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Information with regard to submerged hazardous substances (wrecks, 

waste, cargo) in Polish marine areas 
 

This information has been prepared in connection with the decision made during the 1st meeting 

of the HELCOM Expert Group on Environmental Risks of Hazardous Submerged Objects (HELCOM 

SUBMERGED 1/2014) (Szczecin, 29.10.2014), as the Polish contribution with regard to objects 

dumped on the seabed in the Polish marine areas of the Baltic Sea, likely to pose a potential threat 

to the environment and other than chemical munitions (wrecks, waste, cargo). It is an attempt to 

describe briefly the problem based on the officially available information. It applies to the scale of 

the phenomenon, the scope of the inventory and actions to assess the environmental impact of 

submerged objects. 

OUTLINE OF THE PROBLEM 

The problem of underwater objects dumped on the seabed in the Polish marine areas of the Baltic 

Sea and likely to pose a potential threat to the environment still remains open. It is estimated that 

the Polish waters contain more than 20,000 of such objects, of which about 18,000 are located 

within the Exclusive Economic Zone, about 3,000 – in the territorial waters and about 1,100 – in 

waters with a depth of less than 20 m.1 

 

An essential part – about 1,000 – are wrecks (submerged, burnt or destroyed vessels dumped on 

the seabed), to which most attention is paid among all submerged objects. These figures are 

approximate, as many objects are covered with a layer of sand, silt and bottom sediments. A large 

                                                           
1 Antoni Komorowski (ed.), Historical treasures of the Gulf of Gdansk, Torun 2003, p. 126. 
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part of wrecks are those from the times of World War II (e.g., it is estimated that in the Gdańsk 

Bay itself there are between 18 to 37 U-bots or remnants thereof.)2 They open a list of the most 

important objects from the point of view of potential threats to the environment. After the war, 

despite removing wrecks which were most hazardous and burdensome to navigation, many of 

them still are dumped on the seabed and pose a threat not only to navigation, but also to the 

environment. They are the hooking points of fishing nets as well as the destination of undesirable 

and dangerous underwater trips of amateur divers. 

The first post-war attempts to record objects hazardous to navigation were taken as early as in 

1945 by the Polish port administration. Back then, they relied on archival documents and 

inspections of the seabed using hydroacoustic devices. Over time, the collection of data on 

underwater objects has been taken over by several institutions. Currently, the official sources of 

information about the wrecks include: Hydrographic Office of the Polish Navy3; marine navigation 

maps; wreck maps; wreck database of the Hydrographic Office of the Polish Navy; Maritime 

Offices in Gdynia4, Słupsk5 and Szczecin6; National Maritime Museum in Gdańsk7; The Maritime 

Institute in Gdańsk8, Maritime Universities in Gdynia9 and Szczecin10. The unofficial sources of 

information about the wrecks include: reports by marine fishermen, divers (enthusiasts of 

underwater sensations; “wreck robbers”) and people accidentally finding artefacts on the 

seashore or in its immediate vicinity. Random data about wrecks are presented on numerous 

websites of various types (e.g.11, or 12). Attention should also be paid to the data collected by 

WWF Poland (interactive map of hooking points of fishing nets) and available to the public13. (The 

map was prepared within the framework of the project “Collecting ghost nets in the Baltic Sea” 

implemented by WWF Poland with support from the Baltic Sea 2020 Foundation.) 

INVENTORY 

The issue of searching, identification, and collection of any information about wrecked vessels and 

aircraft, technical structures (or parts thereof) and lost cargo, dumped on the seabed, is dealt with 

                                                           
2 Antoni Komorowski (ed.), Historical treasures of the Gulf of Gdansk, Torun 2003, p. 128. 
3 http://www.bhmw.mw.mil.pl/ 
4 http://www.umgdy.gov.pl/ 
5 http://www.umsl.gov.pl/ 
6 http://www.ums.gov.pl/ 
7 http://www.nmm.pl/ 
8 http://www.im.gda.pl/ 
9 http://www.am.gdynia.pl/ 
10 http://www.am.szczecin.pl/ 
11 http://www.balticwrecks.com 
12 http://www.hydrografpolski.pl/ 
13 http://sieciwidma.wwf.pl/ 
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by the Polish Navy whose Hydrographic Office (BHMW) is the entity responsible for keeping the 

official wreck database. The Database of Underwater Objects (BDOP) has been established to 

collect and verify the information about underwater objects dumped on the seabed of the Baltic 

Sea in the region of marine territorial waters, internal waters and waters in the Polish Exclusive 

Economic Zone. 

