
Introduction in seagoing regulations 

Short presentation of MARPOL 73/78 with Annexes I-VI 

 

Learning objectives of this introductory course are to get familiarized with: 

➢ Importance and responsibilities of IMO convention 

➢ SOLAS and MARPOL objectives 

➢ Classification by IMO of main sources of pollution and identify of main sources 

of of marine pollution 

➢ A short presentation of the content of the MARPOL six technical Annexes 

It has always been recognized that the best way of improving safety at sea is by 

developing international regulations that are followed by all shipping nations and from the mid-

19th century onwards a number of such treaties were adopted. Several countries proposed that 

a permanent international body should be established to promote maritime safety more 

effectively, but it was not until the establishment of the United Nations itself that these hopes 

were realized. In 1948 an international conference in Geneva adopted a convention formally 

establishing IMO (the original name was the Inter-Governmental Maritime Consultative 

Organization, or IMCO, but the name was changed in 1982 to IMO). 

The IMO Convention entered into force in 1958 and the new Organization met for the 

first time the following year. 

IMO's first task was to adopt a new version of the International Convention for the 

Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), the most important of all treaties dealing with maritime safety. 

This was achieved in 1960 and IMO then turned its attention to such matters as the facilitation 

of international maritime traffic, load lines and the carriage of dangerous goods, while the 

system of measuring the tonnage of ships was revised. 

But although safety was and remains IMO's most important responsibility, a new 

problem began to emerge - pollution. The growth in the amount of oil being transported by sea 

and in the size of oil tankers was of particular concern and the Torrey Canyon disaster of 

1967, in which 120,000 tonnes of oil was spilled, demonstrated the scale of the problem. 

IMO’s original mandate was principally concerned with maritime safety. However, as 

the custodian of the 1954 International Convention for the prevention of pollution of the sea 

by oil (OILPOL Convention), the Organization, soon after it began functioning in 1959, 

assumed responsibility for pollution issues and subsequently has, over many years, adopted a 

wide range of measures to prevent and control pollution caused by ships and to mitigate the 

effects of any damage that may occur as a result of maritime operations and accidents. 

The work of the Marine Environment Division is, in the main, directed by the Marine 

Environment Protection Committee, the MEPC in short, which is IMO's senior technical body 

on marine pollution related matters. It is aided in its work by a number of IMO's Sub-

Committees, in particular the Sub-Committee on Pollution Prevention and Response (PPR). 

When IMO was formed their first task and the only responsibility was to improve safety 

protocols and they did that successfully by improving SOLAS. But later pollution began to rise 

up as a new problem. 

https://marinerblog.com/what-is-solas/


Pollution became the main concern in the shipping industry after the disaster of Torrey 

Canyon in 1967. 

During the next few years IMO provided measures for tanker accidents and for threats 

caused by routine operations, DE-ballasting, noise pollutions, and for collisions of whales by 

ships, etc. 

The SOLAS Convention in its successive forms is generally regarded as the most 

important of all international treaties concerning the safety of merchant ships. The first version 

was adopted in 1914, in response to the Titanic disaster, the second in 1929, the third in 1948, 

and the fourth in 1960. The 1974 version includes the tacit acceptance procedure - which 

provides that an amendment shall enter into force on a specified date unless, before that date, 

objections to the amendment are received from an agreed number of Parties. As a result, the 

1974 Convention has been updated and amended on numerous occasions. The Convention in 

force today is sometimes referred to as SOLAS, 1974, as amended. The main objective of the 

SOLAS Convention is to specify minimum standards for the construction, equipment and 

operation of ships, compatible with their safety. 

Like SOLAS, a convention which regulates the shipping industry in order to follow 

minimum standards to safeguard life at sea, MARPOL is another important convention which 

safeguards the marine environment against ship pollution. Therefore, in the present, MAPOL 

and SOLAS are two effective safety and environmental protection tools of IMO. 

In 1973, IMO establish the main and most important measure of all the International 

Convention for the prevention of pollution from ships. Then they modified it in 1978. 

MARPOL is a combination of two treaties adopted in 1973 and 1978, respectively, and 

updated by amendments through the years. 

Now the MARPOL 1978 convention covers not only oil pollution but also air pollution, 

harmful substances carried in packaged form, noxious liquid carried in bulk, sewage, and 

garbage. 

In the MARPOL convention IMO has categorized the main sources of marine pollution 

as follows: 

• Oil 

• Dangerous/Harmful and Noxious Substances. 

