
Did  cuts  to  shipping
emissions  spur  more  global
warming?
AFP-  Could  a  sudden  drop  in  pollution  from  cargo  vessels
criss-crossing global shipping lanes be inadvertently making
the world hotter?

The  main  reason  for  global  warming  is  the  heat-trapping
emissions from burning fossil fuels.

But scientists have been looking at the extent to which a
shift to cleaner, lower-sulphur shipping fuels in 2020 may
have fuelled warming by reducing the amount of particles in
the atmosphere that reflect heat back into space.

This  theory  surfaced  again  when  January  was  declared  the
hottest on record, extending a streak of exceptional global
temperatures that has persisted since mid-2023.

– Why did shipping emissions drop? –

On January 1, 2020, the sulphur content in engine fuel used to
power container vessels, oil tankers and other ships in global
trade was slashed by decree from 3.5 percent to 0.5 percent.

This was mandated by the International Maritime Organization
(IMO), a UN agency that regulates the global shipping sector,
including its environmental impact.

Sulphur oxides in fuels are tiny airborne particles harmful to
human health and linked to strokes and the development of lung
and cardiovascular diseases.

Some jurisdictions have even tighter restrictions in so-called
“emissions control areas” in the Baltic Sea, the North Sea,
the North American zone and the US marine Caribbean area.
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– Is it working? –

 

The IMO estimated its fuel mandate would cut emissions of
sulphur oxide by 8.5 million tonnes a year.

Last June, research published in the academic journal Earth
System Science Data reported that sulphur oxide emissions from
the shipping industry declined 7.4 million tonnes between 2019
and 2020.

The  IMO  said  that  in  2023  just  two  vessels  flagged  for
inspection were found to be using fuel with a sulphur level
above the 0.5 percent requirement.

Since the new regulation came into force, only 67 violations
have been recorded.

– Is there a link to global warming? –

Sulphur oxides are not greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide or
methane  which  are  effective  at  trapping  heat  in  the
atmosphere,  raising  global  temperatures.

On the contrary, they boost the reflectivity of clouds by
making them more mirror-like and capable of bouncing incoming
heat from the Sun back into space.

The sudden decline in these particles may have spurred recent
warming “but we can’t quantify it in an ultra-precise manner”,
said  Olivier  Boucher  from  the  French  National  Centre  for
Scientific Research (CNRS)

He said studies had detected changes in clouds above major
shipping lanes since 2020, including a greater presence of
larger particles less reflective of sunlight.

Scientists could say shipping emissions had aided warming to
some degree “but we are not able to say that it contributes a



lot”, Boucher added.

One study published in August in the journal Earth’s Future
concluded  that  the  IMO  regulation  could  increase  global
surface temperatures by nearly 0.05 degrees Celsius a year up
until 2029.

The drastic reduction in airborne sulphur pollution helps to
explain the exceptional heat of 2023 but the authors said the
magnitude of the temperature extremes meant other factors were
likely also at play.
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