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A CASE STUDY: LSFO SPILL IN A COLD-WATER ENVIRONMENT
Lauren Fearenga, ITOPF (UK)
Abstract: Compliance with the Global Sulphur Cap Regulation 2020 means that new products classified as ‘Low Sulphur Fuel Oils’ (LSFOs) form a significant part of the fuel used and transported by the shipping industry. Unlike previous generations of fuel oils, these LSFOs can vary greatly in their physio-chemical properties. There have been several oil spill incidents in the last few years involving LSFOs, which ITOPF has been directly involved in. ITOPF is an organisation that promotes effective spill response from ship-source spills and has gained extensive first-hand experience from responding to marine pollution incidents globally since 1968. ITOPF’s experience of LSFO spills have primarily been based in warm water areas and have contributed to the industry’s knowledge and experience of responding to LSFO incidents in these conditions. However, experience is limited in cold water conditions, and given the industry focus on Arctic shipping exploration, a greater understanding of how LSFO fuels may behave in cold water environments is vital to more effective response in any future incidents. Recently, ITOPF attended an incident following a spill of a VLSFO in a coastal region near the North Sea. The oil spilt had a relatively high pour point of 21°C in comparison to the ambient sea temperature of approximately 11°C. This factor, alongside a very complex coastline, caused the oil to behave in relatively novel ways. The behaviour of the oil, once released into the environment, differed from predicted trajectory model outputs, and allowed the oil to travel a great distance along the coastline, crossing international boundaries. Response techniques were limited to manual recovery methods. This case study demonstrates one of a range of behaviours that are exhibited by LSFOs, highlights some of the characteristics encountered in cold water and provides real-world lessons learned from LSFO spills in these conditions.  
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