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PRESS RELEASE

For Immediate Release: 13 July, 2004

Government “Complacent” on Oil Spill Planning

The UK’s 10,000 mile-long coastline is under threat from oil spills due to outdated local authority contingency plans, according to a paper released today by the Environmental Industries Commission1 (EIC). The paper calls for new regulations to require local authorities to prepare and keep up to date their contingency plans – and money to support their efforts.

EIC’s paper, ‘Oil Spills – Are We Ready?’2, argues that the 164 maritime local authorities must have a statutory obligation and funding to prepare Oil Pollution Emergency Plans (OPEPs) that are updated and harmonised with the National Contingency Plan3 - as is already the case with offshore oil installations, ports and harbours. 

Offshore oil spills are a regular occurrence, with small spills happening every year, and spills of 10,000 tonnes or more happening on average once every three years. Recent disasters such as the Sea Empress and Brear in UK waters, and the Erika and Prestige in France and Spain, demonstrate the likelihood of such disasters and their capacity for widespread and long-lasting environmental and economic destruction.  The UK, with over 10,000 miles of coastline, is at particular risk.

The extent of damage caused by oil spills, and the costs of remediation, can be reduced significantly if the response is swift, appropriate, and technically competent.  Local authorities must have a plan to enable them to rapidly assess the nature of the incident, draft in outside resources, and co-ordinate efforts on the ground. Local authorities have developed plans, but without a statutory obligation or resources there is a risk these will not be effective.

The  report, therefore, calls on the Government to: 

· Place a statutory obligation on all maritime local authorities to produce an Oil Pollution Emergency Plan (OPEP) in compliance with the National Contingency Plan.

· Provide funding to ensure that adequate professional expertise goes into the preparation of these OPEPs.

· Require the OPEPs to be approved by the Marine and Coastguard Agency, as are the port, harbour, and offshore oil installation OPEPs.

· Require regular updating of the OPEPs.

Merlin Hyman, EIC Director said: “Adequate preparation can mean the difference between a routine accident and a full-blown disaster.  The UK has the technology and expertise to intervene effectively in marine oil spills, control them and remediate them.  To do so effectively, there must be a procedure in place for identifying the resources necessary and deploying them, but currently there is far too much complacency within Government that voluntary arrangements will suffice.”

“The UK has suffered three of the world’s largest spills.  We should not wait for the next incident on the scale of the Prestige to remind us of what we should have done.” 

-- ends --

For further information, contact Merlin Hyman,  EIC Director, on 020 7935 1675

Notes for Editors: 1. The Environmental Industries Commission’s mission is to provide a strong and effective voice for the UK's environmental technology and services industry. It was launched in 1995 and has grown rapidly to over 240 Member companies, including some 40 companies involved in preventing, controlling and remediating oil pollution. 

2. EIC’s report ‘Oil Spills – Are We Ready?’ is available from EIC on Tel: 020 7935 1675.

3. The National Contingency Plan is prepared by the Maritime and Coastguard Agency to ensure that the UK is prepared for off-shore oil spills.

