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Indicator Fact Sheet

(WHS12) Illegal discharges of oil at sea
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EEA project manager: Niels Thyssen
Key message

( The number of illegal oil spills has slowly decreased in the North Sea, but remains steady in the Baltic Sea. No aerial surveillance is conducted over the Mediterranean and the Black Seas, but there are indications that these seas are heavily polluted by illegal oil discharges.

Annual number of observed oil slicks from aerial surveillance
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Sources: Bonn Agreement and HELCOM

Results and assessment 

Policy relevance

Shipping and specially oil transportation is an important source of oil pollution in sea areas, either during operations or from accidents. Aerial surveillance of illegal discharges by special aircrafts that cover part of the East Atlantic, the North Sea, the Baltic Sea and the Northern part of the Western Mediterranean. 

All discharges of oil are prohibited in the North Sea, Baltic Sea and Mediterranean, which are designated as IMO "special areas". Aerial surveillance programmes are conducted in order to prevent and detect any violation of these regulations from ships and offshore oil platforms. 

Oil tankers are permitted to discharge oil or oily mixtures at the rate of 30 litres per nautical mile, but in "special areas" the oil content in discharges is only allowed to be less than 15 parts per million (ppm). Studies have shown that a visible trace of oil on the sea surface is an indication that the oil content in the effluent exceeds 15 ppm.

Policy context

In the field of water protection and management, the Dangerous Substances Directive 76/464/EEC includes targets on oil pollution with reference to persistent and non-persistent mineral oils and hydrocarbons of petroleum origin. The targets are total elimination for persistent compounds and specific quality objectives set by member States for non-persistent compounds. 

In accordance with the MARPOL 73/78 convention established by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) for the prevention of pollution from ships, aerial surveillance programmes maintain a presence allowing a control of observed slicks in "special areas" where discharges are prohibited : 

· the Mediterranean Sea area, 

· the Baltic Sea area, 

· the Red Sea area

· the Gulf of Aden area,

· the Antarctic area,

· the North Sea and its approaches, 

· the Irish Sea and its approaches, 

· the Celtic Sea, 

· the English Channel and its approaches 

· and part of the North East Atlantic immediately to the West of Ireland.

The OSPAR and HELCOM conventions set targets on oil pollution from land–based sources and offshore installations, but clearly refer to MARPOL 73/78 when considering oil pollution from ships. 

Only those countries participating in aerial surveillance activities under the Bonn Agreement or the HELCOM Convention can provide data on illegal discharges. On the North Sea (Bonn Agreement), eight countries participate to the aerial surveillance: Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, The Netherlands, Sweden, United Kingdom, and Norway. On the Baltic Sea (Helcom), nine countries participate to the aerial surveillance: Denmark, Germany, Finland, Poland, Sweden, Russia, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia.

France and Italy operate aerial surveillance planes in their Mediterranean areas of responsibility. Greece and Turkey are in the process of purchasing such planes. In the framework of the Barcelona convention the Regional Marine Pollution Emergency Response Centre for the Mediterranean Sea (REMPEC) intend to elaborate plans for aerial surveillance in the Mediterranean.

The Directive 2000/59/EC of 27 November 2000 on port reception facilities for ship-generated waste and cargo residues aims at ensuring a major reduction in marine pollution by the provision of adequate waste reception facilities in all EU ports. Refer to indicator 41a for information on other measures taken by the EU to prevent oil pollution by ships.

Environmental context

Annual frequency of observed oil slicks from aerial surveillance in maritime areas in the EU is the chosen indicator for illegal oil discharges from shipping. The ratio of the number of slicks per flight hour is given as an indication for the dependence of the indicator on the monitoring intensity.

Oils spills are mainly confined to navigation corridors and may cause significant local damage on beaches, fish and shellfish, and birds populations. There are more oil slicks than accidents because of illegal discharges of oil. Thereat, monitoring oil spills by aerial surveillance is useful at the condition that offenders caught in action are punished.

