
Scrubbers: a false solution to the IMO’s sulphur cap

Turning an air 
pollution problem...

...into an ocean
pollution problem

MARPOL* Annex VI allows 
ships to reduce sulphur 
emissions by fitting 
scrubbers instead of using 
cleaner fuels.
*MARPOL:  International Convention for the 
Prevention of Pollution from Ships

With 
increasing fuel 
prices, more 
shipowners 
are installing 
scrubbers. 

Wastewater from 
scrubbers creates serious 
environmental problems 
by redistributing 
pollutants to the ocean, 
contributing to 
acidification, 
eutrophication and 
ecotoxicological effects.

The Clean Arctic Alliance comprises of 20 members:  Alaska Wilderness League | The Altai Project | Bellona |
Clean Air Task Force | Global Choices | Green Transition Denmark | ECODES | Environmental Investigation Agency | Friends of the Earth US |

Greenpeace | Icelandic Nature Conservation Association | International Cryosphere Climate Initiative | Nature And Biodiversity Conservation Union |
Ocean Conservancy | Pacific Environment | Seas At Risk | Stand.earth | Surfrider Foundation Europe | Transport & Environment | WWF |

(organisations in bold have Consultative Status at the IMO or are members of the Clean Shipping Coalition)
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Scrubber wastewater 
contains sulphur which 
combines with seawater to 
form a strong acid, as well 
as heavy metals, PAHs and 
other toxic substances.
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~10 trillion litres
of scrubber wastewater
discharged by ships fitted with 
scrubbers globally each year. 

More than 5000
ships worldwide
have installed or
ordered scrubbers. 
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Introduction of
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Inconsistencies with international
marine environment protection law

requires States to take measures to 
prevent marine pollutionArt. 192

requires States to prevent, reduce 
and control pollution of the marine 
environment from any source

Art. 194

 requires that States in taking 
action to reduce pollution must not 
“transfer, directly or indirectly, 
damage or hazards from one area 
to another or transform one type of 
pollution into another”.

Art. 195

UN Convention

on the

Law of th
e Sea

(UNCLOS)

MARPOL
International

Convention

for the Prevention

of Pollution

from Ships

Recommended actions

IMO

For
States

For
Ship
Owners

For
IMO

Support IMO measures to prohibit 
scrubbers as a means of complying 
with the MARPOL sulphur 
regulation.

Until a global ban is introduced, 
support IMO measures to prohibit 
the use of scrubbers in sensitive 
waters including the Arctic.

Introduce measures to prohibit the 
use of scrubbers within domestic 
waters.

Use distillate or cleaner 
alternative fuels to comply 
with fuel sulphur limits.

Do not make further 
investments in scrubbers.

Consider the need for 
consistency of measures 
adopted under MARPOL with 
UNCLOS.
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Other UNCLOS articles give States 
a duty to cooperate through the 
IMO to establish rules and 
regulate atmospheric pollution 
from their ships and an obligation 
to take other measures to prevent, 
reduce and control pollution of the 
marine environment from vessels.

MARPOL Annex VI allows ships to install 
scrubbers to deal with SOx emissions as
an alternative to using lower sulphur fuels.
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