sea’s 
terms. 

Reforming the fisheries policy and 
stopping maximising the exploitation of our 
fish species - this will benefit the health of the 
coastal zone and maritime tourism.

Using protected areas and maritime tourism 
to raise ocean literacy by providing informa-
tion about the Baltic Sea ecosystem and what 
sustainable use means.

Creating targeted initiatives to distribute 
visitor pressure over a longer period 
to reduce wear on sensitive natural 
environments, e.g. through harvest festivals, 
hiking trails, and off-season marketing.

Making sure that money from tourism is 
channelled back locally - this ensures local 
engagement and increases the development 
potential of maritime tourism.

Providing sufficient resources to the 
authorities in charge of establishing and 
managing marine protected areas - both in 
terms of money and human resources.

Involving local communities in the planning   
of coastal and archipelago protection and 
utilisation.

Maritime tourism on the 
Baltic Sea’s terms

Maritime tourism is the Baltic Sea’s most lucrative industry and has the potential to grow even 
more. However, the poor environmental status risks hindering the development. Investing in 
well thought-out and well-functioning marine protected areas benefits the environment and is 
needed for maritime tourism to realise its full potential.
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Figure 1. Net turnover of maritime tourism. Applies to the Gulf of 
Bothnia, the Baltic Proper, and other coastal municipalities with more 
than 10,000 inhabitants within 5 km of the coast. Source: SLU.

Tourism: the most important maritime 
industry in the Baltic Sea

Tourism and recreation is the economically 
largest and most important maritime industry 
in the Baltic Sea, generating more revenue than 
both fishing and shipping.[9] Maritime tourism 
generates almost 40 times as much revenue as 
commercial fishing.[10] Tourism is an important 
source of income in Sweden and the Baltic Sea 
region, unlike large-scale fishing, which costs 
taxpayers more than it generates.[11]

The most popular activities at sea and along 
the coasts include fishing, sailing, swimming, 
hiking and dining out.[12] Accommodation 
revenue constitutes a significant share of the 
maritime tourism turnover and has, except for 
the pandemic years, increased in Baltic Sea 
municipalities. Over 13 years, revenue from 
accommodation has more than doubled, from 
around 3 billion to over 6.5 billion SEK (Fig. 2).[13]

Maritime tourism is not living up to its full 
potential

Nature is one of the tourism industry’s most 
important resources.[14] Marie Östblom, 
who coordinates nature experiences in the 
Stockholm archipelago, says that ‘without the 
raw material [nature] we don’t have a tourism 
industry.’[15] When the environmental status of 
the Baltic Sea is poor, maritime tourism suffers, 
thereby reducing the value and development 
potential of the tourism industry.[16]

The environmental status of the Baltic Sea is 
strongly affected by eutrophication, which 
leads to increased algal blooms, affecting 
both the water quality and beaches.[17] It has a 
negative impact on maritime tourism – after all, 
who would want to travel along coastal areas 
with murky water, where algal blooms can even 
be toxic at times?[18] 

Figure 2. Accommodation revenues in the municipalities with a Baltic 
Sea coastline. 

Recreational fishing, which is a major part of 
maritime tourism, is also negatively affected by 
the Baltic Sea’s poor environmental status and 
unsustainable fisheries management.[19][20][21] 
As a result, tourism revenues are lower than 
they could be if the Baltic Sea were in better 
health and had thriving coastal communities.[22] 
Research shows that a deterioration of marine 
ecosystems can lead to a multi-billion loss for 
the Swedish tourism industry.[23] For maritime 
tourism to reach its full potential and remain 
profitable, the sea must be managed in a way 
that considers the importance of the tourism 
industry while also protecting and restoring the 
marine environment.

