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Reactive treatment of biofouling in vessel pipework

Biofouling within enclosed vessel spaces can be easily overlooked, but 

may present significant biosecurity risks even on small vessels.

Biofouling can accumulate rapidly on any area of a vessel that is exposed to seawater. Although the external 
hull of a vessel is usually treated with coatings to reduce the rate of development of biofouling, internal 
spaces such as pipework and water intakes may be less protected and can be overlooked during routine 
inspections and maintenance. More than 600 recreational vessels arrive in New Zealand from overseas each 
year, some of which will carry biofouling with them in their internal pipework.

The Ministry for Primary Industries contracted researchers from the Cawthron Institute, NIWA and 
Biofouling Solutions Ltd to investigate practical solutions for treating biofouling in the pipework systems of 
recreational vessels. The project team initially reviewed a range of alternative solutions. The review 
concluded that heat treatment provided the best solution because:

It rapidly killed even the hardiest biofouling organisms
It had little or no effect on other organisms upon discharge to the marine environment
It can be implemented using currently available technologies

Following development of a prototype heat treatment system and laboratory testing in mock pipework 
systems, the research team is now moving to the field testing stage which will examine the efficacy of heat 
treatment on real vessels.
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