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Introduction

As the study 'Risk Analysis o f M arine  Activities in the Belgian part o f the N orth  Sea (RAMA)' 
shows, the Belgian part o f the North Sea is a busy sea area. It contains one o f the busiest sea 
routes o f the w orld . As we have learned from  past experience, this implies a num ber o f risks at 
severe shipping disasters.
For contingency p lanning in Belgium and on the North Sea, the Herald o f Free Enterprise 
catastrophe o ff the coast o f Zeebrugge on 6 M arch  1 9 8 7  became a turn ing point.
A fter this disaster, in which 193 lives were lost, the N ationa l C ontingency Plan fo r the N orth  Sea 
was drawn up.
This contingency plan existed by m utual tac it agreem ent between a ll concerned parties, 
however, w ithout o ffic ia lly  having been endorsed. This endorsem ent only cam e later by 
M in isteria l Decree o f 1 9 April 2 0 0 5  (BS 25  M ay 2 00 5 ).

Objective of the contingency plan for the North Sea

This contingency plan applies to  disasters in which:
■ ships and the ir ca rgo  could get lost and passengers and crew could  become victims;
■ sh ipping and sea access to  harbours could be seriously ham pered;
■ environm enta l problems could occur.

The aim  is to :
■ im m ediately dep loy the ava ilab le  means on the scene th rough a chain o f a lert, which implies 

being perm anently ope ra tiona l;
■ set up a co -o rd ina tion  between the authorities involved, which requires a unity o f com m and.

The N orth  Sea contingency plan describes the organ ization  o f the assistance and the co 
o rd ina tion  o f the operations in case o f a disaster o r severe accidents on the N orth  Sea.
It has an opera tiona l character and is used w ithout prejudice to  the legal o r regulatory authority 
o f concerned parties, which are am ongst others:
■ the sh ipping police (scheepvaartpolitie): which is responsible fo r the supervision o f the general 

and specific surveillance o f the sea;
■ the Flemish G overnm ent (Vlaamse gewest), in particu la r the Agency fo r M aritim e  Services, 

(Agentschap voor M aritiem e Dienstverlening) which is am ongst others responsible fo r the 
rescue operations at sea;

■ the Navy (M arine), which is responsible fo r the execution o f an tipo llu tion  measures and the 
co -o rd ina tion  at sea;

■ the Federal G overnm ent, in particu la r the G enera l D irectorate o f the Environment 
(d irectoraat-generaal Leefmilieu) o f the D epartm ent o f Health (FO D Volksgezondheid), which 
is responsible fo r the contro l o f m arine po llu tion  and the ava ilab ility  o f resources, and the 
techn ical and opera tiona l expertise in the dep loym ent and use o f these resources;
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■ the M anagem ent Unit o f the N orth  Sea M athem atica l M odels (M UM M ) (Beheerseenheid 
M athem atisch M ode l), which is responsible fo r the scientific supervision o f the m arine 
environm ent and co-ord inates the scientific activities at sea.

The G overno r o f the province o f W est Flanders has been appoin ted  G enera l C o -o rd in a to r of 
the North Sea contingency plan by the C ouncil o f M inisters on 1 1 M arch  1988 .

Area of application

The North Sea contingency plan applies to  the te rrito ria l sea, the Exclusive Econom ical Zone, 
the Responsibility Zone as stipulated in the Bonn Agreem ent with reference to  sea water 
po llu tion  contro l and the rescue zone as determ ined by FIR with regard to  a id and assistance at 
sea.
M oreover, the N orth  Sea contingency plan is a lso app licab le  in a num ber o f zones as stipulated 
in international treaties and which impose on coastal states specific ob liga tions fo r the open 
sea, fo r instance with regard to  the rescue o f people and m arine environm enta l protection (cf. 
law o f 2 0  January 1999  fo r the protection o f the m arine environm ent in the sea areas under 
Belgian jurisdiction).

Phasing

The contingency plan fo r the North Sea provides fo u r phases:

Phase 1: fore a le rt by the Nautical Director and assistance through own 
resources

The fore a le rt is launched as soon as, because o f certain circumstances o r facts, the risk o f a 
'threatening event' occurring, has considerably increased. The chain o f alerts is in itia ted by the 
person in charge at the M aritim e  Rescue and C oord ina tion  Centre (MRCC).

Phase 2: a lert by the Nautical Director and  im m ediate precautions

As soon as a threaten ing event occurs o r is on the verge o f occurring and when there is serious 
ind ication  to  suspect tha t the own assistance resources w ill be insufficient to  contro l the disaster, 
the person in charge at the M aritim e  Rescue and C o -o rd ina tion  Centre (MRCC) procla im s the 
alert. Here, a chain o f a le rt is fo llow ed in o rder to  notify all concern ing parties tha t the plan has 
been activated.

It is im portan t that, if there is any ind ication  o f possible victims, the 100  service in Brugge is 
alerted and the general provincia l emergency plan (in particu la r the m edical intervention plan) 
is activated.