• Sewage 

• Garbage 

• Air 

Also, three main ways of polluting the marine environment that may cause by the 

discharge of the above-mentioned sources have been mentioned by IMO: 

➢ Accidental pollution. 

➢ Operational pollution. 

➢ Intentional pollution. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SS_Torrey_Canyon
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By considering all these details IMO has provided procedures and guidelines in the 

form of 6 Annexes. 

Adoption: 1973 (Convention), 1978 (1978 Protocol), 1997 (Protocol - Annex VI); 

Entry into force: 2 October 1983 (Annexes I and II). 

The International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) 

is the main international convention covering prevention of pollution of the marine 

environment by ships from operational or accidental causes. 

The MARPOL Convention was adopted on 2 November 1973 at IMO. The Protocol of 

1978 was adopted in response to a spate of tanker accidents in 1976-1977. As the 1973 

MARPOL Convention had not yet entered into force, the 1978 MARPOL Protocol absorbed 

the parent Convention. The combined instrument entered into force on 2 October 1983. In 

1997, a Protocol was adopted to amend the Convention and a new Annex VI was added which 

entered into force on 19 May 2005. MARPOL has been updated by amendments through the 

years. 

The Convention includes regulations aimed at preventing and minimizing pollution 

from ships - both accidental pollution and that from routine operations - and currently includes 

six technical Annexes. Special Areas with strict controls on operational discharges are included 

in most Annexes.  

Annex I - Regulations for the Prevention of Pollution by Oil (entered into force 2 

October 1983) 

Covers prevention of pollution by oil from operational measures as well as from 

accidental discharges; the 1992 amendments to Annex I made it mandatory for new oil tankers 

to have double hulls and brought in a phase-in schedule for existing tankers to fit double hulls, 

which was subsequently revised in 2001 and 2003. Over the years, it has been substantially 

amended and updated and a brand-new version of the Annex entered into force at the beginning 

of 2007. 

Annex I is a substantial and comprehensive document, dealing in great detail with such 

topics as the design and construction of oil tankers, onboard equipment, piping and pumping 

arrangements, the operational discharge of oil from all ships, shore reception facilities, tank 

cleaning, shipboard emergency plans and the way an oil tanker should respond in case of 

damage. It is the ultimate authority for anyone dealing with the design, construction or 

operation of ships carrying oil as cargo. 

Although everyone involved in the oil tanker industry will be very familiar with 

MARPOL Annex I, only rarely has it come to the attention of a wider audience. Perhaps 

most famously, it was the very effective amendment process enshrined in MARPOL 

that enabled the schedule of progressively phasing out the use of single-hull tankers to 

be accelerated, in the light of the major incidents involving the tankers Nakhodka, Erika 

and Prestige. The 1992 amendments to Annex I made it mandatory for new oil tankers 

to have double hulls, and introduced a phase-out schedule for single-hull tankers. This 

was subsequently revised in 1997, 2001 and 2003 following those three tanker 

accidents. As a result, with certain carefully-regulated exceptions, oil tankers with a 

single-hull construction will no longer be allowed to trade after 2010. Today, it is 



generally recognized that Annex I of the MARPOL Convention has greatly contributed 

to a very significant decrease in oil pollution, both operational and accidental, from 

ships. Statistics developed by the industry show a consistent reduction since the 1970s. 

The 15 parts-per-million requirement for discharges from engine-room bilges of all 

ships, the crude-oil-washing procedures or the double-hull standard, to name but a few 

form an important part of Annex I and have contributed greatly to this outcome. It is 

generally acknowledged that MARPOL Annex I constitutes a body of legislation that 

has reached maturity. More than 30 years after its inception, and some 24 years since 

its coming into force, its importance for the protection of the marine environment 

cannot be underestimated. However, as has happened since its inception, this does not 

mean that it cannot be improved. In the past, the “reactive” approach prevailed, and 

new, ground-breaking provisions were only adopted in the aftermath of well-known 

pollution disasters. Henceforth, a more pro-active approach will prevail. Issues such as 

prevention of corrosion in the double hull spaces of oil tankers, for example, need to be 

addressed before there is a structural failure of a double hull VLCC. The first generation 

of double-hullers will soon reach the 15-year-old threshold where it is widely 

recognized that corrosion and other problems start to become noticeable. Indeed, it has 

been mooted that it might be worth examining the possible extension of the Condition 

Assessment Scheme, a reinforced survey and certification programme originally 

intended for single-hullers, to double-hull tankers. 

