The Economic Costs of Paraffin Pollution
Solidified paraffin wax discharged at sea regularly washes up on beaches and coastlines along the North
Sea and Baltic Sea. It presents a major environmental risk to marine life and a health risk to humans.
Paraffin wax also has a negative economic impact on coastal communities and authorities that have
to pay to clean it up.
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How much paraffin pollution is there?
In 2010, KIMO municipalities started to report an increasing number
of paraffin pollution incidents on their beaches and coastlines. In
response, KIMO undertook a survey across its international network
to ascertain the extent of the problem. The survey results indicated
that the problem is widespread and endemic in the North Sea and
Baltic Sea region.
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Reporting and recording of pollution events is often inconsistent or
incomplete and data on smaller pollution incidents is held only at
local authority level.
As a consequence of poor/inconsistent reporting of data the number
of incidents recorded and the associated costs are likely to be very low
estimates. Robust protocols that facilitate more consistent, accurate
reporting are necessary to recognise the full extent of this problem.

Why is this happening?
• At present it is legally permissible for some
categories of ship to rinse their tanks and to
discharge a specified amount of paraffin at
sea, provided that the ship is in motion and
the discharge is made at a distance not less
than 12 nautical miles from land
• Volumes of paraffin collected from pollution
incidents suggest that ships may be discharging
larger amounts of paraffin illegally
• Currently it is not possible to trace the pollutant
back to the polluter and local and national
authorities are paying the costs of clean up

Between 2012 and 2017, at least 98
incidents occurred in 6 North Sea
countries affecting more than 300
km of coastline, involving at least 40
Local Authorities and costing well
over €2.9 million ($3.6 million).
These figures only take into
account the costs of clean-up and
disposal. Each incident, however,
also requires many person hours
of work and the extensive use of
resources across emergency and
public services.

Where is this paraffin
pollution coming
from?

So what’s the problem?
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• Paraffin fragments are mistaken for food by marine animals
and swallowed - 20% of dead Northern fulmars surveyed
on the German North Sea Coast had paraffin fragments in
their stomachs
• In humans, paraffin can irritate the skin, eyes and respiratory
tract and some are carcinogenic
• Pollution from paraffin is detrimental to the recreation and
tourism industries of coastal communities resulting in loss
of income
As identification of the source is extremely difficult the
costs of the consequential beach and shore clean-up and
processing of the paraffin waste are currently borne by
coastal communities, local and national governments.

What is KIMO doing about it?
KIMO has been working to stop this type of pollution and uses a multi-pronged
approach:
• lobbying the International Maritime Organisation to re-classify paraffin as a
Category X substance under the MARPOL Convention and banned from discharge
at sea
• lobbying Regional Seas Conventions such as OSPAR and HELCOM to agree a
common approach at IMO to support a discharge ban
• lobbying at national level for the implementation of a comprehensive monitoring
program to facilitate consistent recording of the number of pollution events and
the amount and composition of pollutants so that the source of the pollution
and the polluter can be identified.

Pollution
from
paraffin
is
detrimental to the recreation
and tourism industries of coastal
communities. The impact on local
economies can be considerable and
income will be lost when beaches
are closed following incidences of
paraffin pollution.
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• A tanker ship fills up its
tanks with liquid paraffin. The
tanks are heated to keep
the paraffin in liquid form (1)
• The tanker sets out with its
cargo of liquid paraffin (2)
• The tanker arrives in port
and pumps out its cargo of
liquid paraffin. Some paraffin
remains clinging to the
walls of the ship’s storage
tanks. Some tankers may
legally have up to 300 litres
of paraffin left in their tanks
after their cargo is offloaded.
More paraffin is left behind in
the tanker’s pipes (3)
• Once the ship is 12
miles from port, it is legally
allowed to wash out its tanks,
discharging the paraffin still
left in the tanks and pipes
into the sea (4)
• The solidified paraffin
carried by ocean currents
washes up on beaches and
shorelines across Europe (5)

KIMO is an international association of municipalities
who work to protect, preserve and enhance marine and
coastal areas and to find enduring solutions to marine
environmental issues. KIMO is a fully independent
organisation driven by the collective opinions and
ambitions of its member municipalities. Established in
1990, KIMO now represents around 180 municipalities
and organisations in 8 countries.
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