
The Cost of Cruising
LARGER SHIPS ARE SAILING LONGER AND MORE OFTEN IN THE ARCTIC THAN EVER BEFORE

Heavy fuel oil

•	 Heavy fuel oil (HFO)1 is a tar-like residual 
waste from the oil refining process. 

•	 HFO is persistent: Tests have shown that 
even after 20 days in the water over 90 	
percent of HFO remains, whereas 	
weathering can break down marine diesel 
in approximately three days.2

NORTHWEST PASSAGE

Shipping activity through the Arctic is expected 
to rise by more than 50 percent from 2012 to 
2050.6 In the U.S. Arctic 
alone, shipping voyages 
are projected to increase 
between 100 and 500 
percent by 2025.7

•	 More than 90 percent of large 
ships, 408 out of 449, use 
HFO in the Arctic.3 

A cleaner future

MSC Splendida

=

The MSC Splendida, which ventures 
to the Arctic, carries enough fuel to 
power 100,000 speedboats and 
accomodates more than 5,200 
passengers and crew. 

= 1,000 speedboats

What is it?

Why is it a problem?

The Northwest Passage is a sea route connecting 
the northern Atlantic and Pacific Oceans through 
the Arctic Ocean. The passage has become more 
accessible recently as Arctic sea ice has 	
diminished. Before 2000, only 77 ships traversed 
the NW Passage. From 2000 to 2014, 143 	
vessels, including cargo ships, cruise ships and 
yachts, made the crossing.5

CRYSTAL SERENITY

What is it?

Why is it a problem?

•	 An average-size cruise 	
ship operating on HFO in the Arctic can 
produce sulfur dioxide emissions 	
equivalent to 13 million cars each day.4

11 cruise ships with more than 1,000 people on board traveled to the Arctic in 2016.
cruise ships have the arctic in their sights 

The Serenity is the first large cruise ship to transit the NW 
Passage. In 2016, the Serenity voluntarily used marine gas oil, 
a distillate fuel, instead of HFO on its journey through the 
passage. This commitment not only reduced oil spill threats 
and toxic air emissions, but also mitigated indigenous food 	
security risk. Crystal plans to send the Serenity through the 
NW Passage again in 2017.  

Cruise ships operating in the Arctic must stop using HFO to protect this fragile 
region. The Crystal Serenity’s voyage illustrates the feasibility of using 	
marine distillate fuel. Moreover, in November 2016 the Association of Arctic       
    Expedition Cruise Operators (AECO) reconfirmed its support for a ban on HFO  
       in the Arctic as well.9  With more cruise ships traveling to the Arctic, strong     
       action is needed to protect it from this growing HFO threat. 

  

*Figures based on a Washington State Department of Ecology report8

1  HFO in this document refers to residual marine fuel or mixtures containing 
predominately residual fuel and some distillate, such as intermediate fuel oil.  
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3  Communication with Bryan Comer, PhD., International Council on Clean 
Transportation (ICCT), based on 2015 data for the Arctic.
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