Cruise ship emissions in Cork Harbour exceed WHO soot limits by 250 times, raising urgent health alarms
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Recent air quality measurements in Cork Harbour have highlighted alarming levels of pollution linked to cruise ships, raising serious public health concerns for residents in nearby residential areas. Findings suggest that the levels of ultrafine soot particles in these communities surpass safe limits recommended by the World Health Organization by over 250 times. Kåre Press-Kristensen, a senior advisor at Green Global Future, noted that readings reached as high as 250,000 particles per cubic centimetre, far exceeding the WHO's safe threshold of 1,000 particles per cubic centimetre. Such high pollution levels are alarming and indicative of a broader, ongoing crisis linked to maritime fuel emissions.
Ola Løkken Nordrum from Irish Doctors for the Environment emphasised the substantial health risks associated with fossil fuel pollution. Annual global deaths attributable to air pollution, particularly from fossil fuels, are estimated at around seven million, making this a critical issue that requires decisive action, particularly for communities located near busy ports. He argued that limiting cruise ship access to Irish ports is a logical step, pointing out that the adverse effects of air pollution stem not only from ship emissions but also from noise pollution and the considerable greenhouse gas contributions made by the cruise industry.
The measurements were coincidentally taken during a visit by the Norwegian Star to Cobh, illustrating the potential dangers of increased maritime traffic. These concerns have prompted calls for immediate investment in shore power facilities in Cobh, making it possible for cruise ships to use electricity from the grid rather than relying on diesel engines while docked. Press-Kristensen argued that this shift could eliminate local pollution, improve public health, and ensure that the costs of installation are offset by the fees collected from ships using the service.
These local challenges are echoed in a broader context across Europe. A recent investigation in the UK revealed a disturbing trend where many cruise ships docked at Southampton, the largest cruise port in Britain, failed to utilise onshore power systems. Between April 2022 and July 2023, although ships were docked roughly 300 days, the onshore power facilities were only employed 71 times. The reluctance to switch is attributed to the higher costs associated with onshore electricity compared to traditional marine fuels, exacerbating environmental and health concerns tied to cruise tourism.
Conversely, regulatory improvements are encouraging better practices in maritime operations. Earlier this year, Ireland supported the establishment of a new International Maritime Organization Northeast Atlantic Emission Control Area aimed at reducing air pollution from vessels in its waters. Dr Sian Prior, a lead advisor with the Clean Arctic Alliance, noted that this initiative requires ships to adopt cleaner fuels with lower black carbon emissions, thus potentially lessening the atmospheric impacts that are progressively affecting climate patterns, especially in sensitive regions like the Arctic.
Research has further revealed the severe implications of particulate matter generated from cruise ships, with evidence suggesting that inhaling such black carbon particles is not only harmful to human health but also a significant factor in climate change. When these particles settle in the Arctic, they contribute to ice melt, which can trigger irreversible climate changes. 
Efforts to combat these air quality challenges must extend beyond infrastructure improvements. Dave Walsh, advisor to the Clean Arctic Alliance, insists that immediate action is required from governmental authorities to enact stricter fuel regulations for ships operating in and out of Irish ports. By mandating the use of cleaner fuels and implementing shore power as a standard practice for cruise vessels, there exists a viable pathway to protect the health and wellbeing of communities like those surrounding Cork Harbour.
As the cruise industry continues to expand, the urgent need for comprehensive measures to mitigate environmental impacts becomes increasingly clear. Stakeholders must navigate the balance between economic opportunities presented by the tourism sector and the imperative to uphold public health standards. Without sustainable practices, the health of populations residing near busy maritime traffic is poised to remain at risk, underlining the necessity for collective action and frameworks that prioritise both health and the environment.
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