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Description of measure 
 
The Baltic Sea was the first sea area in the world to receive the status as a special area in MARPOL 
Annex IV (sewage) in 2016. Set to come into effect 1 June 2019 for new passenger ships, 1 June 
2021 for existing passenger ships and in June 2023 for passenger ships entering the Baltic Sea in 
direct passage to the Russian ports in the eastern Gulf of Finland, passenger ships, including cruise 
ships, will have  to discharge sewage into port reception facilities or alternatively at sea only after 
treatment with very advanced on-board sewage treatment plants able to reduce nutrient input 
into the sea.  
 
Annex IV of the MARPOL Convention sets ambitious standards for sewage discharges, but 
discharges of grey water into the sea is not regulated at all. The next regulatory challenge for 
vulnerable sea areas, like the Baltic Sea, will most likely be the treatment of grey water to the 
same standard as black water, and HELCOM should address this challenge.  
 
The following actions are proposed to be included in the roadmap to consider the issue: 

• Action 1: Carry out study and impact assessment, assessing the possibilities of ships to 
deliver grey water to PRFs or take treatment measures, through onboard treatment plant, 
before discharging it into the sea 

o this work should include elements such as: 
 analysis of effects of the implementation of the Baltic Sea Special Area 

regulations under MARPOL Annex IV  
 cost-effectiveness –assessment (including assessment of economic and 

technical feasibility) 
 The role of port operators and the adequacy and availability of port 

reception facilities. 
• Action 2: Take relevant action based on the outcome of Action 1, making a decision on 

whether to widen the scope of the Baltic Sea Special Area regulations under MARPOL 
Annex IV to cover also grey water discharges from ships.  

 
 
Activity:  
 
Transport – shipping (incl. anchoring, mooring)  
Pressure: 
 
Input of organic matter — diffuse sources and point sources 
State: 
 
Nutrients 



Extent of impact: 
 
According to recent information given in HELCOM Maritime 19 document 13-4, grey water 
discharges from Baltic Sea shipping was estimated to be 5.4 million cubic meters. Passenger ships 
are responsible for almost 89% of grey water discharges. Since food waste is very often mixed 
with grey water from ships’ galleys and discharged into the sea, it is anticipated that grey water 
also has a high nutrient content.  
 

Effectiveness of measure 
 
According to the 2012 Guidelines on implementation of effluent standards and performance tests 
for sewage treatments plants (resolution MEPC.227(64)), the geometric mean of the total 
nitrogen and phosphorus content of the samples of effluent (discharged into the sea) taken during 
the test period should not exceed: 
 
.1 total nitrogen1: 20 Qi/Qe mg/l or at least 70 per cent reduction; 
.2 total phosphorus: 1.0 Qi/Qe mg/l or at least 80 per cent reduction. 
 
These requirements indicate that, if the regulations currently only imposed on sewage discharges 
from passenger ships would be implemented also for grey water discharges from ships, at least 
70% reduction of nitrogen input and at least 80% reduction of phosphorous input would be 
achieved, if a ship would use a sewage treatment plant on board and discharges treated grey 
water into the sea.  
 
If the ship does not use its sewage treatment plant or does not have such a plant on board, all 
grey water shall be discharged into port reception facilities. In this case all nutrient input from 
grey water into the sea from the ship would be eliminated. 
 
Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
 
A ship can either use a sewage treatment plant, which fulfils the requirements given in resolution 
MEPC.227(64) for the Baltic Sea area, or discharge all grey water into port reception facilities. 
 
Installation of a sewage treatment plant, which fulfils the requirements given in resolution 
MEPC.227(64) for the Baltic Sea area, causes some additional cost compared to a sewage 
treatment plant, which does not reduce nutrient input from sewage into the sea.  
 
According to the information received from the Baltic Sea States, port reception facilities for 
sewage from passenger ships are already available in passenger ports. These port reception 
facilities can also be used as port reception facilities for grey water from passenger ships. Tank 
trucks can be used as port reception facilities in all ports in the Baltic Sea area as port reception 
facilities for discharges of grey water. Consequently, these new regulations would have a 
minimum additional cost for shipping in the Baltic Sea area.  
Feasibility: 
 
It would be feasible to have the same discharge requirements for sewage and grey water for all 
ships sailing in the Baltic Sea area. Therefore, there are clear reasons to impose discharge 
regulations for discharge of grey water from ships.  
 



Follow-up of measure: 
 
To be agreed later.  
Background material: 
 
MEPC 60/6/2, Proposal to amend MARPOL Annex IV to include the possibility to establish Special 
Areas for the prevention of pollution by sewage and to designate the Baltic Sea as a Special Area 
under Annex IV, submitted by Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the 
Russian Federation and Sweden 
 
MEPC 60/INF.4, Information on the proposal to designate the Baltic Sea as a Special Area under 
MARPOL Annex IV, submitted by Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, 
the Russian Federation and Sweden 
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