
Introduction
The preparation and cleaning of a vessel’s cargo holds 
for the next intended cargo is a vital part of bulk carrier 
operations. Hold cleaning requires clear planning, 
preparation and efficient execution. Failure to carry 
out the proper hold preparation prior to loading can 
lead to cargo claims relating to cargo contamination, 
overflowing bilges, as well as contractual claims 
relating to delay, failed surveys, loss of hire and further 
charterparty disputes. 

Required cleanliness standard 

When determining the level of hold cleaning required 
for the next cargo, the requirements stated in the 
International Maritime Solid Bulk Cargoes (IMSBC) Code 
under hold cleanliness for the type of cargo to be loaded 
must be considered.  

Many cargoes specify ‘no special requirements’ or ‘clean and 
dry as relevant to the hazards of the cargo’ but some cargoes 
have specific instructions. An example of which is Sulphur 
UN 1350 where the code states that holds should be ‘clean 
and dry as relevant to the hazards of the cargo and should be 
thoroughly clean and washed with fresh water’. 

Preparations for cleaning of the cargo holds will 
begin immediately on completion of discharge of 
the previous cargo regardless of whether the next 
cargo is fixed or not. It is essential that the complete 
chain of command from the chartering and technical 
management teams ashore to the Master and crew of 
the vessel understand what is required and that the 
tools, materials and manpower is available to achieve 
the correct level of cleaning. What is acceptable for 
one cargo such as sweeping and water washing may 
not be acceptable for another cargo and it is vital that 
all parties are aware of the specific requirements. 

Clear terms should be set out in the voyage instructions to 
accurately define the cargo to be carried, the cleanliness 
standards required, post carriage cleaning requirements, 
any issues with compliance with international regulations 
such as MARPOL and the responsibilities of the Master/
crew. A copy of the charterparty should always be provided 
to the vessel for reference.  

Grades of cleanliness 
There are effectively five grades or levels 
of cargo hold cleanliness used generally 
within the dry bulk cargo market.
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These are:

 • Hospital clean
 • Grain clean
 • Normal clean
 • Shovel clean
 • Load on top

The specific requirements of the five grades or levels of 
cleaning are as follows.

1. Hospital clean 
 
All cargo residues, loose scale, paint must be removed, 
the holds washed, dried and ventilated. In addition, all 
surfaces inclusive of ladders, pipework, the underside 
of hatch covers, tank tops etc. must have intact paint 
coatings. This type of cleanliness requirement would be 
most commonly used for high grade cargoes, materials 
for final use or goods for direct human consumption.

2. Grain clean

Grain clean is the most common standard required. 
If the next cargo has not been fixed on completion 
of discharge it is the default standard to which 
most vessels will clean the holds whilst awaiting 
instructions. A vessel will be required to be grain clean 
to load most bulk cargoes such as all grain cargoes, 
cement, sulphur, alumina and fertilisers.  

The requirements for grain include the removal of all past 
cargo residues and lashing materials, dunnage etc. from the 
hold. All loose scale and paint must be removed. The holds 
are normally washed with seawater and dried. It is important 
to note that most cargoes require holds to be fresh water 
washed/rinsed to remove all chloride residues (cleaning 
for carriage of sulphur being an example). Finally, the holds 
must be ventilated to ensure that it is odour and gas free.

The presence of hard adhering rust scale within the hold 
is acceptable though it should not fall during normal 
cargo operations or mix into the cargo when loaded. The 
standards applied as to what is an acceptable amount 
of rust or loose paint scale vary, with some countries 
allowing no loose scale or paint at all. 

The USA Department of Agriculture defines a Stowage 
Examination to permit the loading of grains as: ‘A stowage 
examination is a service performed by official personnel 
or licensed cooperators who visually inspect an identified 
carrier or container and determine if the stowage areas are 
clean; dry; free of infestation, rodents, toxic substances and 
foreign odour, and otherwise be suitable to store or carry 
bulk or sacked grain, rice, beans, peas, lentils or processed 
commodities’.

The USDA Standards of Fitness provide details of 
the permitted requirements for rust scale, dryness 
and infestation or contamination. For example, the 
standards permit a single area of loose paint or loose 
scale up to 10 square foot (2.32 square metres), or 
several patches that in total do not exceed 100 square 
foot (9.26 square metres), before a hold is deemed to 
be unfit. In practice, the hold should be free of loose 
scale as each surveyor’s interpretation of the required 
‘standard’ can and does vary.

3. Normal clean 

When no specific instructions are contained within the 
charterparty then residues should be removed, the holds 
double swept, salt water washed, fresh water rinsed and 
dried. This standard of cleaning is commonly used when 
loading similar or compatible cargoes to the previous 
cargo carried. It would be the typical level of cleaning for 
coal, bauxite, salt, iron ore etc. 

4. Swept clean or shovel clean

The swept clean or shovel clean standard means 
that all previous cargo residues are removed by an 
excavator or a rough sweep and cleaned by shovel. The 
exact requirements must be clarified by the Master 
before carrying out the cleaning operation.

If the holds are required to be swept clean then 
the stevedores should sweep the holds prior to the 
completion of discharge to minimise the residues 
remaining. If the holds are required to be shovel clean 
then this only requires the stevedores to remove residues 
easily accessible to a mechanical shovel or excavator.  

5. Load on top

Whilst load on top requires no specific cleaning of 
the holds it is advisable to consider that the cargo 
residues will prevent a thorough inspection of the hold 
structure for any damages. If load on top is continued 
for a period of several cargoes, then the subsequent 
cleaning to any higher standard of cleanliness will 
take much longer. Therefore, it is advisable that if time 
allows that the holds are cleaned periodically or at the 
very least residues are cleared away to one side to 
allow inspections of the hold structure. 

Other requirements 
It is important to note that the IMSBC Code 
also details specific requirements for 
the clean up after discharge. For many 
cargoes the entry is ‘no special 
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requirements’ but some cargoes such as Sulphur UN 
1350 have detailed instructions as follows, such as:
‘The cargo spaces and other structures which may have 
been in contact with this cargo or the dust shall not be 
swept. After discharge of this cargo, the cargo spaces, 
and other structures as necessary, shall be washed out 
with fresh water to remove all residues of this cargo. Then 
the cargo spaces shall be thoroughly dried. Wet dust or 
residues may form highly corrosive sulphurous acid, which 
is extremely dangerous to personnel and corrosive to 
steel. Persons involved in cleaning up shall be provided 
with protective clothing, goggles and facemasks to wear.’ 

Therefore, it is important that Master and crew receive 
the proper shipping name and cargo information to 
allow preparation for the specific cleaning requirements 
for each cargo.

Conclusion  

Everyone involved in the hold cleaning of a vessel 
from the shore management team, the chartering 
department, through to the Master and crew on board 
the vessel must understand and comply with the 
cleaning standards required in accordance with the 
charterparty/voyage instructions on completion of 
discharge and for the next cargo to be loaded. 

3

Loss prevention essentials 

 • Ensure the name and type of the intended cargo are known before loading.
 • Seek guidance on cleaning requirements for that cargo before loading.
 • It is recommended that a minimum level of hold cleanliness is maintained to allow inspections of the 

holds for damage and to minimise cleaning time from one cleanliness grade to another or from one 
type of cargo to another.

 • Vessels should comply with MARPOL Annex V concerning the discharge of cargo residues and 
washing water overboard.

LOSS PREVENTION
ESSENTIALS

This cargo advice is published by The Swedish Club as a service to members. Whilst the information 
is believed correct, the Club cannot assume responsibility for completeness or accuracy.
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