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Maritime shipping must come to grips with its CO2
emissions
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Maritime shipping is the transmission belt for the global economy, carrying 90 percent of global trade. It
plays a fundamental role in the growth of the world economy. However, it is also a major contributor to global
environmental change through a diversity of issues from oil spills, CO2 and other air emissions, to invasive species,
disposal of hazardous material and noise. While shipping has held a reputation for being the ‘greenest’ form of
transport, this is now under challenge.

Shipping shares environmental challenges with many onshore industries, but it has been late in addressing these
issues. Moreover, maritime environmental protection standards on air emissions (such as particulate matter and
sulfur oxides), invasive species and disposal of hazardous material are lower than in onshore industries. Finally,
shipping is expected to increase CO2 and other air emissions significantly in the coming decades due to an
increase in demand and long ‘life-span’ of ships.

We examine the causes for the lagging status of shipping’s environmental protection.

Shipping is inherently multi-jurisdictional and particularly ‘footloose’ due to the mobility of ships. This challenges
regulation for higher environmental protection standards. Seeking to lower their costs, many ship owners ‘flag out’
(register in a different country) and many open ship registers tend to attract ship-owners with promises of low
regulatory burdens.

The International Maritime Organization (IMO) has the authority to provide global regulatory cohesion for shipping. It
has a United Nations mandate to ‘create a regulatory framework for the shipping industry that is fair and effective,
universally adopted and universally implemented.’ However, the development and adoption of IMO standards has
been slow and far from universal. In response to weak IMO leadership, regions have acted unilaterally. The EC is
pursuing a mandatory scheme for monitoring, reporting and verification of CO2 emissions, and the US has
unilaterally regulated ballast water treatment.

Illustration: ballast water tanks – used to stabilise a ship when the cargo hold is empty
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Note: this illustration was not provided by the authors. See full credit in the notes below

Environmental issues in shipping are wide ranging with inverse relationships in terms of their mitigation (e.g., ballast
water treatment will increase CO2 emissions and energy consumption). The heterogeneous nature of these
environmental problems, from human health and invasive species to global climate change, challenges regulatory
alignment.

With the exception of oil spills, where shipping has improved its track record historically, environmental issues in
shipping generally have low public visibility. The link between shipping and the environmental problems – although
clearly documented by research – may be less intuitive to the general public. Low public visibility has contributed to
low public interest.

Finally, shipping has been characterized by low cooperation between stakeholders, and shipping companies have
usually pushed back on new regulation. However, there is a recent shift with some major shipping companies now
coming together (such as the Trident Alliance) to encourage strong enforcement for a level playing field. Global
climate change mitigation has become a particularly pressing regulatory issue. During the period 2007-12, shipping
accounted for an average of 2.8 percent of annual, global CO2 emissions. In the coming decades the IMO proposed
carbon reduction regulatory initiatives are expected to only slow growth in emissions, which are actually expected to
rise in absolute terms due to a forecasted global rise in demand for shipping. To achieve absolute emission
reductions, far more radical initiatives are required.

Lagging international environmental shipping regulation has opened up a governance space that companies
themselves are stepping in to fill. Cargo-owners such as large brand companies are beginning to demand
improvements in environmental performance from their carriers; and recently there is a rise of voluntary green
shipping rating schemes such as the Clean Cargo Working Group (CCWG), the Forum for the Future’s multi-
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stakeholder Sustainable Shipping Initiative (SSI), the Clean Shipping Index, Right Ship, and port incentive programs
for green ships (such as the Green Award scheme). These programs are global and provide environmental
goalposts, tools for measuring and accountability, comparative benchmarks, as well as deliberative arenas for
industry to debate and chart a possible new course. Although still small, membership and interest is growing. For
example, the CCWG membership now represents over 80 percent of global container capacity. Although faced with
challenges of accuracy and consistency of data and rankings, these private efforts constitute an important emerging
mechanism in the global environmental governance of shipping.

Given the transnational nature of shipping, its long history of self-regulation, and the difficulties of fragmented
governance that it faces, it is likely that private governance of environmental issues will establish a foothold rather
than lessen. This in turn we argue, creates a challenge and opportunity for the IMO to respond to growing
expectations to strengthen its regulatory role and influence by overseeing and orchestrating these emerging new
private regulatory initiatives to ensure policy alignment and accelerate effective environmental progress.
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