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Interferry urges ‘level playing field’ on sulphur limits 
Interferry has alerted the International Maritime Organization that plans to reduce air pollution from ships could backfire both commercially and environmentally in northern Europe unless equally stringent limits on the sulphur content of fuel are applied to other transport sectors.

A proposed revision to MARPOL VI requires ships to use 0.1% sulphur content fuel in Emission Control Areas from 2015.  

The trade association argues that the cost increase of changing from 1% low sulphur fuel to 0.1% distillate fuel would either be passed on to customers or force some ferry operators out of the market – in each case prompting a modal shift that would make overall pollution worse.    

The caution comes ahead of the 58th session of the IMO’s Marine Environment Protection Committee, scheduled for October, which is due to ratify MEPC 57 proposals for major reductions in sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide emissions.

With an August 15 deadline for submissions on the proposals, Interferry was responding at the request of the High Level Ferry Group of the European Community Shipowners’ Association, which is particularly concerned about the impact on Baltic Sea and North Sea operators.

The Interferry submission stresses support for the sulphur limitations agreed at MEPC 57 but adds that it is vital “to maintain a level playing field between modes of transport and to avoid distortion in competition.”

Baltic and North Sea ferry operators are said to have estimated that their fuel costs would rise by 80-100%, translating into tariff increases of 30-50%.  “With the dramatic rise in fuel prices generally over the past few years, the industry’s ability to absorb further large increases is extremely limited,” the document points out.

It continues: “On routes where there is a viable alternative using roads, fixed links and short ferry crossings, a modal shift can be expected.  Some Baltic operators have estimated this shift at approximately 30%.  Shifting vehicles, particularly heavy freight vehicles, on to the road network will likely have an adverse overall environmental impact.”

The potential impact of such a shift is underlined by a summary of ferry and ro-ro carryings in 2007.  The 332 vessels operating in the Baltic are said to have carried 226 million passengers, 84m cars and 8.7m trailers.  Figures for the 291-strong North Sea fleet are given as 106m passengers, 20m cars and 11.1m trailers.

The report emphasises that increased fuel prices in recent years is cited as a key reason for the withdrawal of services including Rosyth, Scotland - Zeebrugge, Belgium; Newcastle, UK – Bergen, Norway; and Newcastle - Kristansand, Norway - Gothenburg, Sweden.

“Any proposed industry-specific environmental regulations must be carefully examined to ensure that the ensuing impacts on other industries do not result in the unintended consequence of a decline in overall environmental conditions,” says Interferry.  

“We urge that the overall environmental impact be taken into consideration by the appropriate bodies.  The Committee is asked to note the information provided and take action as appropriate.”

