
Title  
Supporting ongoing IMO work on underwater noise by implementing the HELCOM Regional Action 
Plan on underwater noise and assessing the impacts and efficiency of mitigation measures to reduce 
the impact from underwater noise from commercial shipping and leisure boating on Baltic marine 
biodiversity  
Submitted by: 
Chair of EN Noise and Chair of MARITIME 
Description of measure 
Impact from anthropogenic underwater noise on marine ecosystems is recognised as a current issue 
both globally and at regional level in the Baltic Sea area. Scientific evidence is solid with respect to 
detrimental impacts to marine fauna from impulsive noise sources (e.g. pile driving, explosions) and 
there is mounting evidence for continuous sources (e.g. shipping, both commercial and recreational).  

Commercial shipping is internationally regulated through IMO, but although noise has been 
recognized as a pollutant by the United Nations (IISD 2018), there is currently no legally binding 
international regulation in force. The IMO released a non-mandatory guideline in 2014 for reducing 
noise from ships mainly by design criteria and technical measures, as well as suggesting operational 
measures and re-routeing to avoid sensitive areas (MEPC.1/Circ.833). HELCOM has an important 
role to support, as well as inform the ongoing IMO process through different measures and actions 
at different levels, as outlined in the draft Regional Action Plan for Underwater Noise. 

Recreational boating is regulated through national legislation, and HELCOM has an important role to 
develop common guidelines for such national regulation of recreational boating, in particular in 
Marine Protected Areas for sensitive species, as outlined in the draft Regional Action Plan.  

However, regulatory measures, whether internationally implemented through IMO or via national 
legislation, must be based on comprehensive assessment of the impacts and efficiency of regulatory 
measures. HELCOM contracting parties should prioritize further research and assessments in this 
respect. There is a particular need for empirical evidence relevant to effects of measures to reduce 
noise from commercial ships and leisure boats in the Baltic Sea.  

Proposed Actions:  
Action 1: Actively support and contribute to the ongoing discussions on underwater noise at IMO 

Action 2: Work towards regionally coordinated actions on underwater noise, aiming, in the long term, 
at addressing adverse effects of underwater noise on marine species identified as sensitive to noise, 
whilst safeguarding the potential of the Baltic Sea for sustainable human activities; 

a) Support a swift implementation of the Regional Action Plan on Underwater Noise 
b) Initiate and support pilot projects to study efficacy of vessel slow down, rerouting and other 

operational measures, on noise emissions and responses of target species by the end of 20XX. 
Results are to be communicated to IMO for follow-up and further action. 

c) Map the contribution of leisure boats to the noise in the marine environment; support studies 
on efficiency of mitigation measures, such as speed limitations and time-area restrictions; and 
studies on impact from echo sounders and fish-finders. Based on available evidence and new 
results, development of guidelines for implementing regulation to reduce impact on sensitive 
species. . Simultaneously, development of common standards for underwater noise emissions 
of engines, echo-sounders and fish finders. –, which can be utilized in national regulation of 
activities in MPAs and other noise sensitive areas.  



Activity:  
Tourism and leisure activities (boating, beach use, water sports, etc.)  
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 and 
recreational boating on Baltic Sea marine species.  
Noise  
Mammals  
Fish  
Extent of impact: 
Scientific research on underwater noise from both the Baltic Sea and elsewhere proves that 
underwater noise has a detrimental impact on the environment. Thus, even though experience from 
other parts of the world may not be directly comparable and transferable to the Baltic Sea, there is 
ample evidence to document the impact and justify proposed measures. This includes studies on 
harbour porpoises from the Baltic Sea (e.g. Dyndo et al. 2015; Wisniewska et al. 2018).  
The Baltic Sea, with high shipping activity and dense coastal human population and tourism, has 
multiple sources of anthropogenic underwater noise. Shipping activity contributes significantly to 
noise levels in many areas of the Baltic Sea (BIAS project: Sigray, 2017; Mustonen et al. 2019). There 
are many species likely to be impacted by noise, by disturbance of behaviour, masking of 
communication, and physiological effects, such as stress responses, all of which in turn have 
implications for the fitness of the animals (HELCOM 2019). 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 or boating and marine species sensitive to underwater noise, which is why 
mapping the distribution of sensitive species is also a priority. 
Effectiveness of measure 
The assessment of noise mitigating measures needs to be carried out with a view to identify best 
environmental practices (BEP) and best available techniques (BAT). Per definition BAT and BEP need 
to be effective measures to reduce the pressure without environmentally unacceptable secondary 
impact.  
The increased amount of research accompanying the mitigation measures enhances the 
understanding of the impacts of anthropogenic underwater noise, which enables a sound assessment 
of effectiveness of the mitigation measures. Contribution of the Baltic Sea states to the discussions at 
the IMO/MEPC with a Baltic Sea -oriented approach will ensure that the characteristics of the Baltic 
Sea and differences from other waters such as the deep oceans and shelf seas are taken into account, 
helping in tailoring measures to the Baltic Sea.  



Cost, cost-effectiveness of measure: 
A large number of means to reduce underwater noise emissions from commercial ships and leisure 
boats are available, spanning from modifications of the vessel itself, over maintenance of vessels, to 
means of operation (speed reduction, rerouting, convoying etc.). While these measures are effective 
in reducing the radiated noise into the environment, the effectiveness in reducing impact on sensitive 
species is poorly documented. The true cost-effectiveness is therefore very difficult to assess, further 
complicated by the fact that some measures may be very expensive to implement fast (through for 
example retrofitting of existing vessels), but cheap to implement in the long run (through redesign 
and improved ship and pleasure craft building standards).  
Some measures, such as voluntary speed reduction (ECHO project), can be encouraged through 
economic incentives such as reduced harbour fees, and thereby readily be factored into pricing 
calculations by shipping companies.  
Feasibility: 
Experience of mitigation measures from other regions (such as ECHO) and existing national 
regulations (e.g. speed limitations for specific vessels in German National Parks and close to coastlines 
and inside MPAs in Denmark) should be studied and knowledge transferred to the Baltic Sea, 
whenever relevant. Technical and operational solutions to reduce radiated noise from ships are 
available. The main obstacle for swift implementation of technical solutions is the high cost of 
retrofitting new technology to existing ships and recreational vessels. Operational measures can be 
introduced as soon as results on effectiveness are available and cost-effectiveness can be evaluated.  
 
Follow-up of measure:  
Follow-up on the measures requires adequate monitoring of development in the pressure on the 
ecosystems as well as the impact on sensitive species and habitats. This is to be achieved by 
implementing the actions related to monitoring and assessment of environmental conditions in the 
BSR, as outlined in the draft Regional Action Plan. These actions include further development of 
pressure and impact indicators, extending monitoring of the noise (through direct measurements in 
both deep waters and coastal areas, and by tracking of the sources by AIS and otherwise), and 
mapping of distribution of sensitive species.  
 
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 Draft Regional Action Plan on Underwater Noise.  
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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