BDOP collects, first of all, the data about objects which: 

 affect the safety of navigation; 

 are of interest of the Navy; 

 are historical artefacts subject to protection as the national heritage; 

 are likely to pose any other risk; 

 are likely to be a tourist attraction. 

 

It is established on the basis of current and archival source data, as well as those processed during 

the analysis and verification, coming from own materials of BHMW and materials obtained from 

offices and institutions, associations and private individuals cooperating with BHMW. 

 

The Database of Underwater Objects has been designed as a geodatabase which means that every 

object has a geospatial reference and a descriptive part consisting of a set of attributes. It also 

allows to store data of related documents, geographically referenced maps, photos, videos, etc. 

 

At the moment, the analysis of the Gdańsk Bay has been completed. Furthermore, works shall be 

carried out on analysing the remaining part of the Polish Exclusive Economic Zone. As new 

information comes, analytical and verification works shall be carried out on a regular basis in order 

to complement the database. 

 

Within the framework of the exchange of information, BHMW provides cooperating institutions, 

associations and private individuals with the data included in the BDOP resources. Unfortunately, 

the knowledge about wrecks provided to these entities by BDOP is very limited (demonstrative 

knowledge). It may be found at: 14, or 15. 

 

                                                           
14 http://mw.mil.pl/image.php?vhost=bhmw&id_lg=304 
15 http://mw.mil.pl/image.php?vhost=bhmw&id_lg=303 
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ACTIVITIES OF THE MARITIME INSTITUTE IN GDAŃSK 

 

One of the entities cooperating with BHMW with regard to the collection of data about objects on 

the seabed is the Maritime Institute in Gdańsk. It carries out a number of measurement and 

research works within the Polish internal waters, territorial waters and waters in the Exclusive 

Economic Zone of the Polish part of the Baltic Sea. In connection with that, it discovers many 

objects dumped on the seabed in this part of the Baltic Sea. Under the applicable legislation, i.e. 
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Maritime Code16 and the Act on the protection of monuments and the care of monuments17, the 

Maritime Institute in Gdańsk is obliged to notify the State Administration responsible for these 

areas (Maritime Offices in Gdynia, Słupsk and Szczecin), Conservator of Monuments competent for 

the location of finding an artefact (Pomorskie or Zachodniopomorskie Voivodeship) and the 

depository of this knowledge keeping BDOP, i.e. Hydrographic Office of the Polish Navy in Gdynia. 

The Maritime Institute does not keep a database of wrecks and other objects dumped on the 

seabed (including hazardous objects). 

 

Incessantly since 1998, the Maritime Institute in Gdańsk, as the only entity in Poland, has been 

implementing a multi-annual research programme to evaluate the environmental impact of 

selected wrecks dumped on the seabed in the Polish marine areas and has been classifying these 

wrecks in terms of their environmental impact. The need to carry out this work results from the 

national legislation concerning the liability of the maritime administration for the pollution of the 

marine environment by vessels – the Act on the Polish marine areas and the maritime 

administration, and from the international legislation – Helsinki Convention of 1992 as well as 

from the findings of the Helsinki Commission – regarding the classification of wrecks in the area of 

the Baltic Sea. This work is the Polish contribution to the implementation of the Baltic programme 

for the identification of hazards resulting from wrecks dumped on the seabed and may be the 

Polish contribution to the works of the HELCOM SUBMERGED expert group. 

The rules for the classification of wrecks have been developed by the Finnish Environment 

Institute (SYKE), on the basis of the Finnish register of wrecks existing since 1991 and containing 

more than 1,000 objects, and of the Swedish register containing 256 wrecks identified as 

hazardous to the marine environment and dumped in the region of Kattegat and the Baltic Sea. 

Similar tasks have been specified in the American project – Wreck Oil Removal Program (WORP) 

implemented by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOOA) based on the 

“Resources and Undersea Threats (RUST) database” project. 