W hich actions should be taken by the alerted services?
In an tic ipa tion  o f co -o rd ina ted  assistance, the ships involved must confron t the 'p ro b le m ' with 
the ir proper resources.
The M RCC establishes a reinforced 24  hour perm anent service and activates the crisis centre. 
As soon as possible, the Navy (CO M OPSNAV) takes on the task o f 'o n  scene -co -o rd ina to r' and 
leads the interventions at sea. The second phase ends as soon as the co -o rd ina tion  com m ittee 
is opera tiona l.
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Phase 3: co-ordinated interventions led by the Governor

The G overno r o f West Flanders has been appoin ted  by the federal governm ent as general co 
o rd in a to r o f the contingency plan fo r the N orth  Sea.
He can call upon the help o f fo u r staffs: a Search and Rescue Staff (SAR) fo r emergency 
interventions at sea led by the nautical d irector. A  Pollution Staff (POL) led by the navy with 
regard to  po llu tion  contro l at sea.
C oncern ing incidents which could  affect the harbours, the involved harbour capta in  is c o 
o rd in a to r o f the H arbour Staff (HAV).
The governor co-ord inates the Land Staff in case o f incidents w ith an onshore impact.

Phase 4: a fter care led by the Governor

If there are no m ore urgent decisions to  be m ade, the general co -o rd ina to r procla im s the after 
care phase.

Evaluation

The main objective o f this contingency plan is to  establish a consultative structure in which 
various authorities with the ir specific competences com e toge ther under the leadership o f the 
general co -o rd ina tor.
In the past, this plan has worked well because o f the good  understanding between a ll on-scene 
parties.
However, taking into account various new developm ents in emergency p lann ing in Belgium , as 
well as in coopera tion  between d ifferent parties w ith jurisdiction at sea; this contingency plan fo r 
the North Sea needs to  be revised.

The North Sea contingency plan goes back to  a tim e when emergency p lanning in Belgium was 
not effic iently organized.
It speaks o f fou r phases, but these phases do not correspond to  those which were used in the 
onshore emergency p lann ing.
The Royal Decree o f 1 6 February 2 0 0 6  on emergency and intervention plans now  provides tha t 
the policy and the ope ra tiona l intervention co -o rd ina tion  happens on three levels, which are 
called phases.
There is a m unicipa l phase, a provincia l phase and a federal phase.
This phasing cannot au tom atica lly  be app lied  to  the contingency plan fo r the North Sea, 
because it is situated outside the m unicipal and provincia l level, but the log ic o f this threefold 
phasing could be. Then there would be a first phase in which co -o rd ina tion  takes place between 
the d ifferent on-scene parties. In the second phase the G overno r o f West Flanders co-ord inates 
the activities, such as actua lly is the case.
And if the incident at sea should have nationa l effects, the federa l phase could be activated.
In this m anner, there would  be coherence with the onshore emergency p lann ing.
The organ ization  o f this first phase co -o rd ina tion , however, still requires some bra inwork.

The onshore emergency p lanning has five 'd isc ip lines '. The North Sea contingency plan 
distinguishes fo u r staffs. A  better coherence between on and offshore emergency p lanning is 
desirable here also.

D iscip line 1 - on shore refers to  assistance and is the task o f the fire departm ent and the civil 
pro tection service opera tiona l units.

The SAR staff in the North Sea contingency plan actually corresponds with this first d iscip line. It 
relates to  everything with regard to  im m ediate assistance at sea and the actual rescues.
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Discip line 2 refers to  the m edica l, sanitary and psychosocial assistance and is provided by the 
services which give urgent m edical a id.
The North Sea contingency plan stipulates nothing on this matter. It is therefore desirab le to  at 
least refer to  the m edical intervention p lan, and in tha t plan pay specific attention to  victim  relief 
o f sea incident victims.

D iscip line 3 concerns the polic ing  o f the emergency site. This task is fu lfilled  by the federal 
a n d /o r local police.
A ga in , the contingency plan fo r the North Sea does not provide anything on tha t subject. 
Nonetheless, the federa l po lice, which is in this case the sh ipping police  has im portant 
assignments in this respect. Therefore, fu rther e labora tion  o f this d iscip line is a must.

Discip line 4 concerns logistic support and is provided by the ope ra tiona l units o f the civil 
protection service, the fire departm ent and the pub lic and private services specialised in this 
matter. A t sea, we have the Pollution Staff in charge o f sea po llu tion  contro l. This Staff could 
resort under d iscip line 4 , toge ther with a ll o ther services which o ffe r logistic support and are 
indispensable to  efficiently tackle sea incidents.

Finally, d iscip line 5 is abou t in form ation . In the provincia l phase, this is the task o f the 
G overnor. The North Sea contingency plan stipulates tha t the G overno r is at all times in charge 
o f all press contacts. In this m atter, the onshore emergency p lanning organ ization  can aga in  be 
o f use in organ iz ing this aspect o f the offshore incident contro l.

