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Indicator Fact Sheet

41b Illegal discharges of oil at sea

(
Specific aerial surveillance is conducted over the Baltic Sea and North sea. These surveillances show that the number of illegal oil spills slowly decreased in the North Sea, but remained constant in the Baltic Sea. No surveillance is conducted over the Mediterranean and Black Sea, 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. 

The recent 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. 

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.

Under the Bonn Agreement, North Sea states execute aerial surveillance as an aid to detecting and combating pollution and to prevent violations of anti-pollution regulations. The HELCOM convention has established an aerial surveillance over the Baltic for the same purpose.

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.

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.

Finally, it is worth mentioning Decision 2850/2000/EC of the European Parliament and the Council which set up a framework for co-operation in the field of response accidental or deliberate marine pollution. This decision aims mainly to support and supplement Member States' efforts against the risks of accidental or deliberate pollution at sea. This framework contributes to improving the capabilities of the Member States for response in case of incidents involving also deliberate spills and to strengthen the conditions for and facilitate efficient mutual assistance and co-operation in the field of illegal discharges. This Decision in particular allows the development of joint initiatives such as training courses, workshops, pilot project and exchange of experts concerning the measures to be taken by Member States against illegal discharges from vessels.

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.
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DATA

	Number of oil slicks  (Unit : without unit) / flight hours (Unit : hour)

	
	1990
	1991
	1992
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000

	B
	-/-
	16/75
	60/189
	60/214
	82/207
	57/206
	42/223
	58/220
	70/248.8
	61/246.6
	54/138.3

	DK
	99/584
	137/294
	45/294
	21/294
	40/304
	65/296
	49/361
	74/311
	110/557.2
	161/596.5
	101/728

	D
	175/600
	136/521
	211/921
	142/689
	197/919
	153/998
	165/1094
	159/1073
	143/1056
	190/1286.8
	171/1430

	EL
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	E 
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	F
	-
	-
	-
	-
	6/149
	7/222
	5/165
	28/399
	45/430.9
	22/163.4
	25/495.4

	IRL
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	I 
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	L
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	N
	80
	66
	98
	113
	80
	72
	93
	60
	72
	65/557.5
	46/393.2

	NL
	362/648
	273/703
	288/815
	279/721
	283/949
	238/819
	247/897
	771/970
	458/734.1
	450/650
	187/764.5

	A
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	P
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	FIN
	28/2191
	23/1820
	22/2733
	26/2285
	23/2313
	26/2353
	39/2523
	104/2377
	52/1792
	62/603
	89/660

	S
	210/1685
	221/1677
	284/1817
	256/2011
	381/2220
	461/2113
	262/1924
	248/2378
	280/2788
	233/2865
	166/2465

	UK
	180/544
	135/548
	191/636
	180/677
	147/675
	176/868
	108/981
	89/858
	69/841
	58/748
	75/647

	Poland
	88/164
	14/140
	92/62
	110/49
	104/179
	72/301
	50/345
	25/291
	33/465
	18/375
	51/362

	Latvia
	73/400
	20/408
	15/127
	6/24
	0/18
	0/8
	0/8
	0/64
	33/577
	18/320
	17/436

	Lithuania
	
	8/348
	34/78
	28/133
	
	
	0/65
	
	
	
	0/250

	Estonia
	
	
	
	18/40
	7/420
	4/420
	3/305
	3/284
	10/236
	33/268
	38/212


Source: Bonn Agreement, Helcom

	Number of oil slicks by sea - all data available from bordering countries included (Unit : without unit)


	
	1990
	1991
	1992
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000

	North Sea & English Channel (1)
	843
	647
	805
	741
	736
	681
	650
	1181
	922
	884
	548

	Irish Sea (3)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	Celtic Sea (3)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	North East Atlantic (3)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	Baltic Sea (2)
	452
	393
	553
	487
	611
	649
	410
	438
	453
	487
	472

	Mediterranean Sea (3)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	

	Black Sea (3)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	
	


Source: (1) Bonn Agreement, (2) Helcom, (3) no information available.

Spreadsheet file: 41b_OIL_illegal_V3.xls

Meta data
Technical information
1. Data source: Helsinki Commission, Bonn Agreement
2. Description of data:

original name of the data file (with links): file to be specified
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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