Conducted since 1998, as in other Baltic States, the inventory of wrecks in terms of their threat to 

the environment allowed to present the Polish list of wrecks classified according to the scale of 

this threat. Until now (still), the first place in the list of wrecks requiring measures mitigating the 

effects of the pollution is unquestionably occupied by the fully inventoried (Gajewski with the 

team – 1999 and 2001, again - Hac with the team in 2005 and 2009) wreck or rather the remnants 
                                                           
16 Dz.U. [Journal of Laws] 1998.10.36 
17 Dz.U of 2003, No 162, item 1568, consolidated text 
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of the hull of the “Stuttgart” vessel sunken near Gdynia in 1943. The obligation to carry out this 

research and to implement preventive measures results both from the need to implement the 

Helsinki Convention and from the maritime administration tasks specified in the Act on the marine 

areas (Article 42(2)(5)). 

The general rules, which for years have been observed by the Maritime Institute in Gdańsk in 

selecting wrecks to be examined in the first instance, consist in choosing a wreck which may 

constitute the largest potential source of the environmental pollution. In order to increase the 

probability of making the right choice, the following characteristics of wrecks initially selected for 

examinations are considered. These must be: 

 

 Wrecks potentially containing heavy fuel or cargo of chemicals hazardous to the 

environment (this may include vessels or ships powered by internal combustion or steam 

engines, whose boilers may be mazut-fired.) 

 Wrecks of war vessels or warships, whose status of filling the tanks with fuel (at the 

moment of sinking) is unknown, but there is a high probability that these were large 

quantities. 

 Wrecks dumped in the zone of the particular vulnerability of the marine ecosystem – here, 

the approach region to the Gdańsk Bay, 

 Wrecks older than 40 years, about which it is known that their current condition is poor 

and the existence of leakage of environmental pollutants is very probable. 

 

As a result of carrying out a detailed query in the files, libraries, and available databases at the 

National Maritime Museum and the Hydrographic Office of the Polish Navy, several tens of wrecks 

were found which have not been examined yet and meet the above-mentioned requirements. The 

database of wrecks which may be hazardous to the environment is growing every year. New 

wrecks complying with the above-mentioned criteria are being found. Only in 2010, the Maritime 

Institute in Gdańsk entered into the Database of Wrecks (ODOP) two new objects (wrecks or 

remnants of wrecks), which are potentially hazardous to the environment. 

 

In 2011, the Department of Operational Oceanography proposed to examine the pollution of the 

seabed in the vicinity of the wreck of a German oil tanker, known for several decades and placed 

for many years on sea maps published by the Hydrographic Office of the Polish Navy. That wreck 
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had been found in the area from which, in the years 2012-2017, sand was planned to be taken for 

the purpose of supplying the beaches of Hel Peninsula. In the years 2012-2014, the Maritime 

Institute in Gdańsk provided the information about 34 newly discovered or examined wrecks and 

several tens of hazardous objects such as mines, torpedoes, depth charges. Since 2011, the 

Maritime Institute in Gdańsk has been trying to take comprehensive measures aimed at removing 

the remains of the wreck of the hospital vessel “Stuttgart” and the fuel-contaminated seabed 

around this object dumped at a distance of 4 km from the entrance to the port of Gdynia. So far – 

to little effect.  

THE STRUCTURE OF ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTS 

The work carried out as part of the project for examining shipwrecks that are dangerous to the 

environment is concluded by a report for each shipwreck examined. The reports consist of 

permanent modules containing significant pieces of information about an examined object. These 

modules are indispensable at comparing particular shipwrecks and their position in the 

classification of risks they pose to the environment. The standard content of these modules has 

been determined on the basis of experiences gained throughout the project and, according to the 

Maritime Institute in Gdańsk, apart from necessary risks, it also covers in-depth studies on the 

impact of a given shipwreck and ensuing contamination on the environment around every 

shipwreck examined. The study lasts for about 2 weeks and is very costly (between PLN 100 and 

250 thousand) depending on a shipwreck, the area it has contaminated and the type and amount 

of study activities. A typical structure of such report is reflected in an enclosed list of contents of 

the 2011 report concerning the wreck of Burger Meister Petersen tanker, destroyed by mines in 

