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		  The project aims at developing joint effective management of Narva river 
water assets. In particular, project partners are going to elaborate joint 
methods for calculating nutrients load in the Narva river as well as a joint 
index for water quality assessment. The project entails the publication of 
recommendations to reduce the nutrients load and activities aimed at raising 
environmental awareness and cooperation.
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NARVAWATMAN

One river, two 
countries, the 
same goal: 
reducing nutrients 
inputs to save it 



The Narva River is one of the main tribu-
taries to the Gulf of Finland: its source is 
at the Lake Peipsi, and for the entire length 
of 77 km - until it reaches the Baltic Sea 
- the river is the border between Estonia 
and Russia. Even if it is not very long, it 
is the second largest affluent to the Gulf 
of Finland. Phosphorous and nitrogen from 
anthropogenic sources brought by the river 
are contributing to the acceleration of the 
eutrophication processes in the Baltic Sea.

As the river is the border between the two 
countries, it doesn’t make monitoring and 
controlling pollution easier. That’s why hy-
drologists at the Tallinn University of Tech-
nology (TUT) in Estonia and the Federal 
State Hydrological Institution (FSHI) in Rus-
sia, as well as experts of the St. Petersburg 
City Government State Geological Unitary 
Company “Mineral”, came together in 2017 
under the ENI CBC Estonia – Russia Pro-
gramme and started working on Narva 
Water Management (NarvaWaMan), focus-
ing on the harmonisation of approaches 
and the environmental assessment of the 
Narva River ecosystem.

It is not the first time the scientists coop-
erate: they have been working together al-
ready previously in the framework of the 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Com-
mission - Helsinki Commission (HELCOM), 
and are well aware that there is no com-
mon starting point for a joint action. At the 
moment data are not compatible, as there 
are significant differences in measuring and 
calculating the total nutrient load of the 
Narva River between the two countries. This 
results in the lack of common agreements 
on shares in transboundary loads, and the 
incorrect assessment of each country’s pro-
gress in reducing the nutrient input. 

The project is driven not only by the scien-
tists, it is also supported and facilitated by 
the representatives of the municipalities of 
Narva on the Estonian side, and Ivangorod 

on the Russian one. Both municipalities act 
as associated partners, but people are in-
volved also at national level through the 
environmental agencies, and also at local 
level, with inhabitants of both shores of 
the river. 

In the long term, the strategic aim of the 
project is to improve water quality in the 
region. This will be achieved by develop-
ing common methodologies, for example 
regarding nutrient load, water quality and 
load sharing estimations between the two 
countries. Another objective of the project 
is to increase public environmental aware-
ness in the region. 

NarvaWatMan is a good example of man-
agement of a shared water body: the pur-
pose is to start with a more “local” action 
on the Narva River, to finally contribute to 
the more global objective of a cleaner Bal-
tic Sea.

NarvaWatMan is well embedded in other 
initiatives. For example, it contributes to 
the “Save the Sea” and the “Clean water in 
the sea” objectives of the EU Strategy for 
the Baltic Sea Region; it also contributes to 
the collection of nutrient input data used 
by HELCOM for monitoring. On top of this, 
project results will support the implemen-
tation of obligations set out in the national 
(Russian Water Code) and bilateral (Esto-

nian-Russian agreement for transboundary 
waters protection) documents and agree-
ments. 

Scientific cooperation however is only part 
of the story. While scientists can improve 
knowledge about water quality, raising 
of awareness and involvement of local 
populations is crucial. That is why Narva-
WatMan will organise eco marathons and 
public environmental information days; the 
people of the region are already showing 
great interest. 

More than 600 participants have already 
taken part in organized activities: school-
children, specialists, teachers, whereas a 
wider public has participated in games, 
quizzes, laboratories of Eco-art, Eco-lab 
and Eco-sport. According to Alvina Reihan, 
the project coordinator, “participants were 
so interested, that even when the Narva 
River day reached the end, our presenta-
tion of the project had to continue, as peo-
ple did not want to leave. They made anal-
ysis of water quality using lab equipment, 
and we explained the meaning of different 
parameters, and how they impact the wa-
ter biota. People were very curious, asking 
all kinds of questions, especially children”. 

Project implementation has proved to be 
fascinating, but also demanding. For ex-
ample, specific permissions for the dis-
charge measurements on the transbound-
ary water have to be renewed annually. “In 
Estonia the permission was granted in May 
2019, but the Russian colleagues could 
obtain it only in July. So, the joint meas-
urements could only start after both sides 
were allowed to do so. We underestimated 
the time needed for procedural aspects”, 
says the project coordinator. 

Increasing water quality at both river 
and Baltic Sea level is not a short-term 
endeavor. Ideally, when the project is 
completed, experts on both sides of the 
river will have more precise data and an 
agreed methodology for the calculation 
of the water discharges and the pollution 
load, that will help to better plan the nu-
trient reduction measures.

“Each of these two countries, Estonia and Russia, must 
reduce the level of pollution it is throwing into the 
Narva River: they both have defined targets to reach, 
but the problem is that they calculate them differently. 
We are experts, and we think that we are talking about 
the same thing. But, in reality, we refer to things that 
have different meaning for each of us.  
This is where the problem lays: and this is what this 
project is trying to change” 
Alvina Reihan from the Tallinn University of Technology,  
the lead beneficiary organisation. 




