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Baltic Sea Special Area under MARPOL Annex IV 
The Baltic Sea is one of the world’s largest brackish water areas and ecologically unique. Eutrophication is 
one of the main threats to biodiversity in the Baltic Sea. Eutrophication is caused by excessive inputs of 
nitrogen and phosphorus to the marine environment. The discharges of sewage from passenger ships 
usually occur during a sensitive period in the summertime and are mostly concentrated along the shipping 
routes, intensifying eutrophication locally and in near-by coastal areas. 

In 2011 IMO designated the Baltic Sea as a Special area under MARPOL Annex IV. The proposal to designate 
the Baltic Sea as a special area for sewage within MARPOL Annex IV was developed by the HELCOM 
Maritime Working Group. This proposal was submitted to IMO, MEPC, by the HELCOM countries in 2010, 
following a decision by the 2007 HELCOM Ministerial Meeting in Cracow, Poland. The momentum to submit 
a proposal to designate the Baltic Sea as a sewage special area comes from the fact that standards for, and 
implementation of, sewage treatment on the shore in the Baltic Sea region have been tightened 
considerably during the last decades, with stringent requirements applied today not only to cities but also 
to smaller municipalities and in some countries even leisure boats. 

Within the special area discharge of sewage from passenger ships (including cruise ships) is prohibited. As 
an alternative, ships may have a sewage treatment plant installed certified to stringent Special Area 
effluent standards. For the prohibition to be effectuated and applicable in the Baltic Sea area, the coastal 
states must ensure (via a notification to IMO) that there are sufficient adequate reception facilities in the 
relevant ports in the area. 

Within the HELCOM framework, considerable work has been carried out during the years to ensure that 
adequate reception facilities are in place.  

A roadmap for upgrading port reception facilities was agreed by the HELCOM Contracting Parties in 2010. 
The roadmap identified where upgrading was needed and set a schedule for when the measures were to be 
completed. The execution and completion of the roadmap was closely monitored by HELCOM. All the 
relevant stakeholders, including industry and ports, have been involved in the dialogue within the HELCOM 
Cooperation Platform on Port Reception Facilities, established 2010, in order to discuss and address 
outstanding issues and concerns. A work plan was developed by the HELCOM Maritime Working Group 
2011, including relevant actions and concerns raised by the stakeholders. The work within the HELCOM 
cooperation platform has, thereafter, focused on the activities and issues in the work plan. The cooperation 
has i.a. resulted in the guidance document “Interim guidance on technical and operational aspects of 
sewage delivery to port reception facilities” which was endorsed in October 2013.  

A notification for a portion of the Baltic Sea Area was submitted to the IMO in March 2015. Following an 
intensive discussion during the IMO meeting (MEPC 68) in May 2015, the committee agreed that sufficient 

http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration/Adopted_endorsed%20documents/Interim%20Guidance%20PRF.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Ministerial2013/Ministerial%20declaration/Adopted_endorsed%20documents/Interim%20Guidance%20PRF.pdf
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notification had been received and that, therefore, effective dates could be established for the Baltic Sea 
Special Area. However, the committee concluded that an amendment to MARPOL would be needed, since 
the proposed area differed from the designated special area.  

At MEPC 69 (April 2016), the final amendments to MARPOL Annex IV addressing the legal implications and 
the resolution making the requirements effective, were considered. Following intensive work and excellent 
collaborative efforts prior and during the meeting, it was possible for the committee to adopt the 
amendments to MARPOL and the resolution making the special area requirements effective for the entire 
Baltic Sea Area according to the proposed timeframe.  

The special area rules will be applied from June 2021 for existing passenger vessels and from 2019 for new 
passenger vessels. For direct passages between St. Petersburg and the North Sea, there is a transitional 
extension and the requirements will be applicable from June 2023. 

The HELCOM 37-2016 meeting (March 2016) emphasized the importance of ensuring adequate port 
reception facilities prior the application dates of the Baltic Sea Special Area requirements. The meeting 
underlined the urgency to enhance the work in this regard and continue the efforts to make certain that all 
relevant concerns are properly addressed and recognized the need for continuous regional data collection 
and monitoring of the progress and improvements already made. The meeting decided to request the 
HELCOM Maritime Group to include necessary action items in the existing work plan of the HELCOM 
Cooperation Platform on Port Reception Facilities and to prioritize the group’s work accordingly.  
The work will consequently continue hereafter within the HELCOM Maritime Working Group to ensure and 
facilitate the implementation, enforcement and harmonized application of the regulations. The first 
occasion will be the meeting of the Cooperation Platform on PRF to be held on 5 September 2016 back-to-
back with the MARITIME 16-2016 meeting. In addition, an International Workshop on Port Reception 
Facilities for the Baltic Sea as Special Area according to MARPOL Annex IV will be held in Kiel, Germany on 
30 June – 1 July 2016. 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information.  
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