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Abstract

The intense sh ipp ing  tra ffic  in the N orth  Sea results in a high risk o f sh ip-sourced m arine  po llu tio n . The 
Bonn A greem en t offers an op e ra tio n a l fram ew ork  fo r  reg iona l coo pe ra tion  between N orth Sea countries 
aga inst p o llu tion  o f the sea by o il and o the r harm fu l substances. The T ripa rtite  jo in t responsib ility  zone 
established under this ag reem en t between U nited K ingdom , France and Belgium  in the southern pa rt o f 
the N orth  Sea is an im p o rta n t instrum ent o f this co o pe ra tion . The recent decis ion to  extend the Bonn 
A greem en t T ripartite  zone to  a Q u a d rip a rtite  zone th rough  the p a rtic ip a tion  o f the N etherlands offers 
in teresting perspectives fo r  re in fo rced  coo pe ra tion  and better co o rd in a tio n  o f the na tiona l strategies fo r 
dea ling  w ith m arine  p o llu tion  response preparedness in the southern pa rt o f  the N orth  Sea. This o n -g o in g  
deve lopm en t w ill he lp the fo u r countries concerned  to  be better p repa red  to  m eet the cha llenge  o f the 
increasing risk o f m arine  p o llu tio n  posed by the con tinuous grow th  o f sh ipp ing  in the N orth  Sea, w h ich is 
associa ted w ith an increase o f the quan tities o f heavy oils and harm fu l o r  noxious substances carried  on 
board  vessels.

Background

W hen on 1 8 M arch 1 9 6 7 , the tanker Torrey Canyon  ran aground on Seven Stones reef, west of 
C ornw a ll, United K ingdom , she caused the first m a jo r m arine oil spill disaster in history. Since it 
was the first tim e, no plans had been prepared beforehand to  deal w ith it. Unsuccessful 
attempts were m ade to  conta in  and com bat the o il spill such as d ropp ing  napalm  in an a ttem pt 
to  burn the oil o r spraying large am ounts o f detergents, which later proved to  be ineffic ient and 
very toxic fo r the m arine organisms. The Cornish and part o f the French coast were 
contam inated and a great num ber o f sea birds were killed. O n  tha t occasion, the public 
became aware o f the d ram atic  im pact o f o il po llu tion  on the m arine environm ent. Furtherm ore, 
the authorities learned from  the Torrey Canyon  disaster tha t there was a real need to  develop 
specific response techniques and equ ipm ent fo r dea ling with o il spills at sea as well as to  
establish international coopera tion  mechanisms in this fie ld . It is therefore not by co incidence 
tha t the e ight countries bordering the N orth  Sea (United K ingdom , N orw ay, Sweden, Denm ark, 
G erm any, the Netherlands, Belgium and France) decided in 1969  in Bonn, G erm any, to  sign 
an 'ag reem ent fo r coopera tion  in dea ling with the po llu tion  o f the N orth  Sea by o il ',  later 
referred to  as the 'Bonn Agreem ent'.

Since then, the Bonn Agreem ent has been am ended in 1983  in o rder to  extend its scope to  
harm ful substances o ther than oil and to  add the European C om m unity to  the list o f contracting 
parties. The Bonn Agreem ent was the first reg ional agreem ent o f its kind and as such it has 
been the precursor fo r s im ila r agreements covering o ther European seas: the Helsinki
convention (1974 and 1992) fo r the Baltic Sea, the Barcelona convention (1976) fo r the 
M editerranean Sea and the Lisbon agreem ent fo r the N ortheast A tlantic  (1990) (NB: The Lisbon 
agreem ent has not yet entered into force). This in ternational fram ew ork fo r coopera tion  in 
com bating  po llu tion  is com plem ented by tw o European mechanisms: the 'C om m un ity
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fram ew ork fo r coopera tion  in the fie ld  o f accidenta l o r de libera te  m arine p o llu tio n ' and a more 
recent instrument: the 'C om m un ity  mechanism fo r reinforced coopera tion  in civil protection 
assistance in terventions', which covers both civil protection and m arine po llu tion. Fig. 1 
illustrates how these regional agreements overlap and shows the central position o f the 
European C om m unity, which is party to  all these agreements.
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Fig. 1. In ternationa l fram ew ork  fo r  coo pe ra tion  in co m b a tin g  m arine  p o llu tion  in European waters 
(Source: EMSA).

