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PARTICULARLY SENSITIVE SEA AREAS, ARCHIPELAGIC SEA LANES AND 

MEHRA 
 

1. PARTICULARLY SENSITIVE SEA AREA (PSSA) 

 

Particularly Sensitive Sea Area is an area of the marine environment that needs special protection 

through action by IMO because of its significance for recognized ecological or socio-economic or 

scientific reasons and which may be vulnerable to damage by international maritime activities. The 

criteria for the identification of particularly sensitive sea areas and the criteria for the designation of 

special areas are not mutually exclusive. In many cases a Particularly Sensitive Sea Area may be 

identified within a Special Area and vice versa.  

 

When a PSSA is designated, the IMO also may adopt associated protective measures (APMs).  

These measures aim to prevent, reduce, or eliminate the identified risk by controlling maritime 

activities within the designated area. APMs include but are not limited to: mandatory ships routing; 

mandatory ships reporting; areas to be avoided, strict application of MARPOL discharge, 

installation of VTS , compulsory pilotage etc... APMs are to be consistent with international law as 

reflected in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).1 

 

 

References: 

 

(a) IMO Resolution A.982(24), Revised guidelines for the identification and designation of 

Particularly Sensitive Sea Areas (PSSAs), adopted 1 December 2005, as amended by IMO 

Resolution MEPC.267(68), adopted 15 May 2015 

(b) IMO Circular MEPC.1/Circ.778/Rev.4 List of special areas, emission control areas and 

particularly sensitive sea areas, issued 30 October 2023 

(c) IMO Publication Particularly Sensitive Sea Areas (PSSA), 2017 Edition 

(d) IMO Publication Ships’ Routeing, 14th Edition 20192 

 

 

 

1.1. Guidelines and criteria 

 

As per IMO, PSSA will need to meet three key elements: 

a. The area must have the necessary ecological, social, cultural, economic, scientific or 

educational characteristics; 

b. The area must be at risk from international shipping activities; and 

c. There must be measures that can be adopted by IMO to provide protection to the area. 

 

1.2. General Protective measures from vessels 
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a. Ships routeing measures – such as an area to be avoided 

b. Recommended / Mandatory ship reporting system 

c. Compulsory pilotage  

d. Recommended tracks/ Traffic separation schemes/ Mandatory Deep-water routes  

e. Strict compliance with MARPOL regulations (No dumping of garbage, No discharge of 

ballast water, No discharge of sewage, No discharge of oil or oily water mixture, 

chemicals, noxious substances etc) 

f. Use of Vessel traffic management services 

g. Not anchoring in “Prohibited anchoring areas” 

 

Where a ship is to transit a PSSA, Master must ensure that any special requirements are 

strictly followed. If there is any doubt then the office is to contacted for further advice. 

 

Each PSSA needs its own particular protection regime, so specific Associated Protective 

Measures are introduced for each. These APMs might consist of areas to be avoided, 

compulsory ship routeing, ship reporting, or recommendations on how shipping should pass 

through an area. The IMO Publication Ship’s Routeing includes General provisions on ship’s 

routeing must be consulted. 

 

This Appendix is a summary of PSSAs and their APMs. It is based on Particularly Sensitive 

Sea Areas (PSSA), a compilation of official guidance documents and PSSAs adopted by 

IMO. The supplemental information from Ships’ Routeing details measures, meaning, traffic 

separation schemes, inshore traffic zones, deep water routes, areas to be avoided, 

mandatory ship reporting systems, and precautionary areas adopted by IMO3 
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2. ARCHIPELAGIC SEA LANES 

 

Archipelagic sea lanes are defined by a series of continuous axis lines from the entry points of 

passage routes to the exit points. 

 

Axis lines of archipelagic sea lanes are shown on charts for the purpose of defining sea lanes and 

are not intended to indicate the deepest water, or any routes or recommended tracks as defined in 

IMO Publication on Ships’ Routeing. 

 

The axis of designated archipelagic sea lanes, including a listing of geographical coordinates with 

geodetic datum that define axis turning points, and any prescribed traffic separation schemes, will 

be clearly shown on all appropriate scale charts. 

 

The legends, symbols and notes for the representation and details of archipelagic sea lanes and 

associated measures on nautical charts can be found in the IMO publication on Ships’ Routeing. 

 

Ships are required to respect any traffic separation schemes in archipelagic sea lanes established 

in accordance with IMO Publication on Ships’ Routeing. 

 

Within archipelagic sea lanes, traffic is not separated, except in traffic separation schemes. 

 

If there are no islands bordering the sea lane, ships in archipelagic sea lanes passage are required 

to not deviate more than 25 nautical miles to either side of the axis line defining the archipelagic 

sea lane.  

 

Where an island borders the sea lane, ships in archipelagic sea lanes passage may not navigate 

closer to the coast than 10 per cent of the distance between the nearest point on the island and 

the axis line of the sea lane.  

 

Refer to "Symbols and abbreviations used on admiralty charts / Admiralty Guide to ENC Symbols 

used in ECDIS" publication for Archipelagic sea lanes symbols. 

 

These are printed on charts in colour, usually magenta. 

 

In ECDIS Cautionary and explanatory notes on the use of Archipelagic sea lanes can accessed 

using ‘’Object Info’’. 

 

 

3. MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL HIGH-RISK AREAS (MEHRA) 

 

MEHRAs are defined as areas established around the UK coast having high environmental 

sensitivities and being at risk of pollution from merchant shipping. The locations of MEHRAs have 

been identified after taking into account shipping risk, environmental sensitivity and other 

environmental protection measures already in place at each location. The primary purpose of 

MEHRAs is to inform mariners of areas where they need to exercise even more caution than usual. 
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In due course, they will be marked on Admiralty charts and their existence should be taken into 

account during passage planning. 

 

The 32 MEHRAs which have been identified are as follows: 

• Bass Rock 

• Berry Head 

• Berwick 

• Dumbar 

• Dungeness 

• Farne Islands 

• Fethaland, Mainland Shetland 

• Flamborough Head 

• Gallan Head, Isle of Lewis 

• Harwich & Felixstowe (2 MEHRAs) 

• Hastings 

• Holy Island 

• Islandmagee, County Antrim 

• Isle of May 

• Kinnaird Head 

• Muckle Flugga  

• Newburgh 

• North St Kilda 

• Pembrokeshire Islands 

• Plymouth 

• Portland 

• St Abb's Head & Eyemouth 

• South Foreland to Ramsgate (2 MEHRAs) 

• South St Kilda 

• Spurn Bight Hastings 

• Tees Holy Island 

• Tor Ness, Hoy 

• Western Solent 

• West Islay, Argyll and Bute (2 MEHRAs) 
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The UK Government expects mariners to take note of MEHRAs and either to keep well clear or, 

where this is not practicable, to exercise an even higher degree of care than usual when passing 

in close proximity to MEHRAs. 

 