The im portance o f an onshore-offshore emergency p lann ing synergy also lies in the dra fting  of 
the various contingency plans.
O nshore , there should be a m ultid iscip linary emergency and intervention plan and each 
d iscip line needs to  have its own m onod isc ip linary intervention plan.
The N orth  Sea contingency plan then w ill becom e the m ultid iscip linary N orth  Sea emergency 
and intervention plan. Each d iscip line w ill then draw  up its own m onod isc ip linary plan.
This was a lready m entioned in the N orth  Sea contingency p lan, but rather as a 
recom m endation.
It read tha t each authority  involved at interventions at sea was expected to  intervene accord ing 
to  its own, previously drafted intervention plan. This is currently being finalised. The M RCC has 
an opera tiona l plan named SAR and there a lready exists an ope ra tiona l anti po llu tion  
intervention plan.

A  second evolution which the contingency plan fo r the North Sea should take advantage 
o f, is the putting in place o f the Coastguard structure. O n  8 July 2 0 0 5  a coopera tion  treaty was 
m ade between the federa l and the Flemish governm ent on the subject o f found ing  and 
cooperating  in a Coastguard structure.
The Flemish governm ent has endorsed it by decree o f M arch 17th 2 0 0 6 , the federal 
governm ent by law o f 4 April 2 0 0 6 . Artic le  2 6  o f this coopera tion  treaty stipulates tha t the 
G overno r o f W est Flanders is the co -o rd ina to r o f the contingency plan fo r the North Sea.
This includes the d ra fting , up-date  and co -o rd ina tion  o f the 'con tingency plan fo r the North 
Sea', which deals with all aspects related to  disasters at sea and in coastal waters and which 
are part o f the responsibility o f all parties involved in this treaty.
W ith this know ledge, the new to  be established structures, especially those o f the C oastguard 
centre, the co llabo ra tion  between the M RCC and the M aritim e  In fo rm ation  Point (MIK), w ill 
have to  be taken into account.
This yet to  be established Coastguard centre, w ill play an im portan t role in supporting the c o 
o rd in a to r and the crisis com m ittee on the subject o f gathering o f and spreading o f in form ation  
to  all parties concerned.
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A  th ird focal po in t is the defin ition  o f the app lica tion  area o f the N orth  Sea contingency plan.
As it is now, it is rather lim ited. It is a defin ition  in which a num ber o f possible incidents are 
enum erated (for instance sh ipping accidents w ith loss o f passengers a n d /o r  cargo, 
environm enta l incidents). A  b roader defin ition  seems m ore app ropria te , in which is referred to  
the defin ition  o f an emergency situation as m entioned in the Royal Decree on Emergency and 
Intervention Plans.
Under emergency situation the Royal Decree's leg is la tor reads 'any event tha t has o r can have 
dam aging  effects on social life, such as a severe d isruption o f pub lic safety, a serious threat to  
people 's lives o r health a n d /o r to  im portan t m ateria l interests and which requires the co 
o rd ina tion  o f the disciplines to  e lim ina te  the th reat o r restrict dam ag ing  effects'. A  s im ila r 
defin ition  m ight be used in the contingency plan fo r the North Sea. This broadened defin ition  
covers both safety and security incidents, whereas the current defin ition  is lim ited to  safety 
issues.
Safety and security each have the ir own fina lity , but in case o f a crisis, they are closely linked 
and can have a big im pact on one another. A  contingency plan in which both aspects are 
integrated, which is a lso reflected in the com position o f its crisis com m ittee, should stim ulate 
uniform ity o f a ll actions. There w ill still have to  go  a lo t o f though t into this m atter and its 
interpretation during the contingency p lan's revision.

Conclusion

A  contingency plan is not a rig id docum ent in which once and fo r all is put down how to  react 
in case o f an emergency. It is, as such, an evolving m atter, which entails tha t the plan should 
constantly be adjusted to  changing circumstances. This is surely the case fo r the North Sea 
contingency plan. Sometimes there is a need fo r small but necessary adjustments, but in due 
course one should dare to  question the to ta lity  o f it all and subm it it to  m a jo r changes. The 
contingency plan fo r the N orth  Sea is currently at tha t po in t in tim e.
This revision w ill still require a lo t m ore energy, de libe ra tion  and effort o f all parties concerned. 
Nonetheless, it is an im portant assignment. Belgium may only count 65  kilometres o f coast and 
have the authority on only a very small part o f the North Sea, but the potentia l risks and 
dangers are substantial and realistic.
Therefore, risk analysis is an im portan t too l to  assess these potentia l risks. It is the task o f the 
appoin ted  authorities to  take them  into consideration and take the necessary precautions.
It is in this view tha t the G overnor o f West Flanders wishes to  observe his role as co -o rd ina to r of 
the contingency plan fo r the North Sea and desires to  perm anently evaluate, question and 
revise this emergency plan.
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