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Containers lost at sea qualify as ‘wrecks’ under the International Wreck Removal Convention1, which 
places strict liability on ship operators and makes financial security compulsory. While the Convention 
provides a set of uniform rules for the removal of wrecks located in a country’s exclusive economic 
zone, it enables an "opt in" to apply certain provisions in the territorial sea. The Commission continues 
to promote ratification and use of the opt-in by Member States.

Liability for damage from spillage of hazardous and noxious substances during maritime transport is 
covered by the International Convention on Liability and Compensation for Damage in Connection 
with the Carriage of Hazardous and Noxious Substances by Sea (HNS Convention2). However, the 
Convention has not yet entered into force. In the interim, Directive 2004/35/EC3 requires preventive 
and remedial action, including effective remediation of environmental damages by the operator.

The safe management of container cargo is regulated in the Safety Of Life At Sea (SOLAS) 
Convention4. These rules regulate the safe storing of containers, including stacking and lashing of 
containers, and a cargo securing manual. A recent amendment to SOLAS5 requires mandatory 
container weight verification, making the shipper responsible for providing this information to the 
ship’s master. The way cargo is carried forms an integral part of a Port State Control inspection under 
Directive 2009/16/EC. The Commission and European Maritime Safety Agency (EMSA) are currently 
investigating if recent inspections have identified any issues in relation to the carriage of containers 
and will assess data being reported6.  

As the problem of lost containers involves a range of interlinked issues and shipping is a worldwide 
activity, the Commission, at this stage, continues to pursuing  the matter within the International 
Maritime Organisation (IMO) as also proposed by Kommunenes Internasjonale Miljøorganisasjon 
(KIMO), and will further assess the data being reported7. At the same time,the Commission will 
address the issue of lost containers in the context of the international governance on plastic marine 
litter8. 

1 The international Convention on the removal of wrecks, ‘Nairobi Convention’ (2007), which entered into force 
in April 2015; at present, 14 EU Member States have ratified the Convention:

http://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/StatusOfConventions/Documents/Status%20-%202019.pdf
2 International Convention on Liability and Compensation for Damage in Connection with the Carriage of 

Hazardous and Noxious Substances by Sea, International Maritime Organisation (IMO),1996.
3 Directive 2004/35/EC of the European Parliament and the Council on environmental liability with regard to the 

prevention and remedying of environmental damage.
4 Safety of Life at Sea Convention (SOLAS), Chapter VI (Carriage of cargoes and fuel oils) and Chapter VII; 

and corresponding IMO Guidelines: Code of safe practice for Cargo Stowage and Securing (Resolution 
A714(17)); Code of Practice for packing of cargo transport unit (November 2014); IMO has also requested the 
International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) to review and revise its standards regarding lashing 
equipment and corner castings.

5 Amendment to SOLAS Chapter VI, Regulation 2, paragraph 6; legally effective since 1 July 2016.
6 In accordance with Directive 2002/59/EC establishing a vessel traffic monitoring and information system, and 

Directive 2009/18/EC establishing the fundamental principles governing the investigation of accidents in the 
maritime transport sector.

7 In accordance with Directive 2002/59/EC establishing a vessel traffic monitoring and information system, and 
Directive 2009/18/EC establishing the fundamental principles governing the investigation of accidents in the 
maritime transport sector.

8 Both at the level of the IMO, which adopted an action plan on marine plastic litter from ships, including work 
items on lost containers, which will be further assessed at the 74th session of the Marine Environment 
Protection Committee (MEPC) (May 2019), as well as at United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA), in 
particular in the 4th edition of UNEA (March 2019)