1915: 

1. AIM AND SCOPE OF WORK  

2.  METHODOLOGY OF MEASUREMENTS 

2.1. PROJECT ORGANIZATION STRUCTURE 

2.2. GEODETIC TIE-IN 

2.3. GEODETIC AND ACOUSTIC MEASUREMENTS 

2.3.1. Geodetic parametres 

2.3.2. Vertical frame of reference 

2.3.3.  Measurement methods, quality control 

2.3.4. Measurement methodology – bathymetric measurements 

2.3.5. Measurement methodology and geophysical measurements 

2.3.6. Measurement process and data quality control 

file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405803
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405804
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405805
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405806
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405807
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405808
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405809
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405810
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405811
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405812
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405813
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2.4. IMOR VESSEL – MARINE MEASUREMENT EQUIPMENT 

2.4.1. Navigation system 

2.4.2. Ixsea HYDRINS inertial navigation system and Ixsea OCTANS navigation system (Fig. 2.5.).  

2.4.3. DGPS RTK Trimble SPS 851 

2.4.2. USBL Sonardyne Scout underwater positioning system 

2.4.5.  QINSy 8.0 hydrographic software 

2.4.6. Reson SVP 15 underwater speed of sound profile 

2.4.7. MBES (multibeam echosounder) SeaBat 7101 and SeaBat 8125 

2.4.8. EdgeTech 4200 side scan sonar 

2.4.9. Seabed ORETECH 3010P seismic profile of the pinger type 

2.4.10. SIG Energy seismic profile of the boomer type 

2.4.11. Magnetometric measurement devices- SeaQuest magnetometre 

2.5. GEOLOGICAL, CHEMICAL AND BIOLOGICAL MEASUREMENTS 

2.5.1. The equipment aimed at taking samples of surface sediments for biological purposes 

2.5.2. The equipment aimed at taking samples of surface sediments for the examination of ground properties 

(including chemical purity) VKG – 3 vibrosounder 

2.5.3.  The equipment aimed at taking water samples 

2.6.  MOBILIZATION, CALIBRATION AND ACCEPTANCE TESTS 

3. RESULTS OF ACOUSTIC MEASUREMENTS 

3.1 SONAR IMAGE OF THE SEABED AROUND THE WRECK 

3.2 ANALYSIS OF WRECK DESTRUCTION PROCESSES BASED ON SONOGRAMS.  

4. SEABED TOPOGRAPHY IN THE AREAS AROUND AN EXAMINED WRECK 

5. ANOMALIES OF THE NATURAL MAGNETIC FIELD NEAR THE WRECKS 

6. GEOLOGICAL CONDITIONS IN THE AREAS AROUND THE WRECKS 

6.1 SEISMOACOUSTIC STUDIES 

6.2 EXPERT OPINION 

6.3  FIELD STUDIES – TAKING OF CORE SAMPLES WITH THE LENGTH OF CA. 3 M 

7. DISTRIBUTION OF SEA CURRENTS AROUND THE WRECK 

8. UNDERWATER WRECK INSPECTION 

9. ASSESSMENT OF THE CHEMICAL STATUS OF SEDIMENTS AND WATERS AROUND THE MONITORED WRECK 

9.1. SAMPLE MATERIAL 

9.2. WATER AND SEDIMENT EXAMINATION METHODOLOGY 

9.3. STUDY RESULTS 

9.3.1  Marine water analysis results 

9.3.2. Seabed sediments analysis results 

9.3. PRESENTATION OF STUDY RESULTS 

file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405814
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405815
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405816
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405817
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405818
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405819
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405820
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405821
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405822
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405823
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405824
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405825
file:///D:/4%20Pulpit%2008.100/wrak%202011/Raport%20końcowy/Raport%20%20wrak%202011-%20Burgermeister%20Petersen%20-%20statutówka.doc%23_Toc310405826
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9.4. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

