
 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 

Proposal for the update of the BSAP Received: 2019-12-28 

 
 

1 
 

Title: 
Proposal to regulate sewage discharges from cargo ships to reduce nutrient input into the Baltic Sea 

Submitted by: 
Finland 

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. However, these 
regulations for sewage discharges still apply only for passenger ships.  
 
Given the fact that sewage from all ships contains nutrients, such as phosphorus and nitrogen, which 
aggravate algal blooms and other symptoms of eutrophication, one of the main environmental concerns 
in the Baltic Sea area, such regulations should be applied also to cargo ships with regard to discharges of 
sewage.  
 
The following action is proposed: 
 

• Action: To widen the scope of the Baltic Sea Special Area regulations under MARPOL Annex IV to 
cover also sewage discharges from cargo ships.  

 

Activity:  
Transport – shipping (incl. anchoring, mooring)  

Pressure: 
Input of organic matter — diffuse sources and point sources 

State: 
Nutrients 
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Extent of impact: 
 
Compared to other sea areas, the Baltic Sea is unusually prone to eutrophication caused by input of 
phosphorus and nitrogen compounds. This is mainly due to its shallow water depth, large catchment 
area with a population of 85 million people and the slow rate of water exchange. The nutrient input 
stems partly from natural atmospheric and riverine input, but mostly from agriculture, municipal waste 
waters, fish-farms and atmospheric emissions from traffic and combustion of fossil fuels, i.e. nutrients 
from anthropogenic sources. To estimate the amount of nutrients discharged into the Baltic Sea from 
ships’ sewage, a theoretical study was conducted in 2006 and updated in 2009 (Hänninen & Sassi 2009, 
see “References” below).  
 
The results show that the annual amount of sewage from ships in the Baltic Sea area could contain in 
total a maximum 356 tonnes of N and 119 tonnes of P. Nitrogen content of sewage produced on ferries 
was estimated to be 113 t, on cruise ships 113 t and on cargo ships 131 t. Phosphorous content of 
sewage produced on ferries was estimated to be 38 t, on cruise ships 38 t and on cargo ships 44 t. 
Consequently, the ship-borne nutrient load of sewage from cargo ships exceeds that of ferries and cruise 
ships, respectively. 
 
Although seemingly small compared to the total nutrient load into the Baltic Sea from all sources, this 
amount is far from negligible and one that can be reduced effectively. The nutrients from sewage are 
directly available for uptake by algae. Especially the growth of blue-green algae, which is limited by the 
amount of phosphorus in the water, is stimulated by sewage. One must also take into account that the 
discharges are concentrated spatially along the shipping routes, causing serious effects locally. 
Temporally the sewage discharges are concentrated in the summer season when algae normally have 
used up most of the nitrogen and phosphorus dissolved in the water. Therefore, the nutrients in sewage 
have far greater negative effects on the environment than the amount mentioned above would suggest.  
 
 

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 passenger ships would be 
implemented also for cargo ships, at least 70% reduction of nitrogen input and at least 80% reduction of 
phosphorous input would be achieved, if a cargo ship would use a sewage treatment plant on board and 
discharges treated sewage into the sea. Since we are lacking the data concerning nutrient loading from 
cargo ships through sewage discharges, i.e. amount of discharges, this kind of data should be collected.  
 
If the ship does not use its sewage treatment plant or does not have such a plant on board, all sewage 
shall be discharged into port reception facilities. In this case all nutrient input from sewage into the sea 
from the ship would be eliminated. 
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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 sewage 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. The number of crew members in cargo 
ships range from about 10 to 30 persons. Thus, the amount of sewage from a cargo ship is much smaller 
than the amount of sewage from a passenger ship, which may have 1000 to 3000, even up to 5000 
passengers and additional crew members on board. Consequently, tank trucks can be used as port 
reception facilities in all ports in the Baltic Sea area. Such tank trucks are already available and delivery of 
sewage is included in the NSF-system in the Baltic ports meaning that there will be no extra costs for 
cargo ships.  
 

Feasibility: 
 
It would be feasible to have the same sewage discharge requirements for all ships sailing in the Baltic Sea 
area.  

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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