
Common misconceptions around HME compounds in cargo hold cleaning 
chemicals can result in unwanted non-compliance. Mark Oliver Wittburg, 
Product Marketing Manager at Wilhelmsen Ships Service explains more.

Adhering to the rules for cargo hold 
cleaning can be challenging, as the rules 
themselves can at times appear unclear. 

Ship owners and Operators can avoid unwanted 
environmental and economic consequences by 
reviewing their hold cleaning practices, says 
Mark Wittburg, Product Marketing Manager in 
Wilhelmsen Ships Service.

MARPOL rules stipulate that cargo hold 
washwater may be discharged into the sea if it 
is not harmful to the environment, Wittburg 
notes. Yet washwater containing the popular 
cleaning compound sodium hypochlorite 

(bleach), classified as a substance harmful to the 
marine environment (HME) by the IMDG Code, is 
often illegally discharged overboard rather than 
delivered to shore reception facilities.

Conflicting messages
“There is a common misconception that a 

diluted substance may be discharged, when 
in fact the presence of any amount of an HME 
compound classifies that washwater as harmful,” 
says Wittburg. The roots of this apparent 
contradiction may lie in unclear guidelines from 
the IMO on how, and by whom, chemicals are 

A clean line:
Clarifying hold cleaning compound confusion defined as harmful to the environment.

“Current rules state that cleaning chemicals 
and detergents that are disposed of overboard 
with cargo hold wash water must not be 
harmful to the marine environment, in 
accordance with the requirements of MARPOL 
Annex V,” Wittburg says. “Ships are required to 
maintain records containing such statements.”

The problem, he says, lies in the IMO 
recommendation that the supplier provides 
signed and dated statements to this effect, 
either as part of a Safety Data Sheet (SDS) or as 
stand-alone documents. “This basically leaves 
it up to the supplier to determine whether 
washwater containing cleaning agents may be 
discharged.”

He has support from Group Leader, 
MARPOL, and Principal Engineer, Statutory 
Support, Kristian Johnsen in DNV GL 
Maritime: “The present guidelines may leave 

Substances classified 
as Harmful to the 
Marine Environment 
(HME) are marked by 
this ‘dead fish, dead 
tree’ label.

Simply diluting 
substances is not 
good enough for 
discharge. Even trace 
amounts of HME 
compounds can 
render the washwater 
non-compliant.  
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Not only are these chemicals 
designated as harmful to the 
marine environment, they can also 
permanently damage the hold’s 
coatings. For example, the two 
most prevalent component epoxy 
coatings for cargo holds are not 
resistant to sodium hypochlorite.

too much room for interpretation. When the 
regulatory bodies leave it up to cleaning chemical 
producers to do a self-assessment of their 
products, it may begin to look a bit like letting the 
fox guard the henhouse,” he acknowledges. 

“If the industry sees it as a problem that the 
rules are not clear enough, perhaps the way to go 
would be to exert influence through the relevant 
industrial bodies that maintain dialog with the 
IMO,” Johnsen offers. “The clearest solution 
might be for the IMO to approve cargo hold 
cleaning chemicals along the same lines as for 
tank ships. Either the chemical is approved, or it 
cannot be discharged into the sea.”

The cost of compliance
In order to comply with the letter of the 

law, hold washwater containing HMEs must 
be delivered to shore facilities for treatment. 
Delivering harmful waste material in ports does 
cost money, Wittburg acknowledges, and not all 
ports have the capacity to accept all discharge 
that ships might need to deliver. Nonetheless, 
he maintains, the goal should be for operators to 
cover the cost of delivering compounds defined 
as HME to shore.

By way of comparison, he argues that hold 
washwater should be considered along the 

same lines as substances subject to the same 
regulation: “Annex V states that discharging 
washwater is the same as discharge of other waste 
to sea, so fines could be in the same category as, 
for example, the discharge of plastic.” 

 Why choose a non-compliant product?
Wittburg notes that sodium hypochlorite is 

both cheap and readily available, making it, at 
least on face value, defensible as a bottom-line 
choice. But even this is not as it seems, he says: 
“Using sodium hypochlorite at full strength, 
or even 50% concentration, means significant 
quantities are required to get the hold clean, 
compared to a concentrated cleaning product 
specifically designed for cargo hold cleaning 
tasks. It’s basically a false economy.” 

In addition to misconceptions on the cost 
benefits of sodium hypochlorite, Wittburg 
adds that there is often confusion regarding 
regulations covering washwater. “Some operators 
may actually not be aware of the regulations, and 
suppliers appear to have varying perceptions of 
how they apply.”

Conflicting product declarations can add 
to the confusion: “The ‘dead fish, dead tree’ 
label on chemical containers and drums with 
cleaning agents containing sodium hypochlorite 
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On common detergents used in today’s cargo hold 
cleaning environment.

Compliance aside, ship owners should take priority in reviewing practices to avoid causing damage to the marine environment. 
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clearly indicates the presence of a substance 
harmful to the marine environment, yet some 
manufacturers list the substance as compliant 
with MARPOL rules,” Wittburg observes. “These 
conflicting messages need to be resolved.”

In addition, Wittburg suspects that owners 
may not be fully aware of the risk of damage to 
the ship’s hold that some chemicals pose.

“Not only are these chemicals designated as 
harmful to the marine environment, they can 
also permanently damage the hold’s coatings. 
For example, the two most prevalent component 
epoxy coatings for cargo holds are not resistant to 

sodium hypochlorite.”

Seeking universal practice 
“Regulations should have an impact,” 

Wittburg says. “If you don’t comply you don’t 
trade. But that does not seem to be the case with 
the current regulations governing the use of hold 
cleaning agents.” 

Wittburg would also like to see owners 
questioning their flag states and relevant 
authorities for clarification of the rules. “We 
see that flag states are not diving deep into the 
details, and ports defer to their government 
owners. They look at the cargo record book to 
check whether cargo residues may be harmful, 
but they do not ask about the cleaning solution 
being used. At this point, no flag state or 
authority seems willing to make a clear stand.” 

In lieu of clearer guidelines, Wilhelmsen’s 
goal is to make it clear to customers that 
practices must be reviewed, Wittburg says. “We 
have non-HME products to offer that are not 
damaging to common hold coatings, and are 
highly concentrated ensuring consistent, cost-
efficient hold cleaning results. Customers need 
to consider these and other options in order to be 
fully compliant and avoid causing damage to the 
marine environment.”
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