
MARITIME AND COASTGUARD AGENCY 
 
 
The Maritime and Coastguard Agency (MCA) is the competent U.K. authority that 
responds to pollution from shipping and offshore installations. The MCA is regularly 
called upon to react to a wide range of maritime incidents and have developed a 
comprehensive response procedure to deal with any emergency at sea that causes 
pollution, or threatens to cause pollution.  
 
The National Contingency Plan for Marine Pollution from Shipping and Offshore 
Installations (NCP) which has recently been revised sets out revised command and 
control procedures for incident response following Lord Donaldson’s Review of Salvage 
and Intervention and their Command and Control. These procedures have built-in 
thresholds to allow for flexibility of response to different degrees of incident. The Plan is 
very detailed and can be found at the Agency’s website at WWW.mcga.gov.uk.  
 
In 2005 the MCA monitored or was involved in over 500 incidents in the UK Pollution 
Control Zone which involved some form of oil or chemical discharge. In order to assess 
the risks to the U.K. coastline from the transport of oil and hazardous chemicals by 
shipping, the MCA continuously monitors the movements of maritime traffic and 
potentially polluting substances within the UK's pollution control zone. This monitoring 
includes shipping movements through traffic seperation schemes, port movements, 
transits of sensitive waters and the transfer of cargoes in U.K. territorial seas. The 
MCA's Civil Hydrography Branch also conducts detailed surveys of specific areas to, 
where necessary augment this data. Dynamic assessments of risks to the UK's 
maritime and coastal interests can thus be maintained. This has enabled the MCA to 
develop scenarios to test response options and identify the resources required to 
respond to such an incident.  
 
The Agency’s Marine Pollution Control Unit (MPCU) was formed in 1967 following the 
TORREY CANYON incident, to provide a command and control structure for decision 
making and response following a shipping incident that causes, or threatens to cause, 
pollution in UK waters. The Unit was restructured during the merger between Marine 
Safety Agency and The Coastguard Agency in 1998 to become the Counter Pollution 
and Response (CPR) Branch of the MCA.  
 
The Agency’s CPR is now based on a regional response with central operational, 
technical and scientific support. A Counter Pollution & Salvage Officer (CPSO) is based 
in each region, supported by scientists, a mariner, a cost recovery specialist and 
logistics support specialists in the MCA’s headquarters in Southampton.  
 
INCIDENT RESPONSE 
 
Initial information about an incident is usually reported in the first instance to one of the 
19 HM Coastguard Maritime and Coastguard Rescue Centres( MRCC) by many 
sources e.g. the vessel in difficulty, passing vessels, observers and the public. HMCG 



will then instigate search and rescue operations where necessary and this action will 
hold primacy over any other forms of response. They will also inform the duty CPSO if 
there is any pollution or threat of pollution i.e. a drifting ship, a grounded ship etc. The 
CPSO then decides the relevant course of action, instigates the appropriate level of 
response and alerts relevant people including The Secretary of State’s 
Representative(SOSREP). In the event of a major incident, the MCA may activate the 
Marine Emergency Information Room (MEIR) in the Agency’s Headquarters at 
Southampton prior to the deployment of people and equipment to the scene.  
 
Three main control centres may be set up : 
 
A Salvage Control Unit (SCU) – Led by SOSREP who oversees and approves any 
salvage operation and can intervene if appropriate.  
 
A Marine Response Centre (MRC) – Led by the MCA to co-ordinate all at-sea counter 
pollution and clean-up operations.  
 
A Shoreline Response Centre (SRC) – Led by the Local Authority with technical support 
from the MCA. This centre co-ordinates the shoreline clean-up operations.  
 
In built flexibility in the National Contigency Plan means that not all of these response 
cells will need to be set up in every incident. The response will be dictated by the scale 
and type of incident.  
 
An Environment Group may also be set up at the very early stages of an incident, when 
a real threat to the marine and coastal environment is considered likely. This group 
provides environmental advice to all three specialist response centres. The Environment 
Group is made up of representatives of the relevant statutory nature conservation body, 
environmental regulator and Government fisheries department.  
In the UK, spills are categorised by the internationally adopted Tier system :  
 
TIER ONE : A small operational spill employing local resources during any clean-up.  
 
TIER TWO : A medium sized spill, requiring regional assistance and resources.  
 
TIER THREE : A large spill, requiring national assistance and resources. The National 
Contingency Plan will be activated in this case. 
 
These Tiers are not given generic quantification. Assessments are made based on 
potential risks in specific areas, i.e. ports and local authority areas and responses are 
planned accordingly. 
 
Various other organisations also have a responsibility to respond to pollution in the U.K. 
:  
 
MCA - Takes the lead in pollution from shipping at sea.  



 
PORTS, HARBOURS, OIL FACILITIES & OFFSHORE INSTALLATIONS - Have a 
statutory responsibility for clean-up in their jurisdictions, ports to tier 2, offshore 
installations to tier 3.  
 
ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATOR – Takes the lead in responding to pollution from land 
based sources.  
 
LOCAL AUTHORITIES / Environment and Heritage Service (in Northern Ireland) - 
Have accepted the non-statutory responsibility for shoreline clean-up.  
The contingency plans of all involved organisations, whether national, regional or local, 
should be compatible and be linked where appropriate. 
 
A major addition to this command and control procedure is the Salvage Control Unitled 
by SOSREP, who oversees, controls and if necessary, intervenes in salvage operations 
and offshore maritime events which present a threat to U.K. interests. SOSREP works 
with a very small team of advisors to encourage salvage contracts and requires that the 
salvor prepares a salvage plan for agreement by SOSREP prior to any action taking 
place. SOSREP formally intervenes if the salvor does not act in the public interest, and 
tacit approval is assumed if he takes no action. 
  
 
Environmental Quality  
 
The Agency is also actively involved in the development, implementation and 
enforcement of maritime environmental policy. Through its Environmental Quality 
Branch. One of the major responsibilities of the Branch is the development of UK 
legislation, policy and guidance relating to the marine environment. Additionally the 
Branch is involved in the production of EU and international initiatives and their 
transposition into UK law. The overall aim of this work is to promote clean and safe seas 
through environmentally sustainable shipping.  
 
The branch is effectively split between two areas of responsibility - Cargo Safety and 
Environmental Protection.Currently the MCA are working on a number of issues related 
to environmental protection. Some of the major topics being addressed are: 
 
Ballast Water Oil Tagging Port  
Waste Reception Facilities Sewage Prevention of Oil Pollution  
Marine Litter Ship Recycling  
Air Pollution Anti-fouling 
 


