Southwold, the North Sea’s oil hub

I raised the issue of the oil tankers off the Southwold coast in my October 2009 column for the Organ and I asked the question: why should this resort bear the risk from those profiteering in oil ?   One of the last acts of the outgoing Government was to ban ship-to-ship oil transfers in UK coastal waters, a measure supported by both the local MPs.  

In an astonishing volte-face, both the new MPs have lobbied the Shipping Minister

for this ban to be reversed.  The Minister apparently initiated a brief inquiry, though news of this did not reach Southwold organisations.   Local councils and organisations in the two other areas in which ship-to-ship transfers had been taking place, the Firth of Forth and Falmouth Bay, campaigned vigorously for the ban to remain.  Southwold slept blissfully unaware.  The outcome was that the Minister has decreed that ship-to-ship oil transfers can happen in only one location in UK waters, and that is off the coast of Southwold.

It is rather telling that both the Firth of Forth and Falmouth authorities had carried out detailed studies of the risks associated with ship-to-ship oil transfers (available on the Stars’n Tides web-page).  They presumably weighed up the modest economic benefits from the presence of the tankers and concluded they were heavily outweighed by the risk to  their leisure and tourist industries.  The Lowestoft Chamber of Commerce, unburdened by any such information, chooses to ignore this risk and see only the benefits to a few shops and one attendant tug.  For the rest of this coast there is no benefit, but there is an appreciable risk and thanks to the Falmouth Harbour Commissioners (FHC2004) and Firth of Forth (FF2005) studies, I can give some details of what that risk is.
FHC 2004 gives statistics on past oil spill incidents:  the numbers of Incidents/Accidents in STS transfers between 1995 and 2003 averaged 3.6 per year,  or 2.8 per 1000 operations.  With over 300 operations per year already taking place at Southwold we can expect an Incident/Accident every year (these include leakages, steel/steel contact, hose failures etc).  They summarize the number of oil spills in range 7-700 tonnes (medium) worldwide as 28 per year in the 1990s: over 700 tonnes (large) the average was about 8 per year in the 1990s.  This was a welcome drop from the 1970s, when there were 25 per year, but still does not amount to saying that STS transfers are safe.  The total amount of oil spilled amounted to about 100,000 tonnes per year in the 1990s.  The largest spills in UK waters were Torrey Canyon (1967), Amoco Cadiz (1978), Braer (Shetland Islands 1993) and Sea Empress (Milford Haven 1996), which ranged from 72,000 to 223,000 tonnes of oil.

FF 2005 gives estimate of oil spills risk for STS transfers in Firth of Forth for 2002-2004:

Small spills (<7 tonnes):  0.14 per year  (ie one every 7 years)

Medium (7-700 tonnes):  0.02 per year  (ie one every 50 years)

Large (>700 tonnes): 0.004 per year (ie one every 250 years)

Since Southwold will be combining the former activities of Firth of Forth, Falmouth Bay and Southwold, it’s not unreasonable to multiply these risks by 3.  Therefore we can expect a small spill every other year.  We can expect a medium spill, which would have major consequences in terms of clean-up and impact on tourism, every 17 years.  Over a twenty-five year period, there is a 30% chance of a major spill, with disastrous consequences for Lowestoft, Southwold, and the whole coast.

These risks are not small.  The local MPs have seriously let us down in subjecting our community to the risk of financial ruin.  It’s worth writing to the Shipping Minister to try to reverse this decision.

Stars’n Tides now has an email address for you to send comments and queries: starsntides@southwoldorgan.com.

Past Stars’n Tides articles can be found at http://astro.ic.ac.uk/~mrr/starsntides/