Heavy algal blooms prevent swimming.
P

h
o

to
: F

o
lk

e
 R

yd
é

n



P
h

o
to

: J
e

sp
e

r 
E

ric
ss

o
n

, U
n

sp
la

sh

Increasing tourism can strain the Baltic Sea 
– therefore, seasonal extention is needed

Planning and management are required for 
the increasing tourism around the Baltic Sea 
to develop in a sustainable way.[24][25][26] The 
tourism industry is resource-intensive and can 
have a negative impact on the environmental 
status of the Baltic Sea,[27] especially if the 
number of tourists exceeds a destination’s 
capacity to accommodate them. Some of the 
main problems associated with increasing 
tourism are the degradation of terrestrial 
environments and sensitive coastal zones, as 
well as problems with fresh water supply.[28]

To reduce negative impacts, the tourism 
season needs to be extended.[29][30] Many 
destinations in Sweden experience high visitor 
pressure during the summer[31][32]. Strategies 
are needed to distribute the number of visitors 
over a longer period. Destinations that offer 
different types of activities are generally more 
successful in extending their season.[33] Öland 
is one destination that has worked on seasonal 
extention by prolonging its tourist season into 
September with an annual harvest festival.[34] 
Another example is Stockholm Archipelago  
Trail - a newly opened hiking trail, which National 
Geographic has highlighted as one of the  
world’s best destinations in 2025.[35] The trail is 
intended to make the archipelago accessible 
to more people, create opportunities for 
local tourism and extend the visitor season.[36] 
Seasonal extension also increases oppor- 
tunities for local people to earn a steady income 

from tourism, as tourism businesses can stay 
open and retain their employees for longer 
periods.[37]

30 percent to be protected

Protected areas can play an important 
role in strengthening the biodiversity and  
environmental status of an area.[38][39] Sweden 
will contribute[40] to the international target 
of protecting at least 30 percent of the sea, 
of which at least 10 percent will be strictly 
protected, by 2030.[41][42] Today, a total of 11 
percent of the Baltic Sea is protected, of which 
only 0.8 percent is strictly protected.[43] In five 
years, we have to more than double the existing 
marine area protection and more than tenfold 
the strict protection.

Different types of protection, such as national 
parks or nature reserves, can be established 
for various purposes. The outcome depends 
entirely on how it is designed and where it is 
implemented.[44][45] Consideration needs to be 
given to the specific needs of the site and its 
contribution to a network of marine protected 
areas.[46][47][48] The Swedish Agency for Marine 
and Water Management (SwAM) has develop-
ed a framework to facilitate the development 
of a more coherent and ecologically functional 
network of effectively managed marine protect-
ed areas.[49] There is no legal requirement for 
the protection of areas to contribute to such a 
coherent network.[50] Moreover, the estblished 
protected areas are often too small to effectively 
contribute to meeting the objectives.[51][52]

Dredging and shading from piers affect the seabed and coastal ecosystems. 



Fact box

Protection of marine areas 

There are various types of marine protected areas, each with different purposes, functions, and scopes. Some of 
the most common protections regulated by the Swedish Environmental Code include:

	⚫ Marine national parks: This is the strongest form of protection. The aim is to protect marine environments and 
species that are unique to the country. Sweden will have its first marine national park in the Baltic Sea in 2025, 
the Nämdö Archipelago National Park.

	⚫ Marine nature reserves: The aim of nature reserves is to protect valuable marine environments. They are 
established and managed by county administrative boards and municipalities. Measures can include prohibiting 
boat traffic, anchoring and dredging.

	⚫ Natura 2000: Natura 2000 sites aim to protect and conserve valuable nature for future generations by 
establishing a network of the EU’s most valuable nature sites.

There are several types of protected areas without support by the Swedish Environmental Code. One example is 
biosphere reserves, which are established by UNESCO. These areas are based on local commitment to preserve/
achieve a balance between both cultural and natural landscapes.

