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The Belgian part o f the North Sea, a lthough relatively sm all, is an intensely used m arine area. It 
is crossed by some o f the busiest sh ipping routes in the w orld  linking the g reat harbours of 
Northwestern Europe with the rest o f the w orld . W hen, on one hand, m aritim e transport is of 
vital im portance fo r our econom y, on the o ther hand, such a high concentra tion o f vessels 
represents a s ign ifican t risk o f sh ipping accidents and m arine po llu tion.

The last decade has been characterized by a continuous growth o f the sh ipping tra ffic  in the 
N orth  Sea, both in terms o f num ber o f ships and in terms o f increase o f ship size. By the same 
tim e the volumes o f transported oil and o the r hazardous substances have increased 
sign ificantly. These substances could cause serious harm to  the m arine environm ent if spilled at 
sea. Experts foresee tha t these trends w ill continue during the com ing years.

This situation clearly asks fo r a m a jo r concern fo r the protection o f the N orth  Sea ecosystems, 
which are known to  be very im portan t from  an environm enta l po in t o f view but are also very 
vu lnerable. It is therefore  the responsibility o f the authorities to  make sure tha t the risk o f 
accidenta l m arine po llu tion  caused by ships and its associated negative im pact on the m arine 
environm ent are kept to  a m in im um  and this, w ithout im pairing  the econom ic function o f 
sh ipping transport.

The prevention o f sh ipping accidents is the first priority. This is m ainly addressed by measures 
taken at in ternational and European level a im ing  at im proving the safety o f vessels as well as 
the safety o f navigation in the N orth  Sea. However, the risk o f an accident causing a m a jor 
m arine po llu tion  w ill never be com plete ly e lim inated. It is therefore necessary to  be well 
prepared to  respond efficiently to  m aritim e disasters in o rder to  lim it and m itigate the dam age 
to  the m arine environm ent. Since a few  years Belgium can rely on a national stockpile  o f 
po llu tion  com bating  equ ipm ent tha t can be deployed at any tim e in o rder to  respond to  
m aritim e emergencies. The response is organized accord ing to  the provisions o f the national 
contingency p lan, the disaster plan fo r the North Sea (Rampenplan Noordzee), and takes place 
in the reg ional coopera tion  fram ew ork o f the Bonn Agreem ent. The ratifica tion  by Belgium of 
the in ternational C onvention fo r O il Pollution Preparedness, Response and C oopera tion  
(OPRC, 1990), toge ther w ith its Protocol on Hazardous and Noxious Substances (HNS 
p ro toco l), which is due to  be com pleted soon, w ill strengthen the legal basis o f a Belgian 
ope ra tiona l po llu tion  response capacity and bring new ob liga tions fo r reg ional coopera tion  in 
this fie ld . M ost o f the OPRC requirements are a lready met by the active partic ipa tion  o f Belgium 
in the Bonn Agreem ent.

Taking all this into account, it is c lear tha t the results and recom m endations o f scientific studies 
such as RAMA and DIMAS represent va luab le  in form ation  fo r assisting the po litica l decis ion
makers in the ir task o f deve loping adequate strategies fo r the prevention o f sh ipping accidents 
and the protection o f the environm ent against ship-sourced po llu tion  in the m arine areas under 
Belgian jurisdiction. In my qua lity o f federal m inister fo r the North Sea, I welcom e the w ork 
carried ou t w ithin these tw o projects linked toge ther under the M IM A C  um bre lla , as a support to  
my com m itm ent fo r a safer and cleaner N orth  Sea.
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