
Oil and chemical discharges and releases
CLEAN AND SAFE : HAZARDOUS SUBSTANCES AND THEIR EFFECTS

Key message 

Formal data are available up to 2016, five hundred and fifty (550) incidents 

were reported for 2016 (521 in 2015). The majority occurred offshore. 

There were 274 mineral oil and 200 chemical incidents from oil and gas 

installations in 2016. Chemical incidents from oil and gas installations have 

increased over the period 2002 – 2016. The consequence of these incidents 

is unknown.

Background
Accidental discharges and releases of oils 

and chemicals of any nature or size have the 

potential to cause concern, be it localised 

following a small incident, or if the area of 

impact is substantial, resulting in a regional 

or national response. That said, the presence 

of aquaculture sites or Priority Marine 

Features (see Case study: Priority Marine 

Features) can mean that even the accidental 

release of a small quantity of oil (Figure 1) 

or a chemical has the potential to result in 

environmental and/or economic impact.

Figure 1: 
A sheen resulting from an accidental release 
or discharge of a hydrocarbon-based liquid. 
© Maritime and Coastguard Agency.

For further information on this topic go to: https://marine.gov.scot/sma/assessment/oil-and-chemical-discharges-and-releases

Transocean Winner © Dave Walls, Transocean.

Action to prevent marine pollution remains a 

function of the United Kingdom Government 

with the Maritime and Coastguard Agency 

(MCA) being the competent UK authority that 

responds to pollution from shipping and offshore 

installations. Nevertheless, various Scottish 

organisations, including Marine Scotland (MS), 

NatureScot, Food Standards Scotland (FSS) and 

the Scottish Environment Protection Agency 

(SEPA), have roles in responding to incidents as 

outlined in the UK National Contingency Plan 

(NCP). The NCP covers all incidents in, or likely to 

affect, the United Kingdom Exclusive Economic 
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Zone (EEZ) and the United Kingdom Continental 

Shelf (UKCS*). For waters beyond 12 nautical 

miles, the Joint Nature Conservation Committee 

(JNCC) provides the nature conservation advice.

Annual accidental discharges and releases 

(also referred to as incidents, but all regarded 

as accidental) are summarised on the basis of 

‘Enumeration Area’ (Figure 2) by the Advisory 

Committee on Protection of the Sea (ACOPS). 

However, at the time of writing, the most 

recent publication primarily covered 2016 

(ACOPS, 2017). Previous annual reports supply 

information covering the period 2002 - 2016. 

Since the preparation of this assessment during 

Summer 2020, ACOPS have published data 

covering 2017. The absence of more recent 

data means that the focus is on 2016 with some 

consideration of trends between 2002 and 2016..

Figure 2: 

Enumeration Areas covering Scottish waters (dark blue line is both the extent of the EEZ and of the outer limits of the 
Enumeration Areas. The pink lines show the internal divisions to delineate each Enumeration Area) that are used in 
the assessment of oil and chemical discharges and releases. The light blue lines are the borders of the Scottish Marine 
Regions and Offshore Marine Regions. Note that the UKCS Enumeration Area extends beyond Scottish waters. However, 
the data presented are for the area as outlined. The numbers for offshore oil and gas operations presented for the UKCS 
Enumeration Area in this assessment include the data for the west Shetland basin. The Enumeration Areas are Western 
Scotland (Code: EA 8), Orkney and Shetland Islands (EA 9) Eastern Scotland (EA 10) and UK Continental Shelf (UKCS; EA 11).

*The term UKCS as used in the National Contingency Plan refers to the seabed 
and subsoil in the Offshore Marine Region, Hatton (see maps in Introduction, 
Assessment processes and methods section). This is different to the Enumeration 
Area called UKCS (Figure 2).
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Figure 3: 
Number of incidents reported by category of pollution for the Enumeration Areas within Scottish waters for 2016.  8 - Western 
Scotland; 9 - Orkney and Shetland Islands; 10 - Eastern Scotland; 11a - UK Continental Shelf (UKCS) oil and gas installations; 
11b - UKCS vessels. Inset: An equivalent plot but with 11a removed. This permits improved visualisation of the number of 
incidents involving ‘Other substances’.

