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I have the honour to speak on behalf of:
[bookmark: _Hlk216277099]Austria, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany, Iceland, Lithuania, Latvia, Luxembourg, Montenegro, the Netherlands, North Macedonia, Norway, Republic of Moldova, Poland, Portugal, San Marino, Sweden, Ukraine, United Kingdom.
We welcome the opening for signature of the new Council of Europe Convention on the Protection of the Environment through Criminal Law, we warmly welcome this landmark instrument, which  introduces regulatory measures to combat environmental crime both on land and at sea and constitutes an important part of the Council of Europe’s acquis aimed at strengthening environmental security in Europe.
As the new Convention underlines the essential link between environmental protection and human well-being, and extends its scope to environmental crime at sea, we wish to draw attention to the current challenges for the Baltic Sea. The Baltic Sea is emerging as a new arena of environmental confrontation, requiring continuous vigilance and strengthened investment in regional resilience, including the enhanced protection of critical underwater infrastructure.
The rapidly escalating and unprecedented threat in the Baltic Sea comes from the shadow fleet used by Russia, a network of vessels that are engaged in illegal operations for the purposes of circumventing sanctions, evading compliance with safety or environmental regulations, avoiding insurance costs or engaging in other illegal activities. 
The operation of these vessels not only allows Russia to continue funding its aggression against Ukraine but also poses serious risks to the maritime safety, the marine environment and regional security that goes also beyond the Baltic Sea. We remain deeply concerned by the rise of unsafe and illicit shipping practices by certain operators, with the willing collaboration or negligent oversight of certain state actors, such as the use of vessels that routinely disable or manipulate their automatic identification systems, and the use of stateless or falsely flagged vessels.
The activity of the shadow fleet also poses significant environmental risks, including oil spills, pollution, and damage to fragile marine ecosystems, due to its reliance on outdated and substandard vessels that fail to comply with international maritime regulations. This underscores the critical importance of maintaining continuous operational readiness and the ability to respond to threats to our maritime environment. 
We, peaceful democracies, committed to international law, in particular to the United Nations’ Convention on the law of the sea and to the rules and regulations set out by the International Maritime Organisation’s conventions, will respond to these activities by applying appropriate legal measures – in this regard, the convention system of the Council of Europe stands as a crucial new tool for countering environmental threats posed by the shadow fleet.  Tackling the threats by establishing high normative standards is vital for both countering the shadow fleet and for ensuring proper protection of our environment. 

