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Oil pollution of the seas from shipping has
been around for over 100 years. The first
recorded incident in the UK – and probably
the world – was the Thomas W. Lawson,
wrecked in December 1907 on Annet, in the
Isles of Scilly, spilling 6,000 tonnes of oil.
Over the next 60 years, pollution incidents
associated with the increasing demand for
oil, as well as vast losses of shipping during
two world wars, spilled unknown thousands
of tonnes of oil. The worst incidents killed
thousands (occasionally hundreds of thou-
sands) of seabirds at a stroke. As well as pol-
lution from shipping losses, by the 1950s and
early 1960s countless seabirds were being
affected worldwide by discharges of waste oil,
not least around the busy shipping lanes of
the Northeast Atlantic and North Sea. The
British Section of the International Council
for Bird Preservation (the forerunner of
BirdLife International) and the RSPB had
been in the forefront of international lob-
bying for preventative action for years, but
progress was slow. Large numbers of oiled
birds were collected from the south and east
coasts of England in January 1966, and again
in early 1967. 

Then, on the morning of 18th March
1967, the tanker Torrey Canyon was heading
north towards Milford Haven, in Pem-
brokeshire, when she took a short cut
between Land’s End and Scilly and ran onto
the Seven Stones reef. She was carrying
119,000 tonnes of Kuwaiti crude; her original
capacity had been doubled in 1965 to make
her one of the world’s first ‘super-tankers’.
For a week, frantic efforts were made to
refloat her as a growing slick spread towards
the Cornish coast, before a westerly gale
broke her back and the released oil eventually
spread south to northern France. Our
description of the incident paraphrases some
of Bill Bourne’s excellent accounts in the
Seabird Group’s Seabird Bulletin 3.

At the time it was the largest oil spill in
history (and remains seventh in the world
league from tankers), but other factors made
this incident iconic. The wreck presented a
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spectacular image, brought nightly into
people’s homes by the relatively new medium
of television, which had fuelled public appre-
ciation of wildlife with documentaries such
as Survival on ITV and the BBC’s Look, 
presented by Sir Peter Scott. Moreover, TV
exposed the authorities’ confused and inade-
quate response to the crisis – who was
responsible for cleaning up the mess, govern-
ment or the oil industry? Memorably, the
RAF and Navy attacked the wreck with
1,000-lb bombs (161, many of  which
missed!), 3,000 gallons of napalm and 11,000
gallons of kerosene in an attempt to break up
the hull and burn off its cargo. Additionally,
thousands of gallons of toxic detergent,
poured indiscriminately onto oil on the sea
and on beaches, quickly proved as damaging
to the marine environment as the oil itself.
Images of the oil ashore, the suffering of
wildlife, and the seeming destruction of the
West Country’s tourist industry for that year
could not be ignored or glossed over with
reassuring press releases. The aftermath of
the incident raised many important issues.
Among concerns for government and the oil
industry were how to prevent such accidents
in future, how to better prepare for and
respond to them, and the not insignificant
financial costs of dealing with such a disaster
and its impact on wildlife.

These issues resulted in substantial devel-
opments in legislation and voluntary agree-
ments to reduce such accidents, to improve
the response to specific incidents, to monitor
and outlaw the illegal discharge of oil and
oiled waste from shipping, and to change
compensation procedures in the event of an
accident. Directly in response to the Torrey
Canyon disaster, the International Maritime
Organisation introduced a series of measures
resulting in the International Convention for
the Prevention of Pollution from Ships,
known as MARPOL 73/78. As for compensa-
tion, instead of proving the ship-owner was
negligent, tanker owners created a voluntary
scheme whereby recompense, albeit limited,
would be available to all those affected.
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For animal welfare organisations, the
Torrey Canyon highlighted the inadequacy of
efforts to clean oiled seabirds. Almost 8,000
seabirds were taken to RSPCA centres for
treatment during the incident, but those
involved in their care were aware that few
would survive to be released; indeed, only
450 (6%) were alive after three months. The
public response to an appeal made on TV by
Peter Scott on behalf of the RSPCA, RSPB
and WWF provided much-needed sponsor-
ship for a five-year research project at 
University of Newcastle into the effects of oil
on seabirds, and to develop and improve
rehabilitation techniques. At the time it was
widely assumed that the bird’s ‘natural oils’
provided waterproofing. However, it is in fact
the intricate structure of each feather and 
its relationship within the plumage that pro-
vides the waterproof qualities; the uropygial
oil provides a conditioning to maintain the
feather’s quality. The Newcastle team’s
methodology used simple detergents and hot
water to clean the plumage, followed by a
detailed and thorough rinse with hot water to
remove all contaminants. Birds were then
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allowed to preen and distribute their feathers
to produce a fully waterproof plumage. This
basic method is now used internationally for
almost all bird (and mammal) casualties.

The science of successfully cleaning oiled
seabirds took a leap forward in 1982 when the
first of a series of conferences on the Effects of
Oil on Wildlife was held in the USA. These
provided valuable opportunities to share
expertise and experiences from different
spills, and became increasingly international
and multi-disciplinary. The first to be held in
Europe, in Hamburg in 2003, was attended by
delegates from 20 countries in every conti-
nent and from many different professional
backgrounds. These meetings fostered the
development of cooperational responses to
incidents, from collections of oiled casualties
on beaches to release and follow-up pro-
grammes. Seabird biologists, ornithological
institutes and representatives from govern-
ments and the oil industry have all had direct
input to oiled-bird rehabilitation pro-
grammes, to provide the best short- and long-
term welfare benefits to the affected birds.