Sources: SwAM, SEPA, UNESCO.

should coordinate marine spatial planning and 
collaboration between authorities.[61][62][63][64]

Include local stakeholders

When establishing marine protected areas, it is 
important to include the local community in the 
process for the protection to be realised and 
sustainable in the long term. Different interests 
and engagement become stronger the closer 
they are to a potentially protected area, and it is 
at the local level that the understanding of an 
area’s ecological value and specific conditions 
is greatest.[65]

Experience shows that disagreements among 
stakeholders are common when an area is to 
be protected.[66][67] In the case of Kosterhavet 
National Park, the dialogue was marked by 
shared learning and compromise. However, 
in the St Anna archipelago, the main areas 
of conflict could not be resolved, resulting 
in the cancellation of plans for a marine 
national park. The St Anna archipelago later 
received a different type of protection.[68][69] 
Strong engagement with local communities 
and business representatives is also crucial for 
responsible and long-term governance of natural 
and cultural landscapes outside protected areas.[70]

Management from a holistic perspective

The well-being of the Baltic Sea requires a 
holistic approach where the whole sea is 
managed sustainably, not just the 30 percent to 
be protected. Shore protection is an important 
complement to marine protected areas, both 
to ensure sustainable management of the 
remaining 70 percent and to safeguard the 
interests of maritime tourism.[53] Coastal areas, 
such as shallow bays, are particularly worthy 
of protection for both climate mitigation and 
biodiversity.[54][55] Dispensation to the shore 
protection, for example to build housing facili-
ties, can lead to habitat loss[56] and impact 
seabed environments.[57] Problems can also 
arise in the long term when dispensation 
are granted too widely. Many small dredging 
operations can, for example, cause cumulative 
effects on coastal environments.[58][59]

Managing marine protected areas requires both 
resources and specialized expertise. County 
Administrative Boards responsible for managing 
marine environments have called for additional 
expertise and operational guidance through-
out all stages of the management process: 
planning, implementation, and monitoring.[60] 
One thing that is lacking is clarity on who 
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Protection: an investment that pays off

Protecting areas comes at a cost. Between  
2024 and 2027, SwAM will allocate SEK 267 
million to projects that protect marine and  
aquatic environments. For the Baltic Sea  
counties, the money will mainly be used to 
establish new marine protected areas with 
high nature values. This is much needed 
as the current number of protected coastal 
environments in and along the Baltic Sea is 
small.[71] However, additional resources are 
needed not only to establish but also to manage 
an increased number of protected areas. 
Moreover, protecting nature is always cheaper 
than restoring it.[72] Sweden has an obligation 
under EU law to restore marine environments. 
Protecting more areas therefore means  
reducing future costs by preventing further 
deterioration of the marine environment.[73][74][75] 

Access to natural environments is also good 
for public health, as spending time in nature 
supports both mental and physical well-
being.[76][77]

One result of protecting an area is an increase 
in the number of visitors, as it signals that the  
location is worth visiting. One example is  
national parks, which are both strictly protected 
areas and popular destinations.[78] National  
parks are important for Sweden’s attractiveness 
and tourism offerings,[79] but studies on their 
socio-economic contribution are lacking. In 
Finland, it has been estimated that every euro 
invested in national parks returns ten euros to 
the local economy.[80] A similar comprehensive 
study is needed for Sweden’s national parks 
to better highlight the value of investing in 
protected areas. 

Conclusions 

Tourism is the largest maritime industry in the Baltic Sea in economic terms 
– it contributes to the national treasury and is important for thriving coastal 
communities. A healthy Baltic Sea is a prerequisite for maritime tourism and its 
potential for future growth. If we fail to protect our sea and coastal areas, we risk 
the deterioration of habitats, which will negatively affect plant and animal life, 
and risk losing tourists to our Nordic neighbours.

There are synergies between tourism and protected marine areas: investments 
in protection benefit both the environment and maritime tourism, which relies on 
the Baltic Sea having a healthy environmental status. The design of the protection 
is more important than the type of protection - connectivity is crucial, meaning 
that areas must be established with the aim of enabling the spread of plants and 
animals. Resources are required to fulfil existing regulations and strategies for 
protecting the Baltic Sea and its coastline. Without designated responsibility, it 
will be difficult to effectively implement these protective measures.

Investments in marine protected areas are needed now - for the environment, 
climate and economy. 
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