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INTRODUCTION

Images of stricken ships - often in heavy churning seas - viscous oil slicks and oiled birds and beaches are all too familiar and deservedly make headline news, unfortunately with some regularity.   Yet for every shipping incident than ultimately results in devastation many other incidents (collisions, grounding, fires/ explosions occur and mechanical fault) inevitably take place, some of which potentially could have escalated into more serious incidences.

Britain as a maritime nation is host to a number of major ports and oil terminals and consequently some regions of our territorial seas and exclusive economic zone are subject to intense shipping activity, for example the English Channel, Straits of Dover, the north of Scotland and west Wales and England.  Britain is also fortunate in hosting an often spectacular and varied coastline, and can claim a rich marine heritage incorporating diverse and exotic wildlife.  Much of the south-west of England, west Wales and western Scotland including the islands, for example, are designated for their national and international marine nature conservation value.  There are also important international and national sites on the south and eastern shores.

Most people are familiar with the names of the Torrey Canyon and Amoco Cadiz and the appalling ecological and economic impacts, not to mention human loss of life and injury, that resulted from these shipping accidents which occurred in 1967 and 1978 respectively.   Two decades later we are still witness to the devastation that shipping accidents can cause – the Erika and Sea Empress for example.  Why do such tragedies still occur with such regularity?  What of the numerous incidents that have no consequent impacts, but potentially could have escalated into a major episode?  What lessons can and are being learnt from these incidents? 

The aim of this report is show that serious shipping accidents are still happening,  many of which don’t reach the publics attention.   The report illustrates the above by providing examples of actual and potential shipping accidents that have occurred over the last decade in UK and surrounding waters (Wadden Sea off west Denmark, Germany and the Netherlands and Britanny, France).  A few older, familiar examples are also included. 
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METHODOLOGY

The research for this report involved searching through the Casualty Reports of Lloyds’ List.  Twenty examples of the worst spills resulting from accidents and near misses i.e. incidents which for a variety of reasons (such as weather/ sea conditions and human intervention) could potentially have escalated into a more serious event were identified.  A list of  approximately 65* incidents occurring in the geographical location under study were initially collated as potential candidates.  The twenty examples were then selected from a shortlist of approximately 30 incidents.  Emphasis was placed on incidents occurring the last  7 years.  A few examples of older, familiar incidents, however, have also been included to illustrate that major oil spills have been and continue to be a threat to the marine environment. 

The selected incidents were considered by the author to illustrate a representative sample of  major shipping incidents and near misses.

The incidents are listed in appendix 1, in descending chronological order.  The sites are also illustrated on a map (fig 1).

Details of the shipping incidents include (where available) the name and flag of the ship, type of vessel, date of incident, location including co-ordinates, the nature of the incident (e.g. collision, grounding), the type and volume of cargo and/ or volume of bunker/ fuel oil, volume of oil/ chemical spill, human casualties/ injuries, number and nature of wildlife impacted, and reason why the incident didn’t escalate into a major disaster.

*The international listings of  Lloyd’s List Casualty Archives was used for this report, (http://www.llplimited.com).  Based on a search using the words pollution and marine, the years 1993 –1999 were scanned and a list of  potential incidents were selected.  The 65 sites initially identified can be considered to be a representative for the above years.  However, it should be noted that it is not necessarily a fully comprehensive list.  

The twenty incidents selected represent a tiny proportion of the reported casualties that occurred within UK and surrounding waters, or indeed internationally.  Furthermore, of the casualties listed within the archives and scanned not all had information available for viewing.

SUMMARY
As appendix 1 indicates a number of serious and potentially serious incidents have taken place within UK and surrounding waters over the last 7 years and indeed, historically over a number of decades, as the Torrey Canyon, 1967; Amoco Cadiz, 1978; Tanio, 1980 and Rosebay, 1990 incidents highlight.