For conservationists, assessing the impact

56. The Torrey Canyon, broken in two on the Seven Stones reef, March 1967. 
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of a major oil spill on seabirds at the popula-
tion level requires the examination of as
many victims as possible, since species com-
position and age/sex ratios may change
during prolonged incidents. Biometrics and
ringing recoveries can help indicate likely
breeding origins. These procedures, rudi-
mentary in 1967, developed during the 1970s
and early 1980s through incidents such as the
Amoco Cadiz (Brittany, 1978), Christos Bitas
(Pembrokeshire, 1978), Esso Bernicia (Shet-
land, 1978) and Stylis (Skagerrak, 1980), and
are now well established with species-specific
manuals for post-mortem examinations
available online to encourage common stan-
dards. Mass post-mortems and prompt pub-
lication of results was a feature of the three
most recent major oil spills to have affected
UK-breeding seabirds: the Erika (Brittany,
1999), Prestige (northwest Spain, 2002), and
Tricolor (Belgium & the Netherlands, 2003).

Having identified the likely breeding
origin(s) of the victims of a winter spill,
recent data with which to compare any post-
spill counts are then required. In the summer
of 1967, considerable efforts to assess the
impact of the Torrey Canyon spill on the
breeding seabirds of Cornwall and Scilly were
frustrated by uncertainty over the current
size or even locations of colonies, whereas
effects could be demonstrated at colonies in
northern Brittany because of more up-to-
date counts. A national census of breeding
seabirds had been one of the founding objec-
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tives of  the Seabird Group in 1965 and
money from the Torrey Canyon appeal
helped the Group to fund the 1969–70 
Operation Seafarer census. National censuses
were repeated in 1985–88 and 1998–2002; 
a fourth is currently under way, albeit 
hampered by government funding con-
straints. Yet counting colonies every 15 years
or so is not sufficient to disentangle any oil-
spill impact from pre-existing population
trends. Annual monitoring of  breeding
seabirds, begun during the 1970s, developed
as the Seabird Monitoring Programme from
1986 onwards. These monitoring pro-
grammes were used to demonstrate local
impacts of the 1993 Braer oil spill in Shetland
(84,700 tonnes of light Gullfaks crude) on
Shags Phalacrocorax aristotelis and Black
Guillemots Cepphus grylle, and of the 1996
Sea Empress spill in Pembrokeshire (79,000
tonnes of heavier Forties Blend crude) on
Common Guillemots Uria aalge and Razor-
bills Alca torda. These two incidents have
been the only major oil spills (>20,000
tonnes) resulting from tanker groundings in
UK waters since Torrey Canyon. In both
cases, central government rapidly established
a steering group to oversee investigations
into the ecological impacts of the oil spills,
with results being presented at conferences,
in published reports, and many scientific
papers.

Demonstrating an impact at the popula-
tion level on wintering seaducks and other

waterfowl is more
problematic, owing
to the difficulty of
obtaining accurate
counts, and seasonal
and interannual vari-
ation in numbers.
Nevertheless, long-
term Wetland Bird
Survey data were
used to investigate
the effects of the Sea
Empress spill on
intertidal waterfowl
and waders, while
other surveys demon -
strated a marked but
short-term impact
on numbers and 57. Smoke rising from the striken Torrey Canyon. 
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distribution of Common Scoters
Melanitta nigra. In this context, the
value of maintaining long-term
datasets, which did not exist at the
time of Torrey Canyon, cannot be
overstated. 

As for chronic oil pollution, this
was monitored in the years after
Torrey Canyon through beached
bird surveys organised by the RSPB,
with coverage in the UK extended
in the late 1970s to include locally
organised surveys in the (by then)
oil-exporting island groups of
Orkney and Shetland. The UK
national surveys, despite persistent
rather high levels of oiling along
some coasts, were discontinued in
1985, although RSPB reinstated a national
February survey in 1991 and more frequent,
locally organised surveys began in northeast
England in 2003. Attempts in the late 1980s
and early 1990s to improve international
coordination largely fell through but long-
term surveys that were maintained in
Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and
Belgium were highly relevant to UK seabirds
during the non-breeding season. In recent
years these national and regional surveys have
all reported declining oil rates, to historically
low levels, even though oil and gas
production in UK and adjacent waters has
continued apace. This suggests that measures
taken internationally to reduce chronic
pollution from illegal discharges – such as
better waste facilities at ports, dedicated aerial
and satellite surveillance of shipping lanes,
and better training of ships’ masters and crew
– have had considerable effect.

Acute pollution from shipping accidents,
blow-outs or pipeline failures is also
declining. Tanker spills of over seven tonnes,
for example, are at an all-time low and
globally since 2010 stand at an average of 1.7
per year (ITOPF data). That the last serious
oil pollution incident in UK waters was 10
years ago (Napoli, Dorset 2007) and the last
oil tanker loss in European waters was nearly
15 years ago (Prestige, northwest Spain 2002)
suggests that measures to improve shipping
safety have largely been effective.
Improvements to the structure of vessels, the
training of masters, navigational aids, and the
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58. RSPCA Inspector Gilbert Griffiths holds a Common
Guillemot Uria aalge covered in crude oil picked up on
Porthleven beach, Cornwall, after the Torrey Canyon oil 
came ashore. 
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monitoring of shipping movements
combined with the provision of dedicated
salvage tugs have all helped to reduce
accidents at sea. Within the UK, local and
national government clean-up roles and
responsibilities are now clearer and better
coordinated than ever before and oil-spill
contingency plans, which did not exist 50
years ago, include sections for wildlife
providing a more complete and inter-
disciplinary approach. The oil and shipping
industries have played their part, proactively
funding the production of manuals of best
practice and supporting organisations such as
Sea Alarm Foundation, which provides
opportunities for training, response exercises
and fosters greater integration between
agencies responsible for clean-up and
remediation, rehabilitation, and population
impact assessment. We have come a long way
since March 1967.
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