Sea Empress Disaster (15th February 1995) – Tenth Anniversary

MCS Summary Document  
What Happened

On the evening of 15 February 1996 the oil tanker Sea Empress, carrying crude oil to Milford Haven in South West Wales, ran aground at St Ann's Head in the entrance to the Milford Haven waterway. 

Milford Haven lies within the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park, and the main spill area affected 35 Sites of special scientific interest, two national nature reserves (at Stackpole and Skomer), and one of the UK's three marine nature reserves (Skomer). 

Over the next seven days approximately 72,000 tonnes of light crude oil was released, mainly at low tide, and 480 tonnes of heavy fuel oil escaped whilst the vessel was being re-floated and towed to a jetty within the waterway.

Despite a rapid clean-up response at sea, oil came ashore along 200km of coastline in an area of international importance for wildlife and natural beauty. The worst affected areas were Milford Haven and the south coast of Pembrokeshire, towards the beaches of Carmarthen Bay, Tenby and Pendine.

The total cost of the accident is estimated at £45 million for  the clean-up and salvage operations, £90 million in economic costs, and £29 million in environmental impacts. 

The Marine Pollution Control unit estimated in its report on the accident (1997) that less than 5,000 tonnes of oil came ashore, and the main amenity beaches were cleared by Easter. The clean-up operation was a close collaboration between central government, local authorities, public bodies, private companies and voluntary organisations

Lessons Learned

The Sea Empress Environmental Evaluation Committee (SEEEC) was formed in March 1996, and published its final report in 1998. The report broadly concluded that the effects of the spill were very serious at first but were not as devastating as first feared. Reasons given for this included the robustness of the natural environment, the care and effectiveness of the clean-up operation, and a fortunate combination of natural events. Many migratory fish and bird species were not in the affected area during the disaster, and prevailing winds and tides carried much of the oil slick away from the Pembrokeshire coast.

Lord Donaldson subsequently held a review of the powers of state intervention, and the command and control structure for salvage response. This report was published in 1999, and recommended that major marine incidents should be controlled by one person independently of Government. It also re-iterated a recommendation made in the Report of Lord Donaldson’s Inquiry into the prevention of pollution from merchant shipping, 1992, that the most sensitive and environmentally valuable areas of UK coastal seas should be identified as Marine Environment High Risk Areas (MEHRAs).

The post of Secretary Of State's (of Transport) Representative  (SOSREP) was established in 1999, and there is now a National Contingency Plan for marine pollution from shipping and offshore installations. However, a Department for Transport report on MEHRAs has yet to be published.

In 2002, the Countryside Council for Wales (CCW) published a series of in-depth reports on the longer term impacts of the disaster to the marine animal and plant life along the affected Pembrokeshire coast.  The reports concluded that the initial impact of the oil slick was devastating, particularly among algae and invertebrate species such as cockles, limpets, barnacles and starfish, and among local populations of sea birds. This included the death of several thousand sea birds from oil coating and oil ingestion. 

However, CCW’s studies indicated that the ecosystem and marine life had recovered generally well, with the exception of sedimentary infauna such as rag worms and amphipods which may have suffered indirectly from the widespread use of chemical dispersants. No species was driven to extinction locally, and the accident did not appear to have affected the subsequent breeding success of any of the 10 sea bird species monitored. Sea mammal populations also appeared to have been unaffected.  This broad conclusion must however be weighed against a general lack of pre-disaster monitoring data e.g. for the rare Asterina phylactica , a close relative of the cushion starfish which was badly affected by the spill.

The Need for Future Action

1. A Marine Bill is urgently needed that must include Marine Spatial Planning Marine Spatial Planning is urgently needed to forward plan activities at sea such as shipping lanes and offshore wind as our seas become ever more busy. MCS await the Marine Bill consultation at the end of February, but is concerned that the timetable for drafting the marine bill by November is slipping. 

For further information on Marine Spatial Planning and why it is important for shipping safety see http://www.mcsuk.org/mcs_policy/policy.php?title=marine%20bill%20-%20what%20is%20needed 

2. The Department for Transport must publish its report identifying Marine Environmental High Risk Areas (MEHRA) in the UK. This report is long overdue as MEHRAs were first recommended in the Donaldson Report, 1992. MEHRAS are sites where management measures will give much needed protection from the threat of shipping accidents. After a twelve year wait for the selection of MEHRA sites, MCS hope that: 

· The sites adequately cover the UK’s most precious and sensitive marine sites e.g Pembrokeshire coast including Skomer Marine Nature Reserve and the Minch 

· They include comprehensive management measures e.g. areas to be avoided and mandatory pilotage. Without effective management measures the MEHRAs will be pointless.

· There is a tight action plan for implementation – we must not wait another year.  

3. An Automatic Identification System (AIS) for ships should be made mandatory. 

AIS should be introduced as part of a management system for busy shipping lanes. AIS allows satellite tracking of vessels via ship based transponders and are being promoted by the USA at the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) to increase security against terrorism. It is also critical that if they are made mandatory for shipping that they should provide data for the environmental management and security of our seas.

4. Salvage tugs should be stationed in all key locations around the UK
At present there are four salvage tugs located in the Dover Straits, the Minches, between Orkney and Shetland, and Falmouth (covering the Western Approaches). However, the government has declined to fund one in Milford Haven, despite the fact that this was a recommendation of the Marine Accident Investigation Report “Consideration being given to the employment of an escort tug at Milford Haven should be advanced further.” This is important as the MAIB stated that “The use of an escort tug in the approach to the West Channel would not have avoided the initial grounding, but it might have avoided the second grounding.” The initial grounding resulted in the loss of about 2,500 tonnes of oil, but the second grounding caused the extensive damage that resulted in the loss of a further 70,000 tonnes. 

Further Reading

· Countryside Council for Wales (CCW)  scientific report (2002): http://www.ccw.gov.uk/reports/index.cfm?Action=ViewAll&lang=en 

· Summary of the report of the Sea Empress Environmental Evaluation Committee

http://www.wales.gov.uk/subienvironment/content/seaempress/summary_e.htm?lang=_e 

· Lord Donaldson's review of the powers of State intervention and the command and control of salvage response; Published: 15 March 1999.

http://www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_shipping/documents/page/dft_shipping_505250-09.hcsp 