Results
In 2016, the majority of incidents of 

accidental discharges and releases were from 

offshore oil and gas installations operating in 

the UKCS Enumeration Area (which includes 

the West Shetland Basin). There were 274 

releases of mineral oils and 200 chemical 

releases from oil and gas installations (11a 

in Figure 3) and 16 mineral oil discharges 

from vessels in the UKCS Enumeration Area 

(11b in Figure 3). The UKCS Enumeration 

Area overlaps with a number of Scottish 

Offshore Marine Regions (Figure 2) including 

Long Forties, Fladen and Moray Firth 

Offshore, East Shetland Shelf, North and West 

Shetland Shelf and Faroe-Shetland Channel.

Minerals oils was the most common of the 

five pollution categories with a total of 

345 discharges during 2016. Mineral oil 

discharges occurred in all four Enumeration 

Areas (Figure 2), but by far the largest 

number was within the UKCS. Chemicals 

was the second most common discharge, 

although it was confined to the oil and 

gas installations (Figure 3). Estimated 

volumes of discharges and releases are 

divided into 5 categories (Table 1).

Note that UK Continental Shelf in this 

case refers to Enumeration Area 11 as 

illustrated in Figure 1 and does not refer 

to the area outlined in the UK National 

Contingency Plan. Inset is a similar plot but 

with UKCS oil and gas installations removed. 

There were no incidents reported for the fifth 

category of pollution, Garbage, in 2016. By 

far the largest number of incidents involved 

either mineral oils or chemicals in the UKCS 

Enumeration Area, originating from oil and 

gas installations (including those operating in 

the West Shetland basin). All chemical spills in 

2016 were from oil and gas installations within 

the UKCS Enumeration Area (ACOPS, 2017).

Of the discharges and releases that started 

in 2016 (total of 511 in Scottish waters, 

Table 1), 441 (86%) were in the volume range 

1 – 455 litres. Only two, one in the Western 

Scotland Enumeration Area and one in the 

UKCS Enumeration Area were greater than 50 

tonnes. The incident in Western Scotland was 

the grounding of the Transocean Winner near 

Dalmore Bay on the Isle of Lewis (Figure 4), 

resulting in 53 tonnes of diesel oil entering 

the water (Webster et al., 2016). This was later 

dispersed or evaporated in rough conditions.



Of the oil spills from vessels, 16 occurred 

in the UKCS, of which one was just outside 

Scottish waters (Figure 5). In excess of 80% 

of the total chemicals spilled in 2016 from 

oil and gas installations were considered 

under the OSPAR list of substances used and 

discharged offshore as Posing Little or No 

Risk to the Environment (PLONOR). None 

of the chemicals spilled are included in the 

OSPAR list of chemicals for priority action. 

This means that these chemicals are not likely 

to cause harm having been assessed for their 

persistency, liability to bioaccumulate and 

toxicity. None of the spill incidents resulted 

in a significant environmental impact.

Enumeration Area (Number)

Estimated volumes of discharges and releases

1 – 455 litres 456 – 999 litres 1 – 50 tonnes > 50 tonnes Not known

Western Scotland (8) 13 - - 1 11

Orkney and Shetland Islands (9) 4 - - - 4

Eastern Scotland (10) 15 1 - - 7

UKCS oil and gas installations (11a) 409 + 17 20 47 1 -

UKCS vessels (11b) 14 2 1 - -

Table 1: 

Estimated volumes of discharges and releases by Enumeration Area in Scottish waters for 2016. The number of discharges and releases for the UKCS oil and gas installations (1 – 455 litres) 
includes releases from 17 ongoing incidents that commenced in previous years. Modified from ACOPS (2017).

Figure 4: 

The Transocean 
Winner, grounded in 
Dalmore Bay, Isle of 
Lewis, August 2016. 
Two of the rigs 4 fuel 
tanks were damaged 
resulting in 53 tonnes 
of diesel oil entering 
the water which later 
dispersed naturally 
in rough conditions. 
© Maritime and 
Coastguard Agency.