Annex II - Regulations for the Control of Pollution by Noxious Liquid Substances 

in Bulk (entered into force 2 October 1983) 

Details the discharge criteria and measures for the control of pollution by noxious liquid 

substances carried in bulk; some 250 substances were evaluated and included in the list 

appended to the Convention; the discharge of their residues is allowed only to reception 

facilities until certain concentrations and conditions (which vary with the category of 

substances) are complied with. 

The revised Annex II to MARPOL also entered into force on 1 January this year, 

together with an amended version of the International Bulk Chemical Code (IBC Code). This 

ushered in a new era in the prevention of pollution by noxious liquid substances (NLS), a term 

that encompasses any bulk liquid that does not meet the definition for oil, as defined in 

MARPOL Annex I, and includes, among others, petrochemicals, solvents, waxes, lube oil 

additives, vegetable oils and animal fats. The carriage of such products is regulated by two 

international instruments. Annex II of MARPOL allocates products to pollution categories and 

sets out criteria under which products from each category may be discharged into the marine 

environment, while the IBC Code prescribes design and construction standards for chemical 

tankers, grading them from Type 1 to Type 3, and cross-references the products which may be 

carried under Annex II, together with their specific carriage requirements. MARPOL Annex II 

was originally adopted in 1973, at the same time as the MARPOL Convention and Annex I, 

but certain technical difficulties meant that many States had problems with regard to its 

ratification. In 1978, the Protocol to the Convention was adopted. In order to encourage 

ratification of MARPOL, it was agreed that States could become Party to the Convention by 

first implementing Annex I, with Annex II (as amended) not being implemented until three 

years after the Protocol entered into force. This meant that Annex II, as amended, finally 

entered into force on 6 April 1987, by which time the provisions it contained were already 14 



years old. IMO embarked on a complete revision of Annex II in the early 1990s. Meantime, in 

1992 the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) had adopted 

a programme for the harmonization of hazard classification and labelling of chemicals, leading 

to the development of a globally-harmonized system for hazard classification and 

communication in areas of transport, as well as consumer, worker and environmental 

protection. GESAMP undertook to revise its hazard evaluation procedure to bring it in line 

with the United Nations Globally Harmonized System for Hazard Classification and 

Communication (GHS) and embarked upon the re-evaluation of the products in the IBC Code 

so that they might all have hazard profiles according to this new format. It was logical that the 

revision of MARPOL Annex II should take place in conjunction with this re-evaluation process 

and that any new categorization system should be based on the criteria used in the revised 

hazard evaluation procedure. 

Over a number of years, the GESAMP group of scientists gradually worked their way 

through the mammoth task of re-evaluating more than 800 products according to the GHS and 

assigned revised Hazard Profiles to them all, allowing new pollution categories and ship types 

to be allocated. It was decided that the number of pollution categories should be reduced, and 

so the revised Annex II features a three category system, which classifies substances in 

decreasing order by virtue of the degree of harm they are deemed to pose to the environment 

or human health and resources. Category X contains those products deemed to present the 

greatest hazard to the marine environment, while products presenting only a minor hazard are 

assigned to Category Z. A small number of products were evaluated and found to present no 

hazard and these are referred to as “other substances” and are not subject to the provisions of 

the Annex. Carriage of chemicals in bulk is also covered by SOLAS Chapter VII – Carriage of 

Dangerous Goods, and both this and MARPOL Annex II require chemical tankers built after 1 

July 1986 to comply with the IBC Code, which gives international standards for the safe 

transport by sea in bulk of dangerous liquid chemicals, by prescribing the design and 

construction standards of ships involved in such transport and the equipment they should carry 

so as to minimize the risks to the ship, its crew and to the environment. 

In any case, no discharge of residues containing noxious substances is permitted within 

12 miles of the nearest land.   

Annex III - Prevention of Pollution by Harmful Substances Carried by Sea in 

Packaged Form (entered into force 1 July 1992) 

Contains general requirements for the issuing of detailed standards on packing, 

marking, labelling, documentation, stowage, quantity limitations, exceptions and notifications. 

For the purpose of this Annex, “harmful substances” are those substances which are 

identified as marine pollutants in the International Maritime Dangerous Goods Code (IMDG 

Code) or which meet the criteria in the Appendix of Annex III. 

