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Title 
Reducing the impact of continuous underwater sound on marine biodiversity 

Submitted by: 
Coalition Clean Baltic (Observer) 

Description of measure 
The negative impact of underwater noise on several cetacean, fish and invertebrate species has been 
shown and documented, thus the reduction of underwater noise is an urgent issue that needs to be 
addressed with consequent measures. While assessment and monitoring are being put in place through 
the Regional Action Plan Underwater Noise, measures that take immediate effect are needed. 
It is suggested to reduce ship speed for all commercial vessels as an ad-hoc measure in areas with noise 
sensitive species including MPAs designated for harbour porpoises or other known feeding or breeding 
areas of sensitive species. The resulting noise reduction is specific for ship propulsion systems and thus 
dependent on the ship type. Further measures could complement this measure to optimise ship 
operation with respect to noise emissions. Simultaneously, an analysis of further potential to reduce 
noise from shipping in the Baltic (e.g. identification of noise hot spots and further areas where noise has 
to be reduced, development of a noise threshold for continuous noise in the Baltic) needs to be 
conducted. 
 

Activity:  
Transport – shipping (incl. anchoring, mooring)  
Transport – shipping infrastructure (harbours, ports, ship-building) 

Pressure: 
Input of anthropogenic sound (impulsive, continuous) 
Disturbance of species: Visual, presence, boating, recreational activities, above-water noise 

State: 
The measure would immediately reduce the impact of underwater noise from shipping on Baltic marine 
species. 
Noise 
Mammals 
Fish 
 

Extent of impact: 
While impacts have been reported for a range of noise sources, the largest contributor of anthropogenic 
noise to the marine environment is considered to be commercial shipping (IMO MEPC 73/INF.23). The 
greatest impacts from underwater noise will occur where there is most overlap between shipping and 
marine species that are particularly sensitive to underwater noise, but shipping has generally raised 
ambient noise levels across the Baltic.  
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Effectiveness of measure 
The impacts of underwater noise from shipping have become increasingly recognized. The IMO agreed to 
guidelines for the reduction of underwater noise from commercial shipping to address adverse impacts 
on marine life in 2014 (IMO, 2014). A recent report commissioned by Seas at Risk and Transport and 
Environment (“The multi-issue mitigation potential of reducing ship speeds”, see reference below) shows 
that by reducing ship speed, not only the underwater noise, but also greenhouse gas emissions, air 
pollution and fatal whale strikes can be significantly reduced. 
The modelled data is supported by measured data currently emerging from the ECHO (Enhancing 
Cetacean Habitat and Observation) Program, led by the Port of Vancouver. ECHO is a voluntary 
commercial vessel slowdown and underwater sound measurement trial in shipping lanes overlapping 
critical habitat of the southern resident killer whale. The first slowdown trial in 2017 resulted in 
measured reductions in broadband noise exposure from all commercial vessel types, as well as noise 
reductions across most frequency bands. Comparison of measured data from the ECHO Program with 
modelled data demonstrate that the well-established model of Ross (1976) which has been used for 
decades to estimate the relationship between sound energy and vessel speed aligns well with the results 
of the ECHO Program. This model indicates that a 10% reduction in speed would reduce underwater 
sound energy from shipping by around 40%; whilst a 20% reduction in ship speed would reduce 
underwater sound energy by around 67%. 
Thus, speed reduction can be an ad-hoc measure to reduce underwater noise from shipping in specific 
areas where sound sensitive species are being disturbed. The resulting noise reduction is specific for ship 
propulsion systems and thus dependent on the ship type. Further measures could complement this 
measure to optimise ship operation with respect to noise emissions. 

 

Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
Ship speed reductions usually also have a positive effect on fuel consumption which would save 
operational costs. On the other hand, in some cases the increase of shipping time may be involved in 
some costs. The global container ship fleet uses slow steaming to save costs. Thus it can be assumed that 
in general this measure is cost-effective.  
Reduced harbour fees could be an incentive for speed reductions. These costs for port operators could 
be compensated for by increasing port fees for louder ships. 
 

Feasibility: 
The ECHO shows that the measure is feasible. Even though some of the species that are harmed or 
disturbed by underwater ship noise are different in the Baltic Sea Region compared to the Southwest of 
Canada, the same mitigation measure could be used to reduce the pressure of underwater ship noise on 
marine ecosystems. 

More information about the project can be found here: 
https://www.flipsnack.com/portvancouver/echo-haro-strait-slowdown-trial-summary/full-view.html 

 

Follow-up of measure: 
In addition to the alongside monitoring of the measure, it is essential to develop and implement a 

comprehensive underwater station network for real-time monitoring following on from the BIAS project. 

Such a network would greatly improve awareness in stakeholders about the noise input into the marine 

environment, allow for better determination of sources and consequently better set-up of efficient 

measures. 

 

https://www.flipsnack.com/portvancouver/echo-haro-strait-slowdown-trial-summary/full-view.html
https://www.flipsnack.com/portvancouver/echo-haro-strait-slowdown-trial-summary/full-view.html
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Background material: 
In the 2013 Ministerial Declaration it was agreed that “the level of ambient and distribution of impulsive 
sounds in the Baltic Sea should not have negative impact on marine life and that human activities that 
are assessed to result in negative impacts on marine life should be carried out only if relevant mitigation 
measures are in place”. In the Baltic Sea Environment Proceedings N° 167 the strong impact of noise on 
the Baltic is made clear, thus immediate action is needed and - as stated above - is possible. 
 
HELCOM Regional Action Plan on Underwater Noise. 
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