M ore  recently, in 2 0 0 2 , during the afterm ath o f the ERIKA accident, the European Com m ission 
decided to  create a European M aritim e Safety Agency (EMSA). This agency is m ainly dealing 
with m aritim e safety issues (i.e. the reduction o f the risk o f m aritim e accidents, m arine po llu tion  
from  ships and the loss o f hum an lives at sea) but it has also received the task fo r provid ing 
technical assistance to  m em ber states in the fie ld o f ope ra tiona l response to  m arine po llu tion . In 
this respect, EMSA must be considered as a pan-European p la tform  tha t gives access to  
technical support to  m em ber states when they request assistance while responding to  a m a jor 
po llu tion  accident. The response to  m arine po llu tion  belongs indeed to  the com petency o f the 
m em ber states, which have established ways to  cooperate  and to  provide m utual assistance 
th rough regional agreements tha t address the ir specific (regional) needs. Therefore EMSA's 
support must be unam biguously seen as a com plem ent to  the assistance tha t m em ber states 
can obta in  th rough  the respective regional agreements and not as a way to  replace these 
agreements. O n  the contrary, EMSA's contributions are likely to  reinforce the partic ipa tion  o f 
the European C om m unity in the d ifferent reg ional agreements to  the benefit o f each o f them.

The Bonn Agreement: an operational instrument against m arine  
pollution

The Bonn Agreem ent is focused specifically on opera tiona l and techn ical aspects o f com bating 
m arine po llu tion  and encourages the North Sea countries to  jo intly im prove the ir response 
capacity. The terms o f reference o f the Bonn agreem ent can be summarized as fo llows:
■ Promote sharing o f in form ation  and resources in response to  a spill.
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■ Encourage sharing o f surveillance resources as an aid to  detecting and com bating  m arine 
po llu tion  and prevent v io la tion  o f a n ti-po llu tion  regulations.

■ Encourage C ontracting  Parties to  com e to  the aid o f others by provid ing po llu tion  response 
assets and o ther resources when needed.

For the purposes o f m arine po llu tion  m on itoring  and contro l, the geograph ica l area covered by 
the Bonn Agreem ent is d ivided up to  e ight 'zones o f responsibility ' w ith supervisory 
responsibilities being assigned to  each o f the contracting states as illustrated in Fig. 2 below.
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Fig. 2 . The Bonn A greem en t area and zones o f responsib ility  (Source: Bonn A greem ent).

The zones of, respectively, the southern part o f the N orth  Sea and the C hannel area are placed 
under the responsibility o f groups o f C ontracting Parties and are fo r th a t reason called 'zones of 
jo in t responsibility '. The interventions o f the C ontracting  Parties w ithin these zones o f jo in t 
responsibility are subject to  the provisions o f techn ical arrangem ents agreed between the Parties 
concerned.

The guidelines and procedures fo r the provision o f assistance in po llu tion  response by one 
C ontracting Party to  another are presented in the 'Bonn Agreem ent C ounter Pollution M a n u a l', 
which is continua lly  updated. A nother im portant Bonn Agreem ent opera tiona l gu ide  is the 
'Aeria l Surveillance H an db oo k ', which provides fo r uniform  guidelines and standard procedures 
fo r the aeria l m on itoring  and contro l o f m arine po llu tion.

Joint operations are carried ou t on a regular basis under the um brella  o f the Bonn Agreem ent 
accord ing  to  a yearly ca lendar o f operations. Jo int exercises (BONNEX) are organised fo r 
tra in ing  fo r the dep loym ent o f po llu tion  com bating  equ ipm ent and the testing o f the opera tiona l 
coord ina tion . C ontracting parties are also jo in ing the ir efforts in coord inated  fligh t cam paigns 
fo r the contro l o f m arine po llu tion.

The Bonn Agreem ent w orking g roup O TSO PA meets on a yearly basis in o rder to  continuously 
review the state o f the art developm ents o f all relevant ope ra tiona l, technical and scientific 
matters related to  m on itoring  and com bating  m arine po llu tion . In this way Bonn Agreem ent 
experts always remain at the fo re fron t o f know ledge and expertise, what a llows them  to  
m aintain a leading position in the fie ld o f ope ra tiona l response to  m arine po llu tion  since the 
beginning o f the Bonn Agreem ent. The p ioneer function o f the Bonn Agreem ent is illustrated by
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the fact tha t all Bonn Agreem ent countries have set up national m arine po llu tion  response 
capacities and procedures fo r m utual assistance well before it became an international 
requirem ent with the entry into force in 1995  o f the In ternational C onvention on O il Pollution 
Preparedness, Response and C oopera tion  1 99 0  (OPRC, 1990).