The casualty’s highlight grounding and collision (often as a result of mechanical problems) as key causes resulting in serious and potentially serious incidents.

A number of factors will influence the outcome of an incident and the severity of  impacts resulting from a spill.  Generally they involve one or a combination of human intervention and external factors such as weather/ sea conditions, the type of cargo (its volatility, viscosity/ ability to disperse, toxicity).  Other influencing factors include age and ship construction, volume of fuel oil, potential for fire and/ or explosion.

In the case the Bona Fulmar the cargo of gasoline burnt off as it leaked from the ship preventing an oil slick from forming.  Human intervention contributed to a favourable outcome in the case of the Pos Ambition and Cita.   Accessibility to facilities such as tugs can play an important role in the outcome of an incident as was the case with the Multitank Ascania.  The ability to transfer cargo (Borga and Cita) prevented the occurrence of major spills in these incidents.  Delays to any salvage operation could potentially exacerbate an incident due to changing circumstances - fortunately in the instance of the Channel Dragon this was not the case.  In a number of examples (Nordfarer and Multitank  Ascania ) the incidents could have escalated as a result of fire or explosion.  Weather and sea conditions played an important role in the favourable outcome of Alandia Stream, the Borga (ability to transfer cargo to another vessel) and in the case of the Tetney Monobouy both the physical property of the oil and weather conditions influenced the movement and form of the slick such that it narrowly missed an nature reserve – although a large number of birds were oiled. 

The Sea Empress and Braer were incidents that escalated over time.

Clearly there is the potential for a relatively minor incident to escalate into a major incident involving human casualties, environmental disaster and economic ruin resulting from impacts on industry’s such as fisheries, mariculture and tourism.  Further as all ships carry bunker fuel it is not just incidents involving oil and chemical tankers that can result in a disastrous outcome. 

Inevitably in some areas shipping traffic comes within close vicinity of shore (e.g. Pentland Firth, often in busy shipping areas (e.g. Straits of Dover) and volume increases at ports and oil refineries (e.g. Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire; Sullom Voe, Shetland; Fawley, Southampton; and Immingham, Humberside).   Often such areas fall within environmentally sensitive or vulnerable areas heightening the risk of ecological and economic disaster.  

Clearly a number of factors play a role in the occurrence and seriousness of a shipping incident and any resulting oil and/ or chemical spill and accidents will continue to occur in the future. It is vital, therefore, that the shipping community introduce a series of measures to minimize the risk of  pollution from shipping  in environmentally sensitive and vulnerable areas.  Measures advocated by WWF-UK include the undertaking of risk assessments, that is an assessment of the sensitivity and vulnerability of coastal waters, habitats and wildlife populations; and also the designation of particularly sensitive sea areas (PSSAs) with associated protective measures such as ship re-routing, areas to be avoided, traffic separation schemes, pilotage requirements and mandatory reporting requirements. 

APPENDIX 1

RECENT SHIPPING INCIDENCES (ACCIDENTS AND NEAR MISSES) IN UK AND SURROUNDING WATERS

Source:  Lloyd’s List Casualty List

March 18th 1967

Torrey Canyon   (Liberian)
The tanker, carrying 118,000 tons of crude oil, on route from Mena al Ahmadi to Milford Haven grounded in severe weather in the vicinity of the Scilly Islands. A number of casualties and one death resulted from a series of explosions on the vessel.  All cargo was lost from the ship and resulted in the Scilly Islands and over 100 miles of coastline in south west England being significantly affected.  Pollution extended to the Hampshire coast, the Channel Islands and south to Britanny.  Shellfish and fishing industry’s’ were hit and the seabird reserve (Sept Iles) was surrounded by oil  - 60, 000 seabirds were affected.
March 16th 1978

Amoco Cadiz   (Liberian)

The tanker carrying 220, 000 tons of light Arabian crude oil ran aground 3 miles off L’Aberwrac’h on the Britanny coast (lat 48 36 12 N, long 04 45 54 W).  The ship travelling from Kharg Island (Persian Gulf) was bound for Europoort (The Netherlands), broke into two parts.  Over a three week period all cargo was lost to sea.  Oil pollution resulted in severe ecological and economic  damage to the Britanny coast with smaller slicks along the English coast.   In total 300 km of the Breton coastline were affected.  The Sept Iles bird reserve was impacted as were locally important industry’s i.e. fisheries (lobster, bass whiting) seaweed culture and tourism.

