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The Mediterranean has extensive marine traffic giving access 
to the Middle East (and the Suez Canal), the Black Sea and 
Southern Europe; much of this traffic is oil tankers. The result 
of such traffic is a high risk of pollution and even ecological 
disaster, worsened by the fact that it is a near-closed sea(a).

It is estimated that minor to major illegal hydrocarbon 
releases may occur as many as 10 000 times a year in the 
Baltic Sea(b). The North Sea and the Baltic Sea are subject to 
regular aerial surveillance.

EU Oil Maritime Transport
and Consumption
EU Oil Maritime Transport
and Consumption

Ninety per cent of oil and refined products are trans-
ported by the sea. Accidents resulting in massive oil 
spills, with their images of soiled beaches and dying birds 
are newsworthy, accessible to the mass media, affect 
public opinion and mobilise policy-makers. However, 
such dramatic accidents occur only infrequently and 
represent only a small fraction of the pollution problem 
at sea. Routine tanker operations lead to the release of 
noxious ballast water and tank washing residues. Further-
more, fuel oil sludge, engine room wastes and foul bilge 
water, produced by all types of ships, also end up in the 
sea.

Out of the 1.5 to 1.8 billion tonnes of crude oil trans-
ported worldwide yearly - 35% of total marine transpor-
tation - Europe is the main recipient with nearly 500 
million tonnes of crude oil and 250 to 300 million tonnes 
of refined products per year. These ratios still are rising 
due to increased consumption. Moreover, many oil 

tankers transport their cargo to other destinations 
through European waters, meaning that the total amount 
of crude oil passing through EU waters could well be over 
1 billion tonnes(1). The Mediterranean alone sees 360 
million tonnes of oil and refined products per year  trans-
ported on its waters, approximately 22% of global total(2).

Without efficient and strict controls as a deterent, 
and to lower costs, oil tanker crews release noxious 
residuals at sea. It is estimated that at least 3000 major 
illegal hydrocarbon dumping incidents take place in 
European waters yearly, amounting to total amounts of 
between 1750 and 5000 tonnes in the Baltic Sea, 15000
to 60 000 tonnes in the North Sea, and more than        
400000 tonnes in the Mediterranean(1). Oil released into 
European seas as a result of operational discharges 
greatly exceeds the amount released during accidental 
spills: yearly, in the Mediterranean, they can add up to 
nearly 20 times the amount that was spilled by the "Pres-
tige" off northern Spanish coasts in 2002. Despite 
international and domestic conventions and legislation, 
oil dumping in the sea remains a troubling, unsolved and 
uncontrolled environmental problem.
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One-third of global marine oil transportation passes through European waters. Not only oil 
tankers, but various other cargo ships pose a constant threat of small to medium-scale oil 
pollution from illegal dumping of oily wastes with at least 3000 major events per year around 
Europe(1). The devastating consequences of occasional “newsworthy” accidents are 
outmatched by constant small, but still harmful, releases from oil industry transport.
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