10. MACROZOOBENTHOS STATUS IN THE AREA AROUND THE WRECK AS AN EXPONENT OF CONTAMINATIONS OF 

THE SEABED. BURGERMEISTER PETERSEN WRECK,  NOVEMBER 2011  

10.1. INTRODUCTION 

10.2. MATERIAL AND METHOD 

10.3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

10.4. SUMMARY 

CONCLUSIONS 

LITERATURE 

ANNEX NO 1 

ANNEX NO 2 

 

As part of the studies on the impact of selected wrecks on the Baltic Sea's ecosystem, carried out 

between 1998 and 2014, the total number of 31 shipwrecks were examined. In 4 cases 

contamination was found in direct surroundings and on the wrecks, while as regards the wreck of 

the hospital ship Stuttgart the danger is so big that we can talk about an environmental disaster. 

Other wrecks contaminate the seabed only slightly and locally. 

THE WRECK OF STUTTGART AS A PRIORITY OBJECT 

According to the current state of knowledge, the wreck of the hospital ship Stuttgart, which was 

sunk near Gdynia in 1943, undeniably requires immediate activities aimed at limiting the effects of 

contamination. The wreck’s surroundings indicate a high level of contamination of bottom 

sediments and a highly reduced biological life. Due to the fact of evident contamination in the 

wreck’s surroundings, in the spring of 1999 the study aimed at creating an initial inventory of 

contamination type and area was carried out. The aim of the study was to present initial 

information needed to prepare the decontamination operation or to make other necessary 

administrative decisions (e.g. imposing a ban on fish catching in the wreck’s direct surroundings). 

The study describes the seabed topography at the wreck's site in detail as well as geological 

conditions that influence the spread of contamination among sediments. Chemical parameters of 

a spilled substance and the affected area were determined. Biological effects of contamination 

were verified and a decontamination technology was proposed. In 2009 the Department of 

Operational Oceanography monitored the seabed contamination around the Stuttgart wreck 

location again. These studies were supposed to answer the questions that appeared 10 years after 
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the primary research: was the impact of seabed contaminators in the wreck’s surroundings 

prevented naturally; does the area of contamination continue to spread; and are there any visible 

signs of life returning to the contaminated area after 10 years of the first study? 

As early as in 1999, the team headed by Leonard Gajewski proposed a method of removing seabed 

contamination in the area surrounding the Stuttgart wreck. It was determined that the 

environmental status of the area where Stuttgart wreck was located was equivalent to the local 

environmental disaster. Not only had the state not improved, but it had even worsened. The 

development of the final decontamination method requires a further examination of the wreck 

and an accurate determination of the spread of the spilled substance, its type and volume. In 1999 

the area contaminated by fuel from the Stuttgart wreck was initially delineated by taking 83 

samples of surface sediments. At first, the team concentrated on the identification of 

contamination in the close surroundings of the wreck. Only the application of the seismoacoustic 

profiling method indicated a far larger contaminated area than expected. Therefore, the density of 

contamination measurement points is irregular, concentrating less on the eastern, low-lying part 

of the contaminated area. The areal spread of the initially identified contamination indicates that 

pure fuel is deposited on the area of around 1.9 ha, whereas the area of contaminated bottom 

sediments amounts to around 2.3 ha. In order to estimate the volume of fuel deposited in a semi-

liquid form on the seabed, 18 core samples and 8 samples were taken in 2009. They indicated that 

the thickness of a contaminated layer ranges between 10 and 70 cm. Given the irregular 

distribution of the substance, the volume of fuel deposited at the sea bottom can be estimated at 

between 500 m³ and around 1 000 m³. We need to take into account that the fuel at the bottom is 

covered with a thin layer of contemporary organic sediments and contains fine sand. After the 

extraction of cores to the surface a film typical for petroleum-derived substances appeared on the 

water. This fact needs to be considered in the process of decontamination. The examination of the 

sample of the substance deposited on the seabed indicated that its viscosity changes with shear 

rate. Therefore, we can conclude that during the decontamination operation high resistance levels 

could be observed at the beginning of suction and they would probably reduce in the course of the 

pumping process. 