March 7th  1980


Tanio   (Madagascar)

The vessel broke in two and the forepart of the ship containing 10,000 tonnes oil, sank in severe weather conditions at lat 49 15 36 N, long 04 14 52 W (north east of Rosscoff, Brittany). The aft part of the ship was towed towards Le Harve. The ship on route from Wilhelmshaven (Germany) to Civitavecchia (Italy) was laden with 25,700 tonnes high sulphur fuel oil.  Six deaths resulted from this incidence.   Most of the oil was lost to sea impacting 200 km of Brittany coastline.  Pollution affected thousands of seabirds including at the nesting sites on the bird sanctuary Sept Iles. 

May 12th 1990


Rosebay   (Liberian)

The tanker, Rosebay, was in collision with  the trawler Dianne Marie 14 miles south of Start Point off the Devon coast (lat 49 59 N, long 03 43 W).  The Rosebay was on route from the Persian Gulf to Rotterdam (The Netherlands).  The Rosebay lost 1074 tonnes of her cargo of heavy crude oil, however, the leak was stemmed by transferring the remaining oil to another tanker.  Oil polluted c 15 miles of coastline, in particular seabirds and shellfish were affected. 

January 5th 1993

Braer    (Liberian)
The Braer, carrying 84,000 tons of Gullfaks oil  from Norway to Quebec, lost engine power and grounded at Garths Ness, Shetland Islands (lat 59 41 N, long 01 77 W) losing all cargo.  Fisheries (shellfish, finfish including farmed salmon) were heavily impacted by the oil pollution.  Location of grounding designated as an “area to be avoided” (WWF-UK).

June 3rd 1993


British Trent   (Bermuda)

The British Trent was reported on fire 15 miles off Ostend, Belgium (lat 51 21 N, long 02 46 E) after a collision in calm seas and thick fog with bulk carrier Western Winner (no sea pilot on board).  The latter vessel was  not seriously damaged. The tanker was on route from Antwerp  (Belgium) for Fiumicinowas carrying a cargo of 24,000 tonnes of unleaded gasoline.  Seven people were killed in the fire, two people were reported missing presumed dead and six people were seriously injured.  Although the British Trent was breached pollution was limited due to the gasoline burning off as it spilled from the ship.  However a slick was reported.  20,000 tonnes of unleaded petrol remained on the ship and was moved to another vessel.  No report of environmental impact.

June 10th 1994


Channel Dragon   (Bahamian)

The Channel Dragon, carrying a cargo of 90,000 tonnes of Ekofisk crude oil, ran aground in the River Humber (lat 53 37 N, long 00 07 W) about on 1.4 miles from Immingham Oil Terminal.  Tugs unsuccessfully tried to refloat her. 19 hours after being reported aground salvage team were granted permission to board the vessel to commence salvage operation.  No visible damage to the ship or pollution were reported.

October 29th 1995

Borga   (Norwegian)

The tanker carrying 112,189 tonnes North Sea crude oil lost steerage and grounded off Mill Bay, Milford Haven.  Weather conditions permitted the cargo to be transferred to other tankers before Borga was refloated.  The hulls were not affected in the incident, and although not a “double hull” tanker she was constructed with segregated ballast and double bottom tanks.  No pollution was reported.