Assessment

Aerial surveillance in the North Sea and the Baltic Sea shows different behaviour. In the North Sea, for the 1990-2000 period, the number of oils slicks has been declining steadily. The highest frequencies in 1997 and 1998 correspond to a methodological artefact due to the reporting of very small oil spills (less than 1 m3) by one country. It is worth mentioning that The North Sea is designated an IMO/MARPOL special area only since 1 August 1999. In the Baltic Sea, the number of oil spills is rather constant, showing poor change in shipping habits of deballasting.

No data on hydrocarbon pollution is available for the north-east Atlantic Ocean. Hydrocarbon pollution in the French and Italian Mediterranean areas of responsibility exceed 200 slick occurrences per year. But the data are available only at national level and not commonly reported under the Barcelona convention. There is no other report for the Mediterranean sea, where there are about 40 oil-related sites (pipeline terminals, refineries, offshore platforms, etc.). Much of the Black Sea is severely polluted with oil, especially near ports and river mouths, probably as a result of heavy boat traffic in the Black Sea; oil pollution along shipping lanes is especially heavy and is suggested to be caused by deballasting and bilge discharges.

Using a different but promising method of surveillance, over the Mediterranean Sea, The JRC, in collaboration with DG ENV/B4, published in 2001 a general study on the monitoring of illicit vessel discharge in the year 1999. The study reviews 1600 satellite images and reports 1638 spills.

Sub-indicator

 Aerial surveillance is a necessary constant effort from the countries bordering the Baltic Sea and the North Sea. It should be encouraged on a wider scale in the Mediterranean.
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Sources: Bonn Agreement and HELCOM
Assessment

The number of slicks per flight hour presently tends to follow the pattern of the number of slicks observed: decrease in the North Sea, and stable in the Baltic Sea. In the case of the North Sea, this ratio decreased of 33% when the decrease in number of slicks is about 25%. This observation tends to confirm that the decrease of the number of oil slicks in the North Sea is real, and not linked only to the surveillance effort. Nevertheless, additional analysis of the results should be recommended to the producers (HELCOM and the Bonn Agreement).
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Data

WHS12_OilSpillsIllegal_V4.xls
Meta data
Technical information
1. Data source: Helsinki Commission, Bonn Agreement

2. Description of data: 

original name of the data file (with links): 41b_OIL_illegal_V4.xls

original measure units: no change

original purpose: Helsinki Commission and Bonn Agreement regulations

3. Geographical coverage: European Seas (only North Sea and Baltic Sea presently available)

4. Temporal coverage: 1990-2000

5. Methodology and frequency of data collection: Continuous collection of factual data and annual update

6. Methodology of data manipulation, including making ‘early estimates’: grouping of flight hours and grouping of number of pollution report by country

Quality information
7. Strength and weakness (at data level): Convenient indicator based on long term collection of data, in the framework of a coordinated activity. Some methodological discrepancies need to be improved

8. Reliability, accuracy, robustness, uncertainty (at data level): not precisely specified by the producer.

9.
Overall scoring (give 1 to 3 points: 1=no major problems, 3=major reservations): 

Relevancy: 1

Accuracy: 2

Comparability over time: 2

Comparability over space: 1

Further work required 

· The observation of oil slicks are conducted by some European countries encouraging the other countries to operate the same way. The observations by aerial surveillance are concerning all type of oil spills and in particular the oil spills less than 7 tonnes (legal or illegal), which are usually poorly taken into account in the reporting on accidental oil spills.
· The present fact sheet is restricted to the available data. Partial information from other bordering countries is available. The boundary of the new MARPOL Special Area "North West Europeans Waters", declared by the international Maritime Organization and effective since August 1999, should give more inquiries on this area. Additional retrieval of original data will be needed in order to extend it to the Phare and accession countries to complete the information on other seas, such as Mediterranean Sea and Black Sea for instance.
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