The samples of fuel were analyzed at the Department of Environment Protection of the Maritime 

Institute in Gdańsk. The results of the physical and chemical analysis indicate that they represent 

hydrated remnants of fuel contaminated with mineral substances. The fuel is not a result of 

petroleum processing. No traces of magnesium, the presence of which is characteristic for engine 
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fuels, have been found. Low content of nickel and vanadium eliminates the possibility of qualifying 

the substance as bunker fuel. High content of phenols in the sample indicates that it was obtained 

from coal processing (tar – gas pitch obtained in the coal degassing process). Additionally, it has 

been confirmed by the high content of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons. Taking into account 

Germany’s difficulties with petroleum supply and the attempts to produce synthetic fuels through 

coal processing, such definition of a contaminant seems probable. 

A comprehensive inventory of another shipwreck carried out as part of the task provided 

significant information to supplement and correct the state databases of shipwrecks, both when it 

comes to navigation safety and military tasks. Significant data have been transferred to the 

Hydrographic Office of the Navy in the agreed electronic report format. 

The analysis of sediments sampled in the Bay of Gdańsk where the Stuttgart was located allows us 

to classify this object as highly hazardous to the marine environment. Despite the increased rates 

of heavy metals, such as arsenic, lead, zinc and nickel, it is the fuels that pose the greatest threat 

to the area. The amount of fuel spilled around the wreck (estimated at between 500 m³ and 

around 1 000 m³) indicates that the wreck will constitute a true environmental time-bomb for 

decades. 

CONCLUSIONS DRAWN FROM PREVIOUS ACTIVITIES (2014) 

Inventory and monitoring studies of shipwrecks, carried out systematically for the last 11 years, 

have indicated the need to continue the research. Every newly examined wreck (one of the 

hundreds of known ones and one of the wrecks newly discovered every year) makes our 

knowledge about the marine environment and risks posed by wrecks deposited on the Baltic's bed 

to the Polish Exclusive Economic Zone more profound. The state of wrecks sunk during the World 

War II is getting worse and worse. With every year the risk of release of petroleum-derived 

substances and other hazardous chemical substances, whose impact on the environment is yet 

unknown, from their containers also increases. At least we are aware of the chemical weapon 

storage grounds on the seabed and catastrophic risks we will need to tackle in the nearest future. 

The estimated number of wrecks found in the Polish Exclusive Economic Zone is a few hundred. 

Certainly, the number of unknown ones can be higher, which is confirmed by several new wrecks 

being found each year. The Maritime Institute in Gdańsk plays a significant role in this process – in 

2010 alone the Institute reported 8 previously unknown shipwrecks, out of which at least 3 can be 

dangerous to the environment. The measurement work related to the subsequent maritime 
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investments, e.g. expansion of ports, wind farms planned in the Polish economic zone, trigger the 

search for new wrecks and the examination of the known ones located in the investment areas. It 

cannot even be estimated how many of them can constitute a sort of an environmental time-

bomb. At the previous pace of examinations (1 or 2 wrecks per year) there is no chance for the 

introduction of any sensible preventive measures. At that pace, only 1-2% of wrecks located in the 

Polish Exclusive Economic Zone can be examined in the real time horizon (ca. 10 years). 

At the previous level of project financing, there is no real chance for any development, since it 

would be difficult to find an institution that agreed to finance the research from its own funds or 

funds dedicated to other projects. Comprehensive examination of wrecks requires the 

involvement of plenty of expensive devices and it requires very good weather conditions, which 

means that the team needs to wait for days or weeks to start proceeding with the examination. All 

analyses and expert opinions are very costly. Therefore, the examination of one wreck requires 

large sums of money. Identification of activities is necessary to allow a reasonable implementation 

of the project of examining the impact of shipwrecks on the marine environment. However, the 

true costs related to wrecks that contaminate the seabed will begin to be borne when a wreck 

comparable to the SS Stuttgart is found, since initially estimated costs of decontaminating the 

seabed around this wreck amount to several dozen million PLN. It is not an excessive cost – the 

example of a Swedish wreck, the disposal of which amounted to SEK 140 million (around PLN 37 

million), indicates that decontamination of the marine environment entails the need to organize 

complicated and very expensive activities. 

