
 
 

CORRESPONDENCE FROM THE CONVENER OF THE ENVIRONMENT AND 
RURAL DEVELOMENT COMMITTEE TO THE MINISTER FOR ENVIRONMENT 

AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT OF 2 MARCH 2007 
 
Consideration of Public Petitions on ship-to-ship oil transfer in the Firth of 
Forth 
 
As you know, the Committee considered two petitions on the proposed ship-to-ship 
transfer of oil in the Firth of Forth at its meeting on 7 February and the Deputy 
Minister provided evidence to the Committee on that date. The Committee also 
heard oral evidence from Forth Ports plc and received written evidence from SPT 
Marine Services Ltd Forth Ports plc’s written submission indicated that it had 
undertaken research into the safety record of ship-to-ship transfers in connection 
with its consideration of the application by SPT Marine Services. I have, therefore, 
written to Forth Ports plc seeking clarification of whether it became aware of the oil 
spill incident noted in Mark Ruskell’s letter during its research, and its comments on 
that incident. 

At its meeting on 28 February, the Committee considered a letter from Mr Mark 
Ruskell MSP asking it to investigate certain statements made in the written 
submission from SPT Marine services. Mr Ruskell states: 
 
 “SPT Marine Services provided a letter in evidence which states; 
 

'SPT Marine Services (formally Melbourne Marine Services) specialise in 
ship to ship transfer (STS) operations of oil and gas. The company has 
offices in Sunderland and Houston with several bases throughout the world. 
To date we have transferred successfully in excess of 6 Billion Barrels of oil. 
Last year alone we carried out more than 900 ship to ship operations, 
transferring in excess of 1 million Barrels of oil a day every day. Type of 
cargo transferred include, Crude Oil, Fuel Oil, Gas Oil, Gasoiline, Jet A1, 
Naptha, LGP just to name a few. The operations carried have been 
undertaken in waters off the UK, Northern Europe, the Mediterranean, West 
Africa, US Gulf, US West Coast and Caribbean. In the last 10 years whilst 
carrying out these transfers there have been 3 incidents resulting in 
approximately 4 Barrels of oil being spilt. This excellent record reflects 
not only the expertise and experience of our systems, procedures and staff 
but also the inherent safe nature of STS.' 
 
However, it has come to my attention that on September 5, 1995, two 
tankers, one of which was operated by SPT Marine Inc., collided in the Gulf 
of Mexico while preparing to transfer fuel oil, causing a discharge of about 
35,000 gallons of Bunker C fuel oil. 1

 

                                            
1 Ref: 'Notice of availability and request for comments on a draft restoration plan/environmental 
assessment and Texas coastal management plan consistency determination related to the T/T 
Berge Banker and M/T Skau Bay Oil Spill', Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Public Notice, 
June 4, 2003. 
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The oil became deposited on publicly owned beaches of the Matagorda 
Island National Wildlife Refuge, Mustang Island State Park, Matagorda 
Island State Park and Padre Island National Seashore. 
 
The spill resulted in a lawsuit filed in the U.S. District Court for the Southern 
District of Texas, Houston Division, in which the U.S. and the Texas Natural 
Resource Trustees sought compensation for resulting natural resources 
damages amounting to $1.6 million.” 

 
One of the issues raised in the Committee’s consideration of the issue was the 
perceived level of risk of an oil spill associated with ship-to-ship oil transfers. I 
consider it important that the Committee is given full and accurate information. I 
have, therefore written to SPT Marine Services Ltd seeking an explanation for the 
fact that its written evidence does not refer to the oil spill incident noted in Mark 
Ruskell’s letter.  

Forth Ports plc’s written submission indicated that it had undertaken research into 
the safety record of ship-to-ship transfers in connection with its consideration of the 
application by SPT Marine Services. I have, therefore, written to Forth Ports plc 
seeking clarification of whether it became aware of the oil spill incident noted in 
Mark Ruskell’s letter during its research, and its comments on that incident. 

As you know, the Committee previously requested that the Executive keep it 
informed of all relevant developments in respect of the application for ship-to-ship 
oil transfer. The Committee, therefore, agreed to advise you of this correspondence 
and seek your comments on it. I would be grateful if you could send an electronic 
copy of your response to the Committee clerk at ERDC@scottish.parliament.uk. 

 