Annex IV- Prevention of Pollution by Sewage from Ships (entered into force 27 

September 2003) 

It contains requirements to control pollution of the sea by sewage; the discharge of 

sewage into the sea is prohibited, except when the ship has in operation an approved sewage 

treatment plant or when the ship is discharging comminuted and disinfected sewage using an 

approved system at a distance of more than three nautical miles from the nearest land; sewage 



which is not comminuted or disinfected has to be discharged at a distance of more than 12 

nautical miles from the nearest land.   

The discharge of raw sewage into the sea can create a health hazard, while in coastal 

areas, sewage can also lead to oxygen depletion and an obvious visual pollution – a major 

problem for countries with large tourist industries. While the main sources of human-produced 

sewage are land-based – such as municipal sewers or treatment plants – Annex IV of MARPOL 

nevertheless contains a set of regulations regarding the discharge of sewage into the sea; ships’ 

equipment and systems for the control of sewage discharge; the provision of facilities at ports 

and terminals for the reception of sewage; and requirements for survey and certification. It also 

includes a model International Sewage Pollution Prevention Certificate, to be issued by 

national shipping administrations to ships under their jurisdiction 

The Annex requires ships to be equipped with either a sewage treatment plant or a 

sewage comminuting and disinfecting system or a sewage holding tank. Under the revised 

Annex IV, the discharge of sewage into the sea is prohibited, except when the ship has in 

operation an approved sewage treatment plant and is discharging comminuted and disinfected 

sewage using an approved system, at a distance of more than three nautical miles from the 

nearest land; or is discharging sewage which is not comminuted or disinfected, at a distance of 

more than 12 nautical miles from the nearest land. The revised Annex applies to new ships 

engaged in international voyages, of 400 gross tonnage and above, or ships which are certified 

to carry more than 15 persons. Existing ships will be required to comply with the provisions of 

the revised Annex IV five years after the date of its entry into force. Governments are required 

to ensure the provision of adequate reception facilities at ports and terminals for the reception 

of sewage. 

Annex V - Prevention of Pollution by Garbage from Ships (entered into force 31 

December 1988)  

It deals with different types of garbage and specifies the distances from land and the 

manner in which they may be disposed of; the most important feature of the Annex is the 

complete ban imposed on the disposal into the sea of all forms of plastics.  

Garbage from ships can be just as deadly to marine life as oil or chemicals. The greatest 

danger comes from plastic, which can float for years. Fish and marine mammals can in some 

cases mistake plastics for food and they can also become trapped in plastic ropes, nets, bags 

and other items – even such innocuous items as the plastic rings used to hold cans of beer and 

drinks together. MARPOL Annex V deals with different types of garbage and specifies the 

distances from land and the manner in which they may be disposed of. The requirements are 

much stricter in a number of “Special Areas” (see below) but perhaps the most important 

feature of the Annex is the complete ban imposed on the dumping into the sea of all forms of 

plastic. The Annex also obliges Governments to ensure the provision of facilities at ports and 

terminals for the reception of garbage. It entered into force on 31 December 1988. 

Annex VI - Prevention of Air Pollution from Ships (entered into force 19 May 

2005) 

It Sets limits on Sulphur oxide and nitrogen oxide emissions from ship exhausts and 

prohibits deliberate emissions of ozone depleting substances; designated emission control areas 

set more stringent standards for SOx, NOx and particulate matter. A chapter adopted in 2011 



covers mandatory technical and operational energy efficiency measures aimed at reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions from ships.   

Annex VI of MARPOL addresses atmospheric pollution from ships. It entered into 

force on 19 May 2005 and, among other things, it set, for the first time, limits on sulphur oxide 

and nitrogen oxide emissions from ship exhausts; prohibited deliberate emissions of ozone 

depleting substances; and put a global cap on the sulphur content of fuel oil. However, given 

that the Annex was actually adopted as long ago as 1997, a comprehensive review – to take 

into account experience gained thus far in its implementation, as well as improvements in 

engine and fuel technology and the need to further reduce emissions from ships – is currently 

being carried out, at the request of IMO’s Marine Environment Protection Committee (MEPC), 

by the Sub-Committee on Bulk Liquids and Gases (BLG). The Sub-Committee has considered 

the issue at two ordinary sessions and at an intersessional meeting and very good progress has 

been made on many important issues. 
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