
Underwater noise from ships: impacts

Human-sourced underwater 
noise impacts a wide range 
of marine wildlife.

Underwater noise 
comes from a 
number of sources - 
including ships.

The formation and 
implosion of small 

bubbles against the 
propellers

as they rotate.

Narwhals become 
motionless and fall 
silent even at low 

noise levels.
Impacts in fish and shellfish 
include slower response to 

predators, stress, masking of 
communication, reduced 

feeding.

Impacts of underwater 
noise include 

interference with 
animals’ ability to 

communicate, navigate, 
find food, find partners, 

and can cause stress.

At least 150 
marine species 
have been reported 
to be affected by 
underwater noise 
including whales, 
fish, crabs, shellfish 
and zooplankton.

MAJOR SOURCES OF
UNDERWATER NOISE FROM SHIPS

EXAMPLES OF ARCTIC MARINE
SPECIES AFFECTED

WALRUS

NARWHAL

BOWHEAD WHALE

BELUGA

ENGINE NOISE

PROPELLER CAVITATION

HULL VIBRATION 

Beluga whales lose pod 
integrity, move rapidly, 

change their vocal 
behaviour, and avoid 

icebreakers at very low 
noise levels.

Additional reading:
https://www.oceancare.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Underwater-Noise-Pollution_Impact-on-fish-and-invertebrates_Report_OceanCare_EN_36p_2018.pdf Produced by Clean Arctic Alliance – cleanarctic.org – Designed by Margherita Gagliardi – September 2023
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NOISE CAN 
BE REDUCED 
IN A NUMBER 
OF WAYS:

MEASURES THAT CAN BE VALUABLE TO 
REDUCE NOISE LEVELS

THE IMO AND ITS MEMBER STATES 
SHOULD: 

SHIPOWNERS AND OPERATORS 
SHOULD:

Underwater noise from ships: solutions

SIMPLE /OPERATIONAL 
ACTIONS 

MORE COMPLEX / 
NEW DESIGN ACTIONS

ADMINISTRATIONS AND OTHER 
STAKEHOLDERS SHOULD:

Regulate noise emissions from 
international shipping:

Develop and implement ship-based noise management 
plans that aim to reduce ship noise levels

Require ships to prepare noise management plans

Set explicit targets for underwater ship noise 
reduction

IMO

Slow down
to reduce propeller 

cavitation

Clean and
maintain
propellers
and hulls

Retrofit new / 
improved designs

for propellers
and power 

Design
quieter ships

Re-route
avoid important 

breeding and 
feeding sites and 
migration routes

Use flow
control devices 
attached to vessel 

hulls to reduce 
propeller cavitation

Use wind-powered
and wind-assisted 

vessels

Unlike other forms of pollution, 
when the source of noise is 
removed, the pollution is gone, 
although effects might linger. 

Slow down, especially in and near important marine habitats

Design and develop quieter ships

Recognise the importance of Indigenous Knowledge on 
noise impacts on marine wildlife and develop voyage plans 
and operations to minimise impacts

Provide financial incentives for ship quieting measures

Provide educational tools, e.g. information on important 
wildlife areas and migration routes 

Support research and monitoring of impacts and solutions

Clean Arctic Alliance 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

reduced GHG 
emissions

reduced ship 
strikes

improved 
efficiency

cost savings

reduced wildlife
disturbance

Co-benefits:
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