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Title: 
Measures to minimize the discharge of food waste from ships in the Baltic Sea 

Submitted by: 
Finland 

Description of measure 
Regarding the prevention of pollution from ships, the Baltic Sea is defined as a special area under various 
MARPOL Annexes where the discharge regulations are stricter than outside Special areas.  However, 
according to the MARPOL Convention it is still permitted to discharge food waste into the Baltic Sea. 
Based on regulation 6 of Annex V (garbage), ships are allowed to discharge comminuted or ground food 
waste while en route and as far as practicable from the nearest land, but no less than 12 nautical miles 
from the nearest land.  
The nutrient load originating from shipping is not insignificant especially when noting that the nutrient 
load is concentrated along the shipping routes and is immediately available for uptake by e.g. blue green 
algae, intensifying the eutrophication of the Baltic Sea. The nutrient load from ships is also much easier 
to control when compared to the nutrient inputs from land-based sources or atmospheric emissions.  
The operational discharges of food waste from shipping can be considered as an unnecessary and easily 
preventable source of nutrient inputs to the Baltic Sea. The alternative for dumping the food waste is 
available, namely delivering the food waste to port reception facilities (PRF) under the incentive based 
no-special-fee system without additional cost.   
 
Therefore the two following measures are proposed:  
 
• Action 1: To prepare a HELCOM Recommendation to encourage voluntary agreements on 
delivering all food waste to the port reception facility (shipping companies, ports) 
• Action 2: To develop a roadmap to minimize and eventually prevent the discharges of food 
waste into the Baltic Sea. 
 
Voluntary agreements will reflect the willingness of the shipping companies to operate in a manner that 
exceeds the current legal framework of MARPOL Convention Annex V. This is already common practice 
on board the passenger ferries in regular traffic that deliver all food waste to PRF. Similarly, many cruise 
ships and cargo ships are following this practice voluntarily.  
 
There are various reasons for this. Environmentally conscious passengers have been able to influence the 
shipping companies and their operational decisions, as the public awareness is growing stronger to 
protect the Baltic Sea in every possible way.  In addition, the waste management practices onboard have 
been developed as well as the attitudes on board (crew). The recent EU waste legislation and circular 
economy are changing the concept of waste which will also influence the ports waste collection (ensure 
separate waste collection to facilitate reuse and recycling of waste).   
 
To support the voluntary agreements and to prepare further actions within HELCOM context, a Road 
Map will be developed. The aim is to investigate and analyze whether regulatory amendment to 
MARPOL Annex V is needed and if so, prepare a joint submission to IMO.  
 
To begin, more information on the actual food waste discharges from ships into the Baltic Sea is needed 
as well as information on existing food waste management practices on board (delivery to PRF, mixing 
food waste with sewage and/or grey water, technical treatment solutions). It is also essential to collect 
further information on adequacy and availability of port reception facilities for food waste (garbage) and  
evaluate the possible impact on stakeholders (ships, ports, authorities). 
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Activity:  

Transport – shipping (incl. anchoring, mooring) 

Pressure: 
Input of litter (solid waste matter, including micro-sized litter) 
(among food waste may be solid waste matter: pieces of plastics, microplastics), (cooking oil) 
Input of nitrogen 
Input of nitrogen 

State: 
Litter 
Nutrients 

Extent of impact: 
The proposed measures (Action 1 and 2) aim to reduce (and eventually prevent) the nutrient input from 
food waste discharges from shipping into the Baltic Sea. Furthermore, the aim of the measures is to raise 
environmental awareness on board ships operating in the Baltic Sea area and promote the delivery of 
food waste to PRF under the no-special-fee system (without any additional cost) in the ports of the Baltic 
Sea states. In addition, it is necessary to confirm the adequacy of PRF.  
 
Impact of the measure therefore extends to all ships operating in the Baltic Sea area and all ports of the 
Baltic Sea states.  
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Effectiveness of measure 
The effectiveness of Action 1 – to develop a HELCOM Recommendation to encourage voluntary 
agreements on delivering all food waste to the port reception facility (shipping companies, ports) –  
relates to raising environmental awareness and thereby promoting the voluntary action to deliver all 
food waste to PRF in the spirit of protecting the Baltic Sea.  
 
These voluntary agreements can be unilateral commitments, bilateral agreement between shipping 
company/vessel and a port or even trilateral agreement including authority representative. An example 
of the latter is a multi-stakeholder 'Green Deal' on ship’s plastic waste in the ports of Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam.  
 
