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Abstract - The maritime industry is a notable contributor to global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, 

necessitating a transition to low-carbon alternatives to mitigate environmental impact. This study 

explores hydrogen and ammonia as potential alternative fuels for marine diesel engines, focusing on 

their environmental benefits, technical feasibility, and economic considerations. Hydrogen, with its 

high energy density and zero carbon emissions at the point of use, offers a promising solution for 

sustainable maritime operations. Ammonia, characterized by its high hydrogen content and renewable 

production capabilities, presents a viable alternative despite its associated challenges. The review 

assesses the current state of research and development, examining the comparative emissions profiles, 

storage and handling requirements, and combustion characteristics of these fuels. Technical barriers, 

such as advanced storage solutions for hydrogen and safety measures for ammonia, are discussed 

alongside economic obstacles, including high initial investment costs and fuel price disparities. 

Regulatory frameworks and policy support are highlighted as critical factors for successful adoption. 

Case studies of hydrogen and ammonia applications in maritime contexts underscore the practical 

feasibility and collaborative efforts necessary for broader implementation. The paper concludes by 

identifying future research directions to enhance the viability of hydrogen and ammonia as sustainable 

marine fuels, contributing to the maritime sector's transition towards reduced environmental impact and 

alignment with global climate goals. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION  

The maritime sector is a significant contributor to global GHG emissions, accounting for approximately 

2.5% of the world's total emissions (IMO, 2021). To mitigate environmental impact, the industry must 

transition to low-carbon alternatives. Hydrogen and ammonia have emerged as promising candidates 

for alternative marine fuels due to their potential for reducing emissions and reliance on fossil fuels. 

Hydrogen, with its high energy density and zero carbon emissions at the point of use, offers a viable 

solution for sustainable maritime operations (Ryu et al., 2023). Ammonia, on the other hand, provides 

a high hydrogen content and can be produced from renewable energy sources, making it an attractive 

alternative (Giddey et al., 2017). Both fuels, however, present unique challenges and opportunities that 

require detailed examination. 

This review aims to assess the feasibility and impact of hydrogen and ammonia as alternative fuels. It 

will explore the environmental benefits, technical requirements, and economic considerations 

associated with their adoption. By examining the current state of research and development, this paper 

seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the potential of these fuels in achieving sustainable 

maritime operations. 
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2.0 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF HYDROGEN AND AMMONIA FUELS 

The environmental impact of hydrogen and ammonia as alternative marine fuels is a critical 

consideration in their adoption. Hydrogen, when used as a fuel, produces only water as a by-product, 

eliminating CO2 emissions entirely (Lin et al., 2023). These characteristic positions hydrogen as a 

leading candidate for reducing the maritime industry's carbon footprint. 

Ammonia, although not entirely carbon-free, can be produced using renewable energy sources through 

processes such as electrolysis, thereby minimizing its overall environmental impact (Smith et al., 2020). 

The combustion of ammonia in marine engines can produce nitrogen oxides (NOx), but advanced 

catalytic converters and selective catalytic reduction (SCR) systems can mitigate these emissions 

effectively (Zhu et al., 2022). 

In addition to reducing GHG emissions, the adoption of hydrogen and ammonia fuels can significantly 

decrease sulfur oxides (SOx) and particulate matter (PM) emissions, contributing to improved air 

quality in port cities and coastal areas (Ni et al., 2020). Furthermore, the utilization of renewable energy 

for hydrogen and ammonia production aligns with global efforts to transition to sustainable energy 

systems (IEA, 2019). Table 1 showing Comparison of Emissions from Hydrogen, Ammonia, and 

Conventional Marine Fuels. 

 

Table 1: Comparison of Emissions from Hydrogen, Ammonia, and Conventional Marine Fuels 

(Kumar et al., 2015). 

Hydrogen and ammonia also offer the potential for reducing marine plastic pollution. 

Traditional marine fuels can contribute to plastic waste through leakage and spillage, whereas hydrogen 

and ammonia do not pose such risks. This aspect further enhances their suitability as sustainable 

alternatives. 

3.0 TECHNICAL FEASIBILITY OF HYDROGEN AND AMMONIA AS MARINE FUELS 

The technical feasibility of hydrogen and ammonia as marine fuels involves evaluating their storage, 

handling, and combustion characteristics. Hydrogen, due to its low density, requires advanced storage 

solutions such as compressed gas cylinders or liquid hydrogen tanks (Van Hoecke et al., 2021). These 

storage methods must ensure safety and efficiency, particularly in maritime environments. 

 

Ammonia, with its higher energy density compared to hydrogen, presents fewer storage challenges. It 

can be stored as a liquid under moderate pressure or refrigeration, making it more practical for long-

distance maritime transport (Duong et al., 2023). However, ammonia's toxicity necessitates stringent 

safety measures to prevent leaks and ensure crew safety. 

