Frequently Asked Questions

The 2020 global sulphur limit

IMO has set a global limit for sulphur in fuel oil used on board ships of 0.50% m/m
(mass by mass) from 1 January 2020. This will significantly reduce the amount of
sulphur oxide emanating from ships and should have major health and environmental
benefits for the world, particularly for populations living close to ports and coasts.


When did IMO adopt regulations to control air pollution form ships?

IMO has been working to reduce harmful impacts of shipping on the environment since the
1960s. Annex VI to the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships
(MARPOL Convention) was adopted in 1997, to address air pollution from shipping.
The regulations for the Prevention of Air Pollution from Ships (Annex VI) seek to control
airborne emissions from ships (sulphur oxides (SOx), nitrogen oxides (NOx), ozone depleting
substances (ODS), volatile organic compounds (VOC) and shipboard incineration) and their
contribution to local and global air pollution, human health issues and environmental problems.
Annex VI entered into force on 19 May 2005 and a revised Annex VI with significantly
strengthened requirements was adopted in October 2008 which entered into force on 1 July
2010.
The regulations to reduce sulphur oxide emissions introduced a global limit for sulphur content
of ships’ fuel oil, with tighter restrictions in designated emission control areas.


What are the limits on sulphur in the regulations?

The current global limit for sulphur content of ships’ fuel oil is 3.50% m/m (mass by mass).
The new global limit will be 0.50% m/m will apply on and after 1 January 2020.


Can this date be changed?

The date is set in the MARPOL treaty. So it can only be changed by an amendment to the
MARPOL Annex VI. This would require a proposal for an amendment to be put forward by a
Member State that is a Party to Annex VI, that proposal then circulated and finally adopted by
MEPC. An amendment to MARPOL is required to be circulated for a minimum of six months
prior to adoption and then can only enter into force a minimum of 16 months after adoption.
Given that Parties to MARPOL Annex VI decided in October 2016 to implement the 2020 date,
it is not anticipated that such a proposal would be forthcoming.
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So can there be a delay in implementation?

No, there can be no change in the 1 January 2020 implementation date, as it is too late now
to amend the date and for any revised date to enter into force before 1 January 2020.
However, IMO Member States will work in the relevant IMO technical bodies to address any
issues that might arise with regards to ensuring consistent implementation.


When was the date of 1 January 2020 decided?

The date of 1 January 2020 was set in the regulations adopted in 2008. However, a provision
was adopted, requiring IMO to review the availability of low sulphur fuel oil for use by ships, to
help Member States determine whether the new lower global cap on sulphur emissions from
international shipping shall come into effect on 1 January 2020 or be deferred until 1 January
2025.
IMO’s Marine Environment Protection Committee (MEPC 70), in October 2016, decided that the
0.50% limit should apply from 1 January 2020.


What will the new global limit mean for ships?

Under the new global cap, ships will have to use fuel oil on board with a sulphur content of no
more than 0.50% m/m, against the current limit of 3.50%, which has been in effect since
1 January 2012.
The interpretation of “fuel oil used on board” includes use in main and auxiliary engines and
boilers.
Exemptions are provided for situations involving the safety of the ship or saving life at sea, or
if a ship or its equipment is damaged.
Another exemption allows for a ship to conduct trials for the development of ship emission
reduction and control technologies and engine design programmes. This would require a
special permit from the Administration(s) (flag State(s)).


How can ships meet lower sulphur emission standards?

Ships can meet the requirement by using low-sulphur compliant fuel oil.
An increasing number of ships are also using gas as a fuel as when ignited it leads to negligible
sulphur oxide emissions. This has been recognised in the development by IMO of the
International Code for Ships using Gases and other Low Flashpoint Fuels (the IGF Code),
which was adopted in 2015. Another alternative fuel is methanol which is being used on some
short sea services.
Ships may also meet the SOx emission requirements by using approved equivalent methods,
such as exhaust gas cleaning systems or “scrubbers”, which “clean” the emissions before they
are released into the atmosphere. In this case, the equivalent arrangement must be approved
by the ship’s Administration (the flag State).



What controls will there be once the new global cap takes effect?

Ships taking on fuel oil for use on board must obtain a bunker delivery note, which states the
sulphur content of the fuel oil supplied. Samples may be taken for verification.
Ships must be issued with an International Air Pollution Prevention (IAPP) Certificate by their
Flag State. This certificate includes a section stating that the ship uses fuel oil with a sulphur
content that does not exceed the applicable limit value as documented by bunker delivery
notes or uses an approved equivalent arrangement.
Port and coastal States can use port State control to verify that the ship is compliant. They
could also use surveillance, for example air surveillance to assess smoke plumes, and other
techniques to identify potential violations.


What sanctions will there be for not complying?

Sanctions are established by individual Parties to MARPOL, as flag and port States. There is
no established fine or sanction set by IMO – it is down to the individual State Party.


What additional
implementation?

measures may be

developed to

promote consistent

Implementation is the remit and responsibility of the Administrations (flag States and
port/coastal States). Ensuring the consistent and effective implementation of the 2020 0.50%
m/m sulphur limit is a high priority.
IMO’S Sub-Committee on Pollution Prevention and Response (PPR) has prepared a list of
items to be considered in order to achieve the environmental benefits sought through
regulation 14, which regulates emissions of sulphur oxides (SOx) in MARPOL Annex VI. The
scope of the work, proposed to be completed during PPR sessions in 2018 and 2019 is outlined
here.
MEPC 71 (July 2017) agreed the scope of work needed and instructed the PPR SubCommittee to explore what actions may be taken to ensure consistent implementation of the
0.50% m/m sulphur limit for fuel oil used by ships operating outside designated SOX Emission
Control Areas and/or not making use of equivalent means such as exhaust gas cleaning
systems; as well as actions that may facilitate the implementation of effective policies by IMO
Member States.
To ensure this vital work is completed by 2020, the MEPC approved (subject to endorsement
by the IMO Council) the holding of an intersessional working group meeting in the second half
of 2018.