February 15th 1996

Sea Empress   (Liberian)

The tanker, carrying 140,000 tonnes North Sea crude oil on route from Scotland to the Texaco refinery in Milford Haven ran aground at St Ann’s Head.  72,000 tonnes of oil was lost to sea impacting environmentally sensitive area (important for its birds and marine mammals), more than 2,200 birds were reported to have been killed in the three weeks after the incident.  A voluntary ban on working 40 miles of coastal water was imposed by the south Wales fishing fleet.  Tourism industry also impacted.  

January 3rd 1997

Tetney Monobouy   (United Kingdom)

An oil spill of North Sea crude oil resulted from the Tove Knutsen discharging at the Tetney monobouy, Humberside (lat 53 32 N, long 00 06 E).  A fire was reported in the engine room.  No casualties reported.  Spillage of less than 50 tonnes estimated prior to the leakage being contained.  The Tove Knutson stabilised with 105,000 remaining on board.   Pollution along 0.5 mile beach at Cleethorpes.  It was confirmed that an oil spill of 20 tonnes reached the shore close to an area  internationally important for wildlife (birds).  Weather conditions were considered to have averted a significant ecological disaster.

January 18th 1997

Bona Fulmar    (Bahamas)

The Bona Fulmar was in cargo with 60,000 tonnes gasoline.  The ship was in collision with a chemical/ sulphur tanker (Teoalt) in the North Sea (lat 51 23 N, long 02 06 E) north west of Dunkirk in thick fog.  The latter ship was not severely damaged, and consequently proceeded to Rotterdam, but the Bona Fulmar suffered damage to several of tanks resulting in leaking oil.  Nearly 7,000 tons of unleaded petrol in one tank was lost.  Other vessels were warned to keep away from the area because of risk of fire and explosion. Most of the petrol  vaporised and dispersed, consequently and  fortunately a fire did not ensue and a human and/ or  “ecological disaster” was averted.

March 28th 1997

Cita    (Antigua & Barbuda)

The UK’s Marine Pollution Control Unit, as a priority, removed 90 tonnes of bunker oil after the bulk carrier Cita ran aground on rocks and broke in two in the Scilly Islands (lat 49 54 N, long 06 16 W).   A pollution recovery  vessel was despatched.  A small but insignificant spillage was cleaned up.   Some of the cargo of containers that were lost were picked up by local fishermen.  Vast amounts of  polyester film was recovered from local beaches.  The ship sank April 8th 1997.

November 25th 1997

Nordfarer    (Bahamas)
The tanker Nordfarer  was in a collision with the mv Hoegh Mistral at lat 50 09 N, long 01 01 W heading from Aruba (Lesser Antilles) for Fawley with a cargo of 28,000 tonnes of jet fuel.  The Hugh Mistral sustained damage on the port side above the water line but was able to continue to Sheerness.  Nordfarer reported a fuel leak in the engine room.  Fortunately the leakage did not result in fire and there was no risk of an explosion.  The vessel was towed to deeper water for assessment.   Had the incident be more serious there may have been human casualties and the potential for damage to soft coastline and important wildlife habitat in the vicinity.

December 19th 1997

Pos Ambition   (Panama)

Pos Ambition, carrying 140,000 tons of iron ore from Australia to Redcar docks, was forced to take emergency action in severe weather by putting down anchor in the middle of a triangle of oil-carrying pipelines at Teesport.  This was against the advice from the local relevant authorities.  Fearing that an anchor would foul and rupture one of the high pressure pipelines the emergency services were put on red alert by the Tees harbour-master and Tyne-Tees  Coastguard.  Marine Pollution Command Unit (Southampton) were informed of the situation.  The Pos Ambition was told to leave the area as local tugs stood by to help.  The ship was forced to severe one of her anchor cable as it became jammed on the windlass. A major environmental disaster was averted.

