
Develop a road map to investigate underwater noise, including possible follow-up 
actions 
Submitted by: 
 
Finland 

Description of measure 
 
Underwater noise is a very timely issue both at regional level in the Baltic Sea area, and at global 
level at IMO.  Thus, the HELCOM contracting parties should actively contribute to work at IMO 
with a Baltic Sea -oriented approach. Anthropogenic underwater noise as an environmental issue 
has been gathering increasing attention in recent years. Scientific evidence suggests multiple 
detrimental impacts to marine fauna from both impulsive (e.g. pile driving, explosions) and 
continuous (e.g. shipping) sources. Global research, however, has been focusing more on oceanic 
environments and accordingly, all the results might not be directly compatible to the Baltic Sea. 
 
There is thus a need for more research to increase the understanding of underwater noise and its 
impacts on marine biodiversity, specifically in the Baltic Sea. Based on this area-specific scientific 
knowledge a decision on follow-up actions can be made. Due to the difference in the nature of 
commercial shipping and recreational boating, it is reasonable to consider differentiated actions 
for them. Bearing in mind the main principles of environmental protection, concrete action can 
and should be taken swiftly, once it is seen justified. Therefore, if adequate scientific reasoning 
and impact assessment is available, decisions on concrete actions in steps 2 and 3 could be made 
irrespectively from each other. 
 
The following actions are proposed to be included in the roadmap to consider the issue (see 
chapter “Extent of Impact” for further concretization and elaboration).  
 

• Action 1: carry out research and impact assessment, assessing the impact of underwater 
noise on Baltic marine biodiversity.  

 
• Action 2: take relevant action based on the outcome of action 1, making a decision on 

what measures should possibly be taken to reduce the impact of underwater noise 
introduced by commercial vessels.  

 
• Action 3: take relevant action based on the outcome of action 1, making a decision on 

whether measures should be developed to reduce the impact of underwater noise 
introduced by recreational boating.  

Activity:  
 
Transport – shipping (incl. anchoring, mooring)  
Tourism and leisure activities (boating, beach use, water sports, etc.)  
Pressure: 
 
Input of anthropogenic sound (impulsive, continuous) 
State: 
 
 
Noise 



Extent of impact: 
 
Anthropogenic underwater noise has been formally recognized as a pollutant to the marine 
environment (IISD 2018), originating from human activities such as shipping or underwater 
construction. Although the issue has been recognized, there is currently no binding international 
regulation in force. One of the ways to promote the need for further research is to raise the 
awareness of policy makers, stakeholders and the general public of this relatively new and still 
poorly known pressure to the marine environment. The International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) released a non-mandatory guideline in 2014 for reducing noise from ships 
(MEPC.1/Circ.833). Canada has been active in the recent IMO´s MEPC-meetings in advancing the 
international effort to reduce the impacts of underwater noise from shipping. The issue of 
underwater noise will be included in the agenda of the future sessions of the Marine Environment 
Protection Committee (MEPC) where possible international actions or regulations will be 
discussed. 
 
Underwater noise has been proven to have detrimental effects on multiple marine species. The 
global research, however, has been focusing more on oceanic environments and marine mammals 
(Williams et al. 2015). Due to differences in the oceanographic features and species composition, 
the results of the research may not be directly applicable to the Baltic Sea.  
 
The Baltic Sea, with high shipping activity and dense coastal human population, has multiple 
sources of anthropogenic underwater noise. Scientific research available in the BSR indicates the 
extensive effects of underwater noise on marine environment (research by i.e. the BIAS-project).  
Shipping activity has clear contribution to background noise levels in many areas at the Baltic Sea 
(Mustonen et al. 2019). However, further research is needed to devise applicable and efficient 
mitigation measures based on the best practices available. There are many species likely to be 
impacted by noise (HELCOM 2019). The increasing amount of research can also be utilized when 
defining the future actions at the upcoming Marine Environment Protection Committee (MEPC) 
meetings of IMO. 
 
In some areas of the Baltic Sea the high density of recreational boats results in regionally and 
seasonally high noise pressure on marine ecosystems. The greatest impacts from underwater 
noise will occur in areas where there is most overlap between shipping and marine species 
sensitive to underwater noise. Threshold values for noise from shipping and boating still need to 
be developed.  
 
Examples of what issues the proposed actions could, inter alia, cover: 
• Action 1: carry out research and impact assessment, assessing the impact of underwater noise 

on Baltic marine biodiversity. This work should include elements such as: 
A) further investigation on the role of commercial vessels in introducing underwater noise, 

actively contributing to work at IMO with a Baltic Sea -oriented approach 
B) the role of recreational boating in introducing underwater noise in the Baltic Sea 
C) ways to establish long-term monitoring of underwater noise in the Baltic Sea 
D) cost-effectiveness-assessment   

 
• Action 2: take relevant action based on the outcome of action 1, making a decision on what 

measures should possibly be taken to reduce the impact of underwater noise introduced by 
commercial vessels. Possible actions to take could include elements such as: 
A) further design of propellers  
B) studies on vessel slowdown and impact on the logistic chain 
C) active contribution to development of IMO instruments 



 
• Action 3: take relevant action based on the outcome of action 1, making a decision on 

whether measures should be developed to reduce underwater noise introduced by 
recreational boating. Possible actions to take could include elements such as: 
A) studies on boat slowdown 
B) development of technology (propulsion, sonars to operate at an optimal frequency etc. 
C) mapping of ecologically sensitive areas with spatial and temporal aspects (e.g. spawning 

areas and spawning periods) to be established as slow-down areas or areas with 
(temporal) limitations for entry. 
 

Some elements of actions 2 and 3 could overlap with studies in action 1.  
 



Effectiveness of measure 
 
The increased amount of research and possible according actions enhance the understanding of 
the impacts of anthropogenic underwater noise, which enables both the mitigation of these 
impacts and assessment of the mitigation measures. Contribution of the Baltic Sea states to the 
discussions at the IMO ensures the unique characteristics of the Baltic Sea to be noted in the 
future discussions. 
Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
 
N/A 
Feasibility: 
 
N/A 
Follow-up of measure: 
 
Action 1 to be followed by actions 2 and 3. Possible temporal overlap in the implementation of 
action 1 and actions 2/3 starting some elements of actions 2 and 3 before completing action 1 
entirely. 
Background material: 
 
MEPC.1/Circ.833, Guidelines for the reduction of underwater noise from commercial shipping to 
address adverse impacts on marine life  
 
MEPC 73/INF.23, Scientific support for underwater noise effects on marine species and the 
importance of mitigation, submitted by Canada 
 
MEPC 74/17/2, Advancing international collaboration for quiet ship design and technologies to 
protect the marine environment, submitted by Canada and France. 
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