The risk of m arine pollution: assessment and evolution

In a general way, sh ipping can have a negative im pact on the m arine environm ent due to  the 
d ischarge o f o il and wastes, cleaning and venting tanks, a ir po llu tion , loss o f cargoes 
conta in ing  harm ful substances (50% o f goods transported at sea can be described as 
dangerous), discharges o f ship 's ballast w ater which may conta in  non-indigenous species and 
the use o f an ti-fou ling  paints conta in ing  biocides (OSPAR, 2 0 0 0 ).

The accident o f the Torrey Canyon  pointed ou t the risk associated w ith tankers. However ship- 
sourced m arine po llu tion  is not exclusively the result o f accidenta l discharges. Ships are also 
delibera te ly carrying out ope ra tiona l discharges o f o ily  waste at sea. W hile  large accidenta l oil 
spills cause spectacular environm enta l dam ages in a well defined geograph ica l area at a given 
period o f tim e, opera tiona l discharges are responsible fo r a perm anent background 
concentra tion o f pollutants affecting the whole  N orth  Sea area. This latter fo rm  o f po llu tion  is 
m ore diffuse and less visible than m a jo r spill accidents, but it gives rise to  the same level of 
concern since it is likely to  have a long-term  detrim ental effect on the m arine ecosystems.

A  d im inu tion  o f the risk o f ship 's accidents is addressed by continuous e ffort fo r im proving safety 
standards in shipping transport. The m ain legal instrument fo r the regula tion o f opera tiona l 
discharges from  ships is the In ternational C onvention fo r the Prevention o f Pollution from  Ships 
and its annexes (MARPOL 7 3 /7 8 ). An im portant measure fo r the protection o f the m arine 
environm ent o f the North Sea against o il po llu tion  is the designation o f the N orth  Sea as 
'specia l a re a ' under MARPOL 7 3 /7 8  annex I (oil), which becam e effective in 1999 . U nder this 
provision ships are exclusively a llowed to  d ischarge ship-generated o ily  waste from  m achinery 
spaces using an o il separa to r device p roducing o il concentrations not exceeding 15 ppm . Such 
a low  concentra tion does not produce visible trace o r film  at the sea surface and is considered 
to  be harmless fo r the m arine environm ent.

Despite these measures the risk o f po llu tion , e ither accidenta l o r delibera te , is still s ign ificantly 
present in the N orth  Sea. The fact remains tha t the N orth  Sea area contains some o f the busiest 
shipping routes in the w orld . The high density o f sh ipping in the North Sea log ica lly  leads to  a 
higher risk o f accidents and a h igher p robab ility  o f illegal discharges com pared to  the level of 
these risks in areas with lesser sh ipping density. Furtherm ore, it should be noted tha t due to  the 
shallow  depths in the southern part o f the North Sea, vessel tra ffic  is confined w ithin narrow  
navigation channels fo rc ing  ships to  com e at close range o f each o ther and lim iting the 
possibilities fo r co llis ion  avoidance manoeuvres. Therefore the southern part o f the N orth  Sea 
must be considered as a high-risk area fo r sh ipping accidents likely to  cause sign ifican t m arine 
pollu tion.

The main source o f in form ation  fo r assessing the situation o f m arine po llu tion  in the North Sea 
is the aeria l surveillance carried ou t in the fram ew ork o f the Bonn Agreem ent. The data on 
observed m arine po llu tion  collected by the aeria l surveillance program  o f each C ontracting 
Party is com piled by the Bonn Agreem ent secretariat and published in an 'A nnua l report on 
aeria l surve illance '. This data has been collected during many years using standardised 
observation procedures and reporting form ats. This report is therefore a va luab le  reference fo r 
assessing the current situation and the recent trends in the evolution o f m arine po llu tion  in the 
N orth Sea. However one should keep in mind the fact tha t this data only reflects the num ber of 
spills observed during surveillance flights and therefore only represents a fraction  o f the actual
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num ber o f spills. A  study carried ou t by the M anagem ent U nit o f the N orth  Sea M athem atica l 
M odels (M U M M ) indicates tha t spills observed by the Belgian surveillance a ircra ft during the 
period 1 9 9 1 -1 9 9 5  could represent only 1 5% to  30%  o f the actual to ta l ship-sourced po llu tion  
(Schollier et a l., 1 996 ). This does not a ffect the fact tha t the Bonn Agreem ent aeria l surveillance 
data clearly shows a decreasing trend in the num ber o f observed spills per fligh t hour (Fig. 3).

