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The cruising season in the Baltic 
Sea lasts seven months from April 
to October, with the bulk of port 
calls taking place during the sum-
mer months. 

Half of cruise ships sailing in the Bal-
tic Sea are ships with a maximum 
capacity of 1,500 people, including 
staff and passengers. Roughly 10% 
are large ships with the potential to 
hold at least 4,000 people.

Two-thirds of cruise ship port calls 
are made in either St. Petersburg, 
Copenhagen, Tallinn, Helsinki, or 
Stockholm. 

80% of international cruise ship 
calls in the Baltic Sea occur region-
ally, from one coastal country to an-
other. 

Travel from one port to anoth-
er usually lasts between 8 and 20 
hours and cruise ships typically stay 
in port 8-10 hours. 

International cruise ship voyages 
totalled 7.15 million person days in 
2014.
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Source: HELCOM 2015, Baltic Sea Sewage Port Reception Facilities, HELCOM Overview 2014.



The FIRST 
OF ITS KIND 
WORLDWIDE

The Baltic was the first sea in the world 
to receive status as a special area for 
sewage and have this status enforced by 
the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO). Set to come into effect in June 
2021, passenger ships, including cruise 
ships, will be limited to discharging sew-
age into port reception facilities or alter-
natively at sea only after treatment with 
very advanced on-board sewage treat-
ment plants able to reduce nutrient input 
into the sea. 

IMO declared the Baltic Sea a special 
area for sewage in 2011 based on a joint 
application by the Baltic Sea countries. 
The decision was taken to enforce the 
status in 2016, when IMO received notice 
from coastal countries that adequate 
port reception facilities were available. 
Coastal countries, as well as ports and 
passenger shipping interest organiza-
tions and NGOs, continue their collective 
efforts to further improve availability of 
adequate sewage port reception facili-
ties across the Baltic Sea area.

Is ship sewage  
a problem?

Passenger traffic by sea is important to 
the whole Baltic Sea region but it should 

not be a burden to the vulnerable marine 
environment. Sewage created by these 
vessels contains nutrients, such as Phos-
phorus and Nitrogen, which aggravate 
algal blooms and other symptoms of eu-
trophication, one of the main environ-
mental concerns in the Baltic Sea area.

Global rules on ship sewage have typ-
ically addressed sanitary concerns of 
sewage – but not nutrient content. At 
the same time, the Baltic coastal coun-
tries have applied increasingly stringent 
nutrient limits to sewage discharges 
from land.

While not the biggest source of nutri-
ents in the Baltic Sea, ship sewage is 
not insignificant. With over 7.15 million 
person days spent on cruise ships in 

the Baltic Sea, and 40 million inter-
national ferry passengers per year, 
proper sewage disposal is impor-
tant to protect the health of the Bal-
tic Sea.

What will change?

Under the general IMO MARPOL An-
nex IV regulations, sewage can be 
discharged when 12 nautical miles 
from the nearest land. 

Many environmentally conscious 
ships have voluntarily avoided this, 
discharging sewage only at port re-
ception facilities, however, this has 
not been a requirement.

Under the special area rules coming 
into effect, passenger vessels’ sewage 
waste must be unloaded at port recep-
tion facilities or treated on-board with 
a special area-certified treatment plant 
before release into the sea. 

When will it come 
into effect?

The special area regulations will be ap-
plied on or after 1 June 2021 for exist-
ing IMO-registered passenger ships. 
For new passenger ships, the regula-
tions come into effect on or after 1 June 
2019. For direct passages between St. 
Petersburg and the North Sea, there is 
an extension until 1 June 2023.

HELCOM’s Mar-
itime Working 
Group is estab-
lished (as Work-
ing Group II of the 
HELCOM Inter-
im Commission) 
to discuss sew-
age from ships and 
other sea-based 
pollution sources.
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TIMELINE: The HELCOM efforts to limit ships’ sewage discharges into the Baltic Sea
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Baltic Marine  
Environment  
Protection  
Commission  
(HELCOM) 
HELCOM’s main goal is to pro-
tect the marine environment of 
the Baltic Sea from all sources 
of pollution, and to restore and 
safeguard its ecological bal-
ance. HELCOM’s vision for the 
future is a healthy Baltic Sea en-
vironment with diverse biolog-
ical components functioning 
in balance, resulting in a good 
ecological status and support-
ing a wide range of sustainable 
economic and social activities.

Building on its experience and 
deriving from its key position 
in bridging science and policy 
making, HELCOM today leads 
and coordinates various pro-
cesses for an improved marine 
environment to benefit all.

HELCOM members are all the 
nine Baltic coastal nations: Den-
mark, Estonia, Finland, Germa-
ny, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Russia and Sweden as well as 
the EU. HELCOM’s co-opera-
tion is unique in bringing to-
gether actors from different 
institutions, sectors and interest 
groups.

With over 7 million person days spent on 
cruise ships, proper sewage disposal is 
important for the health of the Baltic Sea.

The first HELCOM 
Recommenda-
tions target-
ing sewage from 
ships adopted. 

HELCOM’s Bal-
tic Sea Strategy 
on Port Reception 
Facilities (“Baltic 
Strategy”) intro-
duced a round of 
concrete improve-
ments of sewage 
reception facili-
ties in Baltic Sea 
ports.

“No-Special-Fee” 
(NSF) Recommen-
dation promoting 
the regional best 
practice of no ad-
ditional charges 
when leaving sew-
age or other waste 
in ports.

HELCOM Heads 
of Delegation con-
sider how to best 
limit ship sewage 
discharges. 

The decision is 
made to propose 
amendments to 
the MARPOL Con-
vention (Interna-
tional Convention 
for the Prevention 
of Pollution from 
Ships) Annex IV 
on sewage. 

A proposal drafted 
through HELCOM’s 
Maritime Group 
is sent to the IMO 
Marine Environ-
ment Protection 
Committee to cre-
ate the legal con-
cept of a sewage 
“special area” and 
designate the Bal-
tic Sea as such an 
area.

IMO amends the MAR-
POL Convention and 
designates the Baltic 
Sea as a special area 
for sewage. However, 
it will only be applied 
when adequate sew-
age port reception fa-
cilities are available.

The HELCOM-led Bal-
tic Sea Cooperation 
Platform – made up of 
the shipping industry, 
technology providers, 
ports, and national au-
thorities – starts to 
work on best practic-
es on how to deliver 
sewage to port recep-
tion facilities and solve 
open issues in the re-
gion.

All HELCOM countries 
have informed IMO that 
adequate facilities for sew-
age are available. IMO de-
clares that the special 
area for sewage discharg-
es from passenger ships 
will go into effect by latest 
2021, with an extension un-
til 2023 for direct passag-
es between St. Petersburg 
and the North Sea.