What kind of measures could be developed to support the implementation of the
0.50% sulphur limit?

This will be for the IMO Member States to decide, through the work in the PPR Sub-Committee,
which in turn will report to the MEPC.
Some elements for consideration include developing a draft standard format (a standardized
system) for reporting fuel oil non-availability that may be used to provide evidence if a ship is
unable to obtain compliant fuel oil; and developing guidance, as appropriate, that may assist
Member States and stakeholders in assessing the sulphur content of fuel oil delivered for use
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on board ship, based on the consideration of mechanisms to encourage verification that fuels
supplied to ships meet the specified sulphur limit as stated on the bunker delivery note.
Member States - as well as NGOS in consultative status – are encouraged to submit relevant
proposals and information to PPR 5 and to the intersessional working group meeting.


What is IMO doing to ensure fuel oil availability?

Implementation and monitoring falls to the Member States. Regulation 18 of MARPOL Annex
VI covers both fuel oil availability and quality.
On fuel oil availability, the regulation requires each Party to “take all reasonable steps to
promote the availability of fuel oils which comply with this Annex and inform the Organization
of the availability of compliant fuel oils in its ports and terminals”. Parties are also required to
notify IMO when a ship has presented evidence of the non-availability of compliant fuel oil.
Notifications received where there has been evidence of non-availability of compliant fuel oil
are available on the IMO Global Integrated Shipping Information System (GISIS) Module
(public users can register for free to access this module):
https://gisis.imo.org/Public/MARPOL6/Notifications.aspx?Reg=18.2.5.


What is IMO doing to ensure fuel oil quality?

Implementation and monitoring falls to the Member States. MARPOL Annex VI regulation 18
specifies the requirements in terms of fuel oil quality, for fuel oil for combustion purposes
delivered to and used on board ships.
Notifications received where fuel oil suppliers have failed to meet the requirements are
available to view on GISIS:
https://gisis.imo.org/Public/MARPOL6/Notifications.aspx?Reg=18.9.6

IMO is developing guidance on best practice for fuel oil purchasers/users and draft best
practices for Member States/coastal States.
The former will be intended to assist fuel oil purchasers/users in assuring the quality of fuel oil
delivered to and used on board ships, with respect to both compliance with the MARPOL
requirements and the safe and efficient operation of the ship. The guidance will pertain to
aspects of the fuel oil purchase up to the loading of the purchased fuel oil on board.
The best practice guidance for Member States/coastal States will be aimed at assisting
Member States in carrying out their responsibilities under MARPOL Annex VI, to ensure
effective implementation and enforcement of statutory requirements of that Annex, with
regards to the sulphur content of fuel oil delivered.
The draft best practice for fuel oil purchasers/users are expected to be considered at MEPC
72 (April 2018) and the draft best practice for Member States/coastal States will be considered
at MEPC 73 (October 2018). Both sets of best practice guidance are aimed at assisting in the
effective implementation of the Annex VI regulation on fuel oil quality and in the implementation
of the Annex VI regulation limiting the sulphur content of fuel oil.


What is the current average sulphur content of fuel oil used on ships?

IMO monitors the sulphur content of fuel oil used on ships globally. Samples are taken of
residual fuel oil – the “heavy” fuel oil commonly used on ships – as well as distillate fuel oil

(“light”, low sulphur fuel oil, which is more commonly used in emission control areas which
have stricter limits on sulphur emissions).
The latest figures showed that the yearly average sulphur content of the residual fuel oils tested
in 2016 was 2.58%. The worldwide average sulphur content for distillate fuel in 2016 was
0.08%.


Have there been any studies into the feasibility of using LNG as fuel oil?

Yes, IMO has commissioned and published studies on the feasibility and use of LNG as a
fuel for shipping (2016). The publication includes a feasibility study on the use of LNG as a
fuel for international shipping in the North America ECA, a pilot study on the use of LNG as a
fuel for a high speed passenger ship from the Port of Spain ferry terminal in Trinidad and
Tobago and a feasibility study on LNG-fuelled short sea and coastal shipping in the wider
Caribbean region.


What about in Emission Control areas (ECAs)?

Since 1 January 2015, the sulphur limit for fuel oil used by ships in SOx Emission Control
Areas (ECAs) established by IMO has been 0.10% m/m.
The ECAs established under MARPOL Annex VI for SOx are: the Baltic Sea area; the North
Sea area; the North American area (covering designated coastal areas off the United States
and Canada); and the United States Caribbean Sea area (around Puerto Rico and the United
States Virgin Islands).


Where can I find out more about the sulphur regulations?

Read more here.


Notes:

Text of Regulation 14 in relation to the global cap and the review
*MARPOL Annex VI
“Regulation 14
Sulphur Oxides (SOx) and Particulate Matter
General requirements
1

The sulphur content of any fuel oil used on board ships shall not exceed the
following limits:
.1

4.50% m/m prior to 1 January 2012;

.2

3.50% m/m on and after 1 January 2012; and

.3

0.50% m/m on and after 1 January 2020.”
___________
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