October 26th 1998

Pallas Athene   (Bahamas)

The vessel loaded with a cargo of timber destined for Casablanca caught fire in rough weather in the North Sea about 60 miles off the west coast of Denmark near Esberg.  One death and one severe injury resulted from the incident.  The crew were evacuated.  600 tonnes of heavy fuel  and 50 cbm of diesel oil were on board the ship.  The vessel drifted before running aground on one of Germany’s Friesian Islands.  60 tonnes of oil leaked from the damaged vessel. Ecological impacts were significant as bunker oil was spilled into a nature reserve.  Thousands of birds (mainly ducks) died.  Highest figures (International Fund for Animal Welfare) suggested 25,000 sea birds died with 50,000 birds coated in oil.  Common and grey seals were also threatened.  Contamination of  beaches on popular holiday islands.  The crew’s failure to extinguish the fire was partly due to inadequacies on board the ship.

March 19th 1999

Multitank Ascania (Tuvalu)

Chemical tanker carrying a cargo of 1, 750 tons of the volatile chemical vinyl acetate  (a suspected hormone disrupting chemical, WWF-UK) reported fire in engine room (lat 58 41 N, long 03 30 05 W).  The ship was on route from Eastham to Tees  All crew members evacuated. Tug on scene within two hours.   Due to the possibility of an explosion a total exclusion zone – radius 2 miles and danger zone of 10 miles radius around the vessel  was established.  200 people were evacuated from two villages near Dunnet Head as a “precautionary measure”. Air exclusion zone also established.  The vessel was towed to safe anchorage within Scapa Flow, Orkney.  The fires on board were extinguished  without loss of life or injury and avoiding impact to the environment including important wildlife sites such as Dunnet Head and Stroma.

March 22nd 1999 

Nohic   (France)

The stern trawler Nohic, reported to have not been in the [navigation] channel was in a collision with a crane barge in the Milford Haven waterway.  10 tonnes of Marked Marine gas oil was spilt. An investigation was launched as to why the trawler left the channel.  The resultant pollution from this incident was considered to fall in the “serious category”.  The response to the incident was reported as quick and effective averting serious pollution.  No report of impact to the environment.

June 26th 1999


Alandia Stream    (Bahamas)

The Alandia Stream heading for Tranmere, Cheshire from Hound Point, Firth of Forth drifted in calm seas for approximately eleven hours following loss of power (lat 59 30 09 N, long 01 51 09 W) off Fair Isle between Orkney and Shetland.  The ship was carrying 78,000 tonnes of oil*.  A tug despatched to assist and successfully towed the vessel to safety at Sullom Voe Pilot Station (Gruney Island). Favourable weather pushed the ship away from shore prior to assistance from a tug.  

December 12th 1999

Erika   (Malta)

Tanker broke in two in severe weather about 40 miles to the south of Pointe de Penmarch off the Britanny coast in the Bay of Biscay (lat 47 10 N, long 04 36 W).  The vessel was on loaded passage between Dunkirk and  Milazzo with a cargo of  25,000 tonnes of diesel fuel.  The aft section of the vessel holding up to 20,000 tons of fuel oil was towed away from the coast by a tug before sinking. Up to 15,000 tonnes of fuel oil escaped from the vessel in the course of her break-up. The bow section previously sank 45 miles south of Finistere Peninsula. The oil polluted extensive stretches of the coastline.   Initial signs of ecological (oiled birds – 13,000 have so far been contaminated) and economic disaster are evident.  Cleanup operation and recovery in progress, but hampered due to viscosity of the oil.  Shellfish and tourism industry in the region is threatened.

December 24th 1999

Blackfriars   (United Kingdom)

Tanker in ballast, carrying 180 tonnes of diesel oil ran aground on sand off the Welsh coast (lat 51 43 N, long 05 12 W) in heavy seas.  Vessels’ hull was undamaged.  Vessel successfully refloated using own engines and with assistance from St David’s Lifeboat.  Tugs were despatched  and escorted to Pembroke Dock, Milford Haven.  No pollution averting ecological damage to nationally and internationally important wildlife sites.

*Maritime and Coastguard Agency News Release, 26. June, 1999