Larger incidents are reported within the 

ACOPS report. However, although the 

discharge and release category is 1 – 50 

tonnes, larger incidents are categorised 

as two tonnes or more. There were 26 

larger incidents in Scottish waters in 

2016, 25 of which occurred in the UKCS.

Figure 5: 

Locations of oil discharges attributed to vessels in docks, harbours, estuaries and at sea. The majority of the 
discharges within Western Scotland, Orkney and Shetland Islands and Eastern Scotland were coastal (see 
Figure 1 for locations of areas). Modified from ACOPS (2017).



Conclusion
Oil and chemical spills continue to occur. 

However, published data are only available 

up to, and including, 2016. This limits the 

assessment of current state since the incidents 

up to 2016 have been generally small, resulting 

in only localised impact. On this basis, no 

assessment of status (traffic light assessment) 

has been provided as it will be of very limited 

relevance to the situation in 2020. However, 

spills continue and the number of chemical 

incidents have increased during the period 

2002 – 2016. Although, as already highlighted, 

the current situation is unknown, there must 

be concern around the fact that the number 

of chemical incidents from offshore oil and 

gas installations have increased. Should this 

direction of travel increase, action may be 

required as such incidents are resulting in 

contamination of the marine ecosystem, albeit 

the quantities discharged are generally small.

Knowledge gaps
The published data are only available up 

to, and including, 2016. More recent data, 

if available, would allow a more up to date 

assessment to be made, especially of trends.

Current reporting is based on frequency, quantity 

and nature of the material. For mineral oils there 

continues to be a lack of assessment criteria.

In 2016 there were a small (< 4%) number of 

discharges and releases for which the volume 

was not known. This needs to be monitored 

as this could represent a significant event.

Status and trend assessment
There are no data available beyond 2016. 

Given that spills and discharges tend to 

be small (1 – 455 litres) with the majority 

being associated with the offshore oil and 

gas industry and spread across Enumeration 

Area 11.  Although the number of chemical 

spills increased up to 2011, the number 

was more consistent in the period 2011 to 

2016. Based on these limitations, it was 

concluded that it was not appropriate to 

undertake a status and trend assessment.



Status assessment

(for Clean and safe, Healthy and biologically diverse assessments)

Trend assessment

(for Clean and safe, Healthy and biologically diverse and Productive assessments)

Many concerns No / little change

Some concerns Increasing

Few or no concerns Decreasing

Few or no concerns, but some local concerns No trend discernible

Few or no concerns, but many local concerns All trends

Some concerns, but many local concerns Confidence assessment

Lack of evidence / robust assessment criteria Symbol Confidence rating

Lack of regional evidence / robust assessment criteria, but no or few 
concerns for some local areas

Low

Lack of regional evidence / robust assessment criteria, but some concerns 
for some local areas

Medium

Lack of regional evidence / robust assessment criteria, but many concerns 
for some local areas

High

Status and trend assessment legend
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The Scottish Marine Regions (SMRs; S1 – S11) and the Scottish Offshore 
Marine Regions (OMRs, O1 – O10)

Key: S1, Forth and Tay; S2, North East; S3, Moray Firth; S4 Orkney Islands, 
S5, Shetland Isles; S6, North Coast; S7, West Highlands; S8, Outer Hebrides; 
S9, Argyll; S10, Clyde; S11, Solway; O1, Long Forties, O2, Fladen and Moray 
Firth Offshore; O3, East Shetland Shelf; O4, North and West Shetland Shelf; 
O5, Faroe-Shetland Channel; O6, North Scotland Shelf; O7, Hebrides Shelf; O8, 
Bailey; O9, Rockall; O10, Hatton.

Biogeographic, Charting Progress 2 (CP2) Regions. These 
have been used as the assessment areas for hazardous 
substances.

Scottish Sea Areas as used in Scotland's Marine Atlas 2011. 
These are sub divisions of the biogeographic, or Charting 
Progress 2 (CP2), Regions.

Assessment regions

Overal confidence