It is worth noting that the delivery of food waste (garbage) is included in the no-special-fee system, 
which is applied in all Baltic Sea ports. In addition, the recent revision of PRF Directive (883/2019) is 
incorporating the 100% no-special-fee system to garbage in all EU ports (to be applied by 6.2021).   
 
However, the effectiveness of voluntary agreements can be limited. It is crucial to raise the awareness 
but the actual change in the environmental culture on board all ships operating in the Baltic Sea requires 
a wider approach, a consideration of a legislative action. 
 
This will be initiated in Action 2  (To develop a Road Map) where the main focus will be gathering more 
information and finding possible solutions to minimize and eventually prevent the discharges of food 
waste into the Baltic Sea.  
 
In order to evaluate the effectiveness as well as promote the aim of Action 2, we do need more data on 
the amounts of actual food waste discharges from ships into the Baltic Sea and evaluation of their impact 
on total nutrient loads in the Baltic Sea.  The estimation of the nutrient load originating from shipping in 
the Baltic Sea area (VTT 2007, 2009) is focusing only on wastewaters. However, based on the on the 
vessel activity data from HELCOM AIS data and on modelled discharges to the sea, nitrogen emissions 
from food waste were estimated as 90 tonnes, of which 91% came from passenger traffic (2018) 
(HELCOM MARITIME 19, Document 13-4, Discharges to the sea from Baltic Sea shipping in 2006 – 2018, 
submitted by Finland). 
 
The nutrient releases in comminuted food waste mainly come from passenger ships, due to big number 
of passengers and crew on board.  All ships are modelled in the food waste estimates, based on the size 
of crew and passengers on board. According to the IMO MARPOL Annex V, 12 nautical mile distance is 
applied in special areas like the Baltic Sea. Total reduced nitrogen release to the Baltic Sea from food 
waste is estimated as 90 (-3.7%) tonnes (year 2018 and their development over the period of 2006-2018, 
HELCOM MARITIME 19, Document 13-4, Discharges to the sea from Baltic Sea shipping in 2006 – 2018, 
submitted by Finland).  
 
Since food waste is often mixed with grey water from ships’ galleys and discharged into the sea, more 
data is needed on the current waste management practices, especially on mixing food waste with 
sewage and/or grey water. This is important as it is anticipated that grey water also has a high nutrient 
content. In case grinded food waste from galley is mixed with grey water and led to the sewage 
treatment plant, type approval and compliance issues rise. Due to the problems encountered by some 
enforcement authorities, Norway is proposing to PPR7 –meeting to introduce measures to confirm the 
lifetime performance of sewage treatment plants (MARPOL Annex IV amendments).   
 
Furthermore, based on the assessment made by Finnish Meteorological Institute (HELCOM MARITIME 
19, Document 13-4) , grey water discharges from Baltic Sea shipping has been estimated to be 5.4 million 
cubic meters. Passenger ships are responsible for almost 89% of grey water discharges.   
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Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
All the Baltic Sea ports apply the no-special-fee system based on HELCOM Recommendation 28E/10. 
Furthermore, the EU Baltic Sea states also apply PRF Directive (2000/59, 2019/883).  
Both instruments have a similar incentive based waste fee for garbage. The cost of garbage (food waste) 
delivery is included in the waste fee that is charged from ships irrespective of the delivery. 
  
According to the various information sources (HELCOM, EMSA, GISIS), the port reception facilities for 
garbage are already available in all Baltic Sea ports. Therefore, no major costs are expected for the port 
sector. However, the level of the no-special-fee may rise slightly due to larger share of the food waste 
delivered to PRF. From the circular economy point, it is anticipated that ports will be able to utilize in 
future the waste material for the reuse and recycling in the downstream waste management.   
 
In the shipping sector, no major technical changes are needed. In those ships that do not yet deliver food 
waste to PRF, the changes relate to on board waste management practices.  Also education and 
environmental awareness training is needed for the crew – can be estimated as causing reasonable cost. 
 
In case the vessel is mixing grinded food with grey water, new on board procedures are needed – can be 
estimated as causing reasonable cost.  
 

Feasibility: 
The measures described in Action 1 (HELCOM Recommendation) and Action 2 (Roadmap - investigate 
current practices and consider possible action to prepare a joint submission to IMO) are considered 
feasible to implement as described above.  

Follow-up of measure: 
 

Background material: 
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