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Cruise ship life is
a wonder unto it-
self, with waiters
walking among
poolside lounge
chairs, deliver-
ing passengers
frozen drinks
with names like
“Coco Loco” and
“Bahama Breeze”
on a warm
Caribbean after-
noon. The nearly
all-day buffet
overflows with goodies prepared by famous chefs, sur-
rounded by carved fruit and ice sculptures. The sump-
tuous meals, the spotless cabins, and the world-class
entertainment—all at sea while the vessel steams to the
next port on the itinerary—are hallmarks of the cruise
vacation.

What most people suspect, but don’t really get a chance
to see (employee spaces are off-limits to guests), is that
the vessel is also world-class below decks. Cruise ships
have adopted efficient environmental technology and
best management practices to prevent water and air
pollution. 

Environmental Efforts
Cruise ships were some of the first in the industry to
work with municipalities in Alaska and California to
develop shore power connections at berth, allowing a
vessel to shut down its engines and eliminate air emis-

sions from the
vessel. Other ves-
sels are test plat-
forms for ballast
water treatment
systems, more ef-
ficient lighting,
and plasma arc
gasification (a
waste incinera-
tion process). 

Cruise lines also
work with equip-
ment manufac-

turers to reduce emissions of nitrogen oxides, sulfur
oxides, and particulate matter through in-engine tech-
nology and exhaust gas scrubbers. Many vessels are
equipped with advanced waste water treatment sys-
tems to treat black (sewage) and gray water and turn it
into clear, clean, effluent water. 

Waste Management
As one might expect, cruise ships generate large
amounts of waste, but it is not volume that constitutes
or prevents pollution, it is the strength or failure of
waste management practices and procedures. A cruise
ship is, after all, a ship, and waste from engineering
spaces has been managed ever since the addition of en-
gines. But a cruise ship is also a resort, and the hotel
and restaurant waste, black water, gray water, inciner-
ator ash, paper and plastic, food waste, glass and cans,
and special waste (including hazardous waste) must
also be properly managed.
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The Norwegian Dawn sails past the Statue of Liberty. Photo courtesy of
Norwegian Cruise Line.
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· reusing them, 
· sorting and compacting them

for recycling.

Reduce
Cruise ships continually analyze where
waste is generated and work with vendors
to reduce the amount of waste coming
aboard using a process called waste mini-
mization. This process has been used to re-
duce waste from flower deliveries to salon
products and continues to be one of the more
effective means to reduce waste aboard. 

The process has also been used to reduce tox-
icity of chemical products. One company re-
moved 99 products1 from its inventory,
replacing them with more environmentally
(and crew-) friendly products. Also, buying
bulk concentrates and using dispensing sta-
tions reduces the number and volume of bot-
tles of prepared products coming aboard.
Reusing spray bottles and refilling them at
the dispensing stations saves even more.  

Reuse, Recycle
Today’s port facilities can recycle aluminum
cans, tin, glass, cardboard, white paper, photo
copier cartridges, plastics, photo waste, cook-
ing oil, carpet, paints and thinners, batteries,
and even electronics. The list of recycling op-
tions grows as technological advances make
recovery of the raw materials within these

items possible. 

One challenge for a vessel with a finite amount of stor-
age space is deciding where to put items awaiting re-
cycling. For example, cooking oil and glass from beer
and wine bottles are stored in cold rooms to keep them
from attracting pests. Most other recyclables will take
up enormous amounts of space, but ships typically
compact them into palette-sized bundles that can be
stacked and easily landed ashore. 

Ships are also unique in that they can land some wastes
to the dock and others to a barge, opening recycling op-
portunities to both land- and sea-based companies.
Some ships have taken storage one step further and de-
signed special totes and bags, allowing them to man-
age large volumes while recovering the container,
combining both recycling and reuse.

Cruise Lines International Association, Inc. (CLIA)
cruise lines meet not only U.S. and international MAR-
POL Annex V standards for discharge of solid waste,
but also have enacted proactive strategies such as waste
minimization, source reduction, incineration, and re-
cycling to reduce solid waste. CLIA members outper-
form Annex V requirements in that they do not
discharge any bulk packaging materials, cardboard,
paper, etc. Crushed cans are recycled, as is the majority
of glass. Managing these wastes includes several op-
tions: 

· landing them ashore to an approved disposal
facility (much like you handle household
waste), 

· grinding and screening them for disposal to
the sea (mostly food waste), 

· sorting and combusting them in an incinera-
tor, 

A barge takes on recycling materials from a cruise ship in Vancouver, B.C.,
Canada. Photo courtesy of Mr. Steve Collins, CLIA.
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Other examples of waste management practices aboard
cruise ships:

· Plastic pails from items such as laundry soap
are cleaned and landed or reused aboard for
things such as tote buckets for tools or to col-
lect spent batteries for recycling.

· Dining room food wastes are separated by the
wait staff and other crewmembers in the gal-
ley. Paper and plastics are channeled to differ-
ent receptacles and wet food is transferred to
pulpers (systems similar to residential garbage
disposals) that grind up the waste, allowing
for more efficient removal of water. The excess
water is recycled through the food slurry line
and is ultimately discharged as gray water. The
“dried” food waste is often burned in the in-
cinerator.

· Virtually all stateroom, bar, retail store, or
venue trash is hand-sorted by housekeeping or
other staff, separating all recyclable materials
(from camera batteries to luggage tags) into la-
beled containers, with the remainder landed
ashore or incinerated. Discarded items are sep-

arated and (if still in usable or repairable con-
dition) are often cleaned and repaired and set
aside for charities.

