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RETROSPECTIVE INVESTIGATION OF CHRONIC OIL POLLUTION IN THE SOUTHERN
 
NORTH SEA
 

Alena Chrastansky (GKSS Research Center, Geesthacht, Germany) 

Oil from several sources enters the North Sea on a daily basis. While oil spills resulting from ship 
accidents attract much public interest, less dramatic, ongoing sources of pollution receive much less 
attention. However, major sources of oil pollution in the marine environment are caused by discharges 
that occur during normal shipping operations, as well as by illegal oil discharges such as tank washing or 
the disposal of bilge water. These forms of pollution often go undetected and increases in marine traffic 
have resulted in increases in marine pollution. Efforts have been made to regulate and reduce such 
sources but their success has been difficult to estimate, especially when concerning illegal oil dumping. 

The study addresses the estimation of the inshore consequences of chronic oil pollution along shipping 
routes in the southern part of the North Sea over the period 1958 to 2005, taking into account the political 
regulations and constraints. To assess the amount of chronic oil pollution, marine traffic statistics from 
four major European container ports, namely Rotterdam, Hamburg, Antwerp and Bremen, and oil spill 
statistics from the German Havariekommando and Bonn Agreement, are used. With the aid of a transport 
model developed at GKSS, and reconstructions of wind and wave conditions, the drift of spills are 
estimated, demonstrating the effects for coastal areas. As a result of weakness in the data (missing and 
sparse data, lack of measures concerning illegal discharge, etc.) several scenarios are employed. These 
results are then compared to case studies of oil contaminated, beached birds, typically the victims of 
marine oil spills. By identifying the source regions of oil pollution, optimal measures can then be 
employed to defend the environment. 
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