Flight Hours 
^ 9  observed slicks 
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Fig. 3 . Total num bers o f f lig h t hours and observed slicks fo r  the pe riod  1 9 8 6 -2 0 0 4  and the ir ra tio  
(Source: Bonn A greem ent).

The relative d im inu tion  o f the num ber o f observed spills during the last decade is generally 
considered to  result from  the deterrent effect o f aeria l surveillance as well as from  a greater 
environm enta l awareness o f ship 's crews and ship 's operators encourag ing them  to  pay more 
attention to  observing a n ti-po llu tion  regulations.

EMSA's Action Plan fo r O il Pollution Preparedness and Response (EMSA, 2 0 0 4 ), which is based 
on a risk assessment study carried out in 2 0 0 3  by the In ternational Tanker O wners Pollution 
Federation (ITOPF) at the request o f the European C om m ission (D G  TREN), presents some 
in form ation  on the expected evolution o f the risks related to  the causes o f ship-sourced
po llu tion. M ost o f the in form ation  com bined with the assessment o f the Q u a lity  Status Report
(QSR) 2 0 0 0  fo r the N orth  Sea area (OSPAR, 2 00 0 ) can be summ arised as fo llows:

■ The vo lum e o f sh ipping transport is expected to  continue to  g row  sign ificantly during the next 
decade in terms o f increasing volumes o f transported ca rgo , increasing num ber o f vessels and 
increasing ship 's sizes.

■ The deve lopm ent o f Russian o il export from  ports in the Baltic is causing an im portant change 
in trad ing  patterns fo r the transporta tion  o f crude and heavy fuel oils. This change w ill 
continue to  increase in the com ing years resulting in a s ign ifican t growth o f tanker tra ffic  
th rough the Baltic Sea and the North Sea.

■ N on-tanker vessels have generalised the use o f heavy fuel o il fo r the ir propu ls ion engine. The 
po llu tion  risk posed by these vessels is in line with the increasing size o f vessels and 
consequently the increasing size o f bunkers carried on board.

This forecast indicates tha t the risk o f po llu tion  posed by sh ipping in the N orth  Sea w ill continue 
to  exist and could s ign ificantly increase during the com ing years. It a lso points out the fact that 
the main threat o f m arine po llu tion  is related to  the increasing quantities o f heavy fuel oils and
hazardous and noxious substances carried on board o f ships.
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From a tripartite  to a quadripartite  zone of responsibility

The tripartite  jo in t responsibility zone between United K ingdom , France and Belgium covers the 
southern part o f the N orth  Sea. It extends over the main navigation route between the Dover 
Strait and the m outh o f the River Scheldt. As m entioned before, it is an area characterised by 
very dense vessel traffic , which places it in the category o f zones presenting a high risk fo r 
marine po llu tion  accidents.