We’re All in This Together
After waste minimization, recycling and reuse are ex-
cellent options for many items that would normally be-
come waste. Reuse often takes more thought (and,
admittedly, more work) but there are opportunities for
those willing to champion the cause. Recycling reduces
the demand for raw materials, which also reduces the
need for energy in processing and transportation. 

Cruise line organizations often work with environ-
mental organizations to identify waste management
opportunities, particularly when developing new
cruise destinations, to ensure the cruise vessel leaves
the smallest possible environmental footprint while
maximizing the opportunity for best practices and pro-
tection of biodiversity and fragile ecosystems.

So when you hear the words “Coco Loco” at the pool,
you can rest assured that your vacation will be like no
other, remaining one of the most environmentally
friendly means to enjoy a number of destination ports.

About the author:
Mr. Steve Collins, certified hazardous material manager and
former U.S. Coast Guard lieutenant, combines his Coast
Guard, U.C. Berkeley, Yellowstone National Park, and Royal
Caribbean Cruises Ltd. experience to provide CLIA member
lines with perspective and strategic approaches to cruise indus-
try environmental and medical issues. 

Endnote:
1. Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd. “Environmental Report 2000,” Id,
2000, p. 22.

An Innovative Solution

WWee  aarree  aallll  ffaammiilliiaarr  wwiitthh  aalluummiinnuumm  ssiixx--ppaacckk  ssooddaa  ccaannss  aavvaaiillaabbllee  aatt
tthhee  ggrroocceerryy  ssttoorree  tthhaatt  ccoommee  oonn  aa  ccaarrddbbooaarrdd  bbooxx,,  wwrraappppeedd  iinn  mmoorree
ppllaassttiicc..  DDeelliivveerriieess  ttoo  ccrruuiissee  sshhiippss  uusseedd  ttoo  bbee  ssiimmiillaarr,,  bbuutt  aallssoo  iinn--
cclluuddeedd  yyaarrddss  ooff  ppllaassttiicc  sshhrriinnkk  wwrraapp  ttoo  hhoolldd  aabboouutt  ffoouurr  ddoozzeenn  ccaasseess
oonn  aa  ppaalllleett..  IItt  uusseedd  ttoo  ttaakkee  wwoorrkkeerrss  hhoouurrss  ttoo  rreessttoocckk  aa  vveennddiinngg  mmaa--
cchhiinnee  bbeeccaauussee  tthheeyy  nneeeeddeedd  ttoo  rreemmoovvee  eeaacchh  ssooddaa  ccaann  ffrroomm  tthhee
ppllaassttiicc  wwrraapp,,  ccaarrddbbooaarrdd  flflaatt,,  aanndd  ppllaassttiicc  rriinngg  oonnee  aatt  aa  ttiimmee..  OOnnccee
rreemmoovveedd,,  tthhee  vveesssseell  hhaadd  aa  ccoolloossssaall  aammoouunntt  ooff  wwaassttee  ttoo  mmaannaaggee..  

OOnnee  wwaassttee  mmiinniimmiizzaattiioonn  pprroocceessss  ffooccuusseedd  oonn  tthhee  wwrraapp,,  tthhee  ppllaass--
ttiicc  ssiixx--ppaacckk  hhoollddeerrss,,  aanndd  ccaarrddbbooaarrdd  aanndd  aasskkeedd  hhooww  tthheessee  ccoouulldd
bbee  rreedduucceedd..  IItt  ttuurrnneedd  oouutt  tthhaatt  tthhee  ssooddaa  mmaannuuffaaccttuurreerrss  wweerree  aallssoo
aasskkiinngg  hhooww  tthheeyy  ccoouulldd  rreedduuccee  tthheeiirr  ccoossttss,,  ssoo  tthhee  oobbvviioouuss  nneett  bbeenn--
eefifitt  ttoo  bbootthh  wwaass  ttoo  eelliimmiinnaattee  tthhee  ppllaassttiicc  ssiixx--ppaacckk  hhoollddeerrss..  RReeppllaacc--
iinngg  tthhee  ccaarrddbbooaarrdd  wwaass  aa  mmuucchh  mmoorree  ddiifffificcuulltt  pprroocceessss,,  ssiinnccee  tthhee
mmaannuuffaaccttuurreerr  nneeeeddeedd  ttoo  ddeevveelloopp  aa  rreeuussaabbllee  flflaatt  aanndd  aallssoo  nneeeeddeedd
ttoo  ddeevveelloopp  aa  rreevveerrssee  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ssyysstteemm,,  ssoo  tthhaatt  tthhee  flflaatt  ccoouulldd  bbee
rreettuurrnneedd  aanndd  rreefifilllleedd  aatt  tthhee  ffaaccttoorryy..  

TTooddaayy,,  mmaannyy  vveesssseellss  rreecceeiivvee  ddeelliivveerriieess  ooff  aalluummiinnuumm  ddrriinnkk  ccaannss  oonn
rreettuurrnnaabbllee  flflaattss  ((ssoommee  tthhaatt  ffoolldd  flflaatt  ffoorr  eeaassiieerr  ssttoorraaggee))  wwiitthhoouutt  ddiiss--
ppoossaabbllee  ppllaassttiiccss,,  tthhuuss  eelliimmiinnaattiinngg  tthhrreeee  wwaasstteess  aanndd  mmaakkiinngg  iitt  ppooss--
ssiibbllee  ffoorr  vveennddiinngg  ssttaaffff  ttoo  rreessttoocckk  aa  vveennddiinngg  mmaacchhiinnee  iinn  hhaallff  tthhee
ttiimmee,,  wwiitthh  nnoo  rreessiidduuaall  wwaassttee.. Environmental officer Malcolm Barry, right, prepares waste

for landing ashore. Photo courtesy of Mr. Steve Collins, CLIA.