 

Combustion characteristics also play a vital role in determining the feasibility of these fuels. Hydrogen 

can be used in internal combustion engines (ICEs) and fuel cells, each offering different advantages. 

Fuel cells provide higher efficiency and lower emissions, while ICEs offer easier integration with 

existing maritime infrastructure (Onorati et al., 2022). 



ALAM Journal of Maritime Studies. Volume 5 Issue 1 Year 2024 

ISSN: 2590-4345 e-ISSN: 2976-3843 

 

 

 
123 

 

 

Ammonia can be used in ICEs with modifications to address its lower flame speed and higher ignition 

temperature. Dual-fuel engines that use a combination of ammonia and conventional fuels can enhance 

combustion efficiency and reduce emissions (Cardoso et al., 2021). Figure 1showing Schematic 

Diagram of Ammonia Fuel Systems for Marine Engines 

 
Fig. 1. Schematic Diagram of Ammonia Fuel Systems for Marine Engines (Zhang et al., 2023) 

 

4.0 CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS TO ADOPTION 

 

Despite the potential benefits, several challenges and barriers must be addressed to facilitate the 

adoption of hydrogen and ammonia as marine fuels. Technical challenges include the development of 

efficient storage and handling systems, as well as the optimization of combustion processes (Van 

Hoecke et al., 2021). Safety concerns, particularly regarding ammonia's toxicity, must be thoroughly 

addressed through stringent regulations and best practices (Duong et al., 2023). 

 

Economic barriers, such as high initial investment costs and the current price disparity between 

alternative and conventional fuels, pose significant obstacles (Wang et al., 2021). Bridging this gap will 

require substantial financial incentives and support from governments and international organizations. 

Regulatory and policy challenges also play a critical role. Harmonizing international regulations and 

standards for alternative marine fuels is essential to ensure consistent implementation and compliance 

(IMO - Marine Environment Protection Committee, 2020). Furthermore, public acceptance and 

awareness are crucial for the successful transition to hydrogen and ammonia fuels. 

 

Collaboration across the maritime industry, including shipbuilders, engine manufacturers, fuel 

producers, and policymakers, is vital to overcome these challenges. Research and development efforts 

must focus on innovative solutions to enhance the feasibility and competitiveness of hydrogen and 

ammonia fuels (Kim et al., 2020). 

 

5.0 CASE STUDIES AND REAL-WORLD APPLICATIONS 

Several case studies and pilot projects demonstrate the practical application of hydrogen and ammonia 

as marine fuels. The world's first hydrogen-powered passenger ferry, Hydro Ville, operates in Belgium, 

showcasing the feasibility of hydrogen for short-distance maritime transport. The Ship FC project in 

Norway aims to retrofit an offshore supply vessel with a large-scale ammonia fuel cell system, 

providing valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities associated with ammonia as a marine 
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fuel (Jafarzadeh et al., 2023). These initiatives highlight the potential of hydrogen and ammonia to 

transform the maritime industry. 

 

Fig. 2. Global ammonia production per country with import and export details (Machaj et al., 2022) 

These case studies also underscore the importance of collaboration and knowledge sharing in advancing 

alternative fuel technologies. Lessons learned from these projects can guide future research and 

development efforts, facilitating the broader adoption of hydrogen and ammonia fuels in the maritime 

sector (Hansson et al., 2019). 

6. FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES 

Future research should focus on optimizing the production, storage, and utilization of hydrogen and 

ammonia fuels. Advances in electrolysis and other renewable energy-based production methods can 

reduce costs and improve sustainability (Marouani et al., 2023). Innovative storage solutions, such as 

metal hydrides and advanced tank designs, can enhance the practicality of hydrogen and ammonia for 

maritime applications (Bellosta von Colbe et al., 2019). 

Policy and regulatory frameworks should continue to evolve to support the adoption of alternative 

marine fuels. Incentives for research and development, infrastructure investments, and early adopters 

can accelerate the transition to sustainable maritime solutions (IMO, 2021). 
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Fig. 3. Illustration Research and Development Roadmap for Hydrogen and Ammonia Fuels in the 

Maritime Industry 

7. CONCLUSION 

The transition to hydrogen and ammonia as alternative fuels for marine diesel engines offers a promising 

pathway to achieving sustainable maritime operations. While challenges remain, the environmental 

benefits, technical feasibility, and economic potential of these fuels make them viable options for the 

future of the maritime industry. 

Continued research, innovation, and collaboration are essential to overcome the barriers and 

unlock the full potential of hydrogen and ammonia fuels. By embracing these alternative fuels, the 

maritime sector can significantly reduce its environmental impact and contribute to global efforts to 

combat climate change. 
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