The interventions o f the three countries concerned in the tripartite  jo in t responsibility zone are 
defined by technical arrangem ents between UK, France and Belgium dating from  1972. The 
key provision o f these technical arrangem ents is the fact that the three countries are a llow ed to 
intervene in waters o f the o ther countries w ithin the boundaries o f the tripartite  zone w ithout the 
necessity o f a fo rm a l authorisation  o r request fo r assistance. These arrangem ents proved to 
w ork well and have been a particu larly useful instrument fo r the jo in t response to the accident 
w ith the Tricolor. However the experience showed that po llu tion  incidents occurring in the 
Tripartite zone also represent a threat fo r the Dutch waters and that the Netherlands should 
log ica lly  also be involved in the jo in t response to these incidents. This is the reason why -  when 
the C ontracting  Parties decided in 2 0 0 3  to am end the Bonn Agreem ent in o rder to realign the 
limits o f the responsibility zones with the boundaries o f the Exclusive Econom ic Zones (EEZ) -  
Belgium proposed to extend the jo in t responsibility zone from  a tripartite  to a quadripa rtite  zone 
including part o f the Dutch responsibility zone. A ll concerned countries agreed in princip le on 
an extension to the north o f the existing jo in t responsibility zone in such a way that the northern 
lim it coincides with the northern edge o f the Belgian EEZ (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 4 . Illustra tion o f the extension to  the north (shaded area) o f the existing T ripa rtite  zone to  fo rm  the 
new Q u a d rip a rtite  zone o f jo in t responsib ility  (Source: Rijkswaterstaat).
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However, am endments to  the Bonn Agreem ent have to  go th rough long adm inistrative and 
d ip lom atic  processes before entering into force. Therefore Belgium proposed to  the other 
countries concerned to  a lready com m ence w ith the discussion fo r the prepara tion  o f new 
techn ica l arrangem ents fo r the future Q uad ripa rtite  zone before it takes effect. It is the view o f 
the fo u r countries tha t the Bonn Agreem ent Q uad ripa rtite  zone offers interesting perspectives fo r 
a reinforced coopera tion  as well as fo r a better coord ina tion  o f nationa l strategies fo r m arine 
po llu tion  response preparedness in the southern part o f the North Sea.

Conclusions

The North Sea area, and m ore especially the southern part o f it, is a zone presenting a high risk 
o f ship-sourced m arine po llu tion  incidents due to  the very high density o f vessel tra ffic . Despite 
all measures developed to  im prove ship and navigation safety and to  enforce an ti-po llu tion  
regulations, this risk w ill persist and may continue to  increase w ith the predicted growth o f 
shipping in the North Sea. The main concern fo r m arine po llu tion  is caused by the increasing 
quantities o f heavy fuel oils and Hazardous and Noxious Substances (HNS) carried on board of 
vessels.

The Bonn Agreem ent offers th rough provisions fo r coopera tion  and m utual assistance fo r 
com bating m arine po llu tion  an adequate  ope ra tiona l fram ew ork fo r m arine po llu tion  response 
and preparedness tha t meets the specific needs o f the N orth  Sea countries at regional level. The 
experience gained by partic ipa ting  in the Bonn Agreem ent exercises and the Bonn Agreem ent 
working g roup  places the m arine po llu tion  experts o f the N orth  Sea countries at the fo re fron t of 
the know ledge and technical expertise in the fie ld o f response to  m arine po llu tion  accidents.

The Bonn Agreem ent jo in t responsibility zone between United K ingdom , France and Belgium 
that covers the southern part o f the N orth  Sea responds to  the particu la r needs fo r a reinforced 
coopera tion  in this zone confronted with a particu larly high risk fo r m arine po llu tion . The 
recently approved extension o f the Tripartite  zone to  a Q uad ripa rtite  zone including the 
Netherlands offers new perspectives fo r reinforced coopera tion  between the countries 
concerned in the ir com m on figh t aga inst m arine po llu tion  in the N orth  Sea.

References

Bonn Agreem ent. 2 0 0 5 . Bonn Agreem ent Aeria l Surveillance Program me -  Annual report on 
aeria l surveillance fo r 2 0 0 4 . Bonn Agreem ent Secretariat, London. 24p .

EMSA. 2 0 0 4 . Action Plan For O il Pollution Preparedness and Response. European M aritim e 
Safety Agency, Brussels. 65p .

OSPAR Com m ission. 2 0 0 0 . Q ua lity  Status Report 2 0 0 0 , Region II -  G rea te r N orth  Sea. OSPAR 
Com m ission, London. 1 3 6 + x iiip .

Schollier R., L. Lahousse and T .G . Jacques. 1996 . Aeria l Surveillance nationa l activity Report 
1 991 -1 9 9 5  (Toezicht vanu it de lucht: nationaal activ ite itenrapport 1 991 -1 995). M U M M , 
Brussels, 51 p. +  annexes.

Useful internet links

h ttp ://w w w .bonnaareem ent.o rg

h ttp ://w w w .em sa.eu .in t

h ttp ://w w w .ospar.o rg

-  35  -

http://www.bonnaareement.org
http://www.emsa.eu.int
http://www.ospar.org