The case study of Stuttgart shows that ships belonging to the same category (i.e. German vessels 

sunk at the final period of the war and powered by synthetic fuel) should be of a special 

environmental concern. It is therefore desirable to create special category for such ships. If they 

could be found in wreck registers, the archive information should be extracted whenever possible 

to determine whether they were using synthetic fuel prior to being sunk, and what fuel mass was 

on those ships during their final departure. If such information is unavailable, sampling 

programme should be developed to obtain sediment samples in their immediate vicinity, and 

analyse them with special attention of phenols and ecosystem damage estimations. Ships with 

confirmed synthetic fuels existence should be categorized as the highest environmental threat, 

and state parties should include them in their remediation priorities. Due to high costs of 

remediation actions and the risk of transboundary contamination, they should be a subject of 
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international concern. It is therefore desirable that a special section in SUBMERGED report is 

devoted to such category of wrecks. 

LEGAL REGULATIONS IN POLAND (WRECKS, DIVING, EXTRACTING) 

Marine and oceanic waters used to be nobody’s property and what was found therein was treated 

according to the Roman rule res nullius cedit primo occupanti (a nobody’s thing becomes the 

property of the first one who claimed it). Currently, similarly as on land, things found in the water 

belong to the one who lost them or to their legal heirs, for example, a country where a discovery 

was made.  

In 1982 the United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea – UNCLOS18 was signed. It determined 

the rules for dividing seas and oceans into economic zones of the coastal countries. In accordance 

with UNCLOS, the Baltic Sea was divided into national zones. The borders of the Polish marine area 

were established following the negotiations with the neighbouring countries. As a result, the 

Polish territory increased by 32 672 km². This constitutes over 10% of the land area. Live resources 

and mineral wealth of this area, hundreds of shipwrecks and everything to be found there belongs 

to Poland.  

The extraction of sunken properties in Poland is regulated mainly by two Acts: the Maritime 

Code19 and the Act on the Protection and Care of Monuments20. In these regulations we can see 

the Legislator’s tendencies to maximally shorten the period of uncertainty as regards the legal 

status of the sunken property. A number of regulations specify these very short periods after 

which the property becomes state property. For example, Article 252 (2) of the Maritime Code 

provides that if an owner failed to begin the extraction in the period specified by the Maritime 

Authority or failed to complete the extraction of their property within one year, the property 

becomes state property.  

The extractor of the property belonging to another entity is entitled to cost and expenditure 

recovery and appropriate remuneration. However, it is worth noting that in accordance with 

Article 36 (2) of the Act on the Protection and Care of Monuments the legal undertaking of such 

measures depends on being granted a relevant permit. In case of the violation of this regulation, 

the entity is subject to detention, restriction of liberty or a fine as well as forfeiture of property 

                                                           
18 Dz.U.02.59.543 
19 Dz.U.1998.10.36 
20 Dz.U. of 2003 No 162, item 1568 
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and objects that were used to commit the crime. Sentencing takes place on the basis of the Code 

of Administrative Offences.  

If an owner is unknown or fails to collect the extracted property, the extracting party is obliged to 

transfer the property to the Maritime Authority or a competent Military Authority, whereas the 

Maritime Authority conducts a procedure to determine the owner of the extracted property, 

pursuant to the Regulation of the Minister of Infrastructure of 28 April 2004 on the mode of 

determining the owner of property taken from the sea. 

The basic legal act that regulates the question of wreck-exploration diving in Poland is the Act of 

21 March 1991 concerning the maritime areas of the Republic of Poland and the maritime 

administration. The Polish legislator decided to protect these unique testimonies of history by 

introducing a number of limitations to the organization of wreck explorations. Article 35a of the 

abovementioned Act imposes the requirement of obtaining a special permit from the Director of a 

competent Maritime Authority to explore shipwrecks or their remains. In practice, out of three 

Maritime Offices – Gdynia, Słupsk and Szczecin – the majority of permits are issued at the 

Maritime Office in Gdynia. The permit needs to be issued in agreement with: the Commander of 

the Marine Unit of the Border Guard and the Voivodeship Conservator of Monuments competent 

for the registered office of the Marine Authority and following the opinion of the Head of the 

Hydrographic Office of the Navy. Moreover, the organizing party can be obliged to enable the 

member of the Marine Inspection to participate in the expedition. The ship needs to depart and 

come back to the Polish port. 
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