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ABSTRACT: The oil industry is the engine of the economy of Trinidad 
and Tobago, with a production of around 125,000 barrels of oil a day, of 
which 55,000 come from offshore on the east coast and 31,000 from the 
west coast of Trinidad. Two refineries with total capacity of 230,000 
barrels a day are located along the west coast of Trinidad. 

For these local oil operations an average of 50 and 800 tankers, 
annually, visit ports on the east and west coast, respectively. The daily 
crude tonnage of tankers passing through the south Caribbean now 
exceeds 2 million metric tons (t). Tanker traffic, therefore, creates a 
major risk for oil spilb and complicates contingency planning in Trini-
dad and Tobago, and the southern Caribbean. 

Small island states with serious deficiencies in financing their contin-
gency plans can utilize tiered emergency response schemes to offset 
the obvious weaknesses in their response capabilities; but unless multi-
lateral funding is available, the benefits of tiered response would be 
limited. Assistance to small island states to help ratify the IMO conven-
tions and protocols remains the best form of insurance against all oil spill 
perils. 

The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago consists of two islands situated 
at the southernmost end of the Caribbean archipelago, lying a mere 12 
kilometers east of Venezuela. 

Trinidad is the larger of the two islands that make up the sovereign 
state. Their land areas are 4820 km2 and 300 km2; and at the nearest 
points, they are separated from each by a distance of 32 km. A 
founding member of the Association of Small Island States (AOSIS), 
the country exhibits many of the basic characteristics of such 
states. 

The population is approximately 1.23 million with an annual growth 
rate of 1.3 percent. Trinidad and Tobago has an open economy with a 
relatively undiversified resource base; despite its best efforts to diver-
sify, its options for development are mainly related to the oil and 
energy sectors. The limited land area in a small island state fosters 
close and critical relationships between its ecosystems, particularly the 
marine systems, and the economic circumstances of its citizens. One 
area—the Gulf of Paria, which is almost completely enclosed by Trini-
dad and Venezuela—supports fragile ecosystems as well as the major-
ity of the energy-based industries—oil refineries and power plants— 
and major population centers on the west coast of Trinidad. 

Oil spills therefore can pose a serious threat to the economy not only 
because they can damage the environment but because they have the 
potential to upset operations in the oil sector and the energy-based 
industries, which generate, through exports, a major share of the 
state's revenue. 

The contingency planning process in Trinidad and Tobago is pecu-
liar to small island states. The country must minimize the damage that 
an oil spill can inflict on the major revenue-earning sector of its 
economy. 

Role of petroleum in economy 

Petroleum is the mainstay of the economy of Trinidad and Tobago. 
Commercial land production started in 1908, with the first cargo of oil 
being exported in 1910. Marine production in the Gulf of Paria started 
in 1955. By 1975, three years after oil production began off the east 
coast, petroleum activities were contributing approximately 41 percent 
of the gross domestic product. The relative proximity of Trinidad to the 
major market for petroleum and petroleum products encouraged com-
peting multinationals to invest in Trinidad and Tobago's oil sector, 
including, by the early 1970s, the operation of three refineries. The net 
result was that some production companies were exporting crude to 
their refineries abroad, while those owning refineries in Trinidad were 
importing crude. As a result, the volume of tanker traffic multiplied. 
Clearly the decade between 1965-1975 was a period of rapid growth in 
the trading of crude oil and its refined products. Trinidad and Tobago 
was exporting approximately 150 million barrels of crude oil and 
refined products annually and importing annually about 95 million 
barrels of crude oil, as well as marginal quantities of specialty refined 
oil products. 

The movement of the crudes and their products into and out of the 
local waters averaged around 700,000 barrels of oil per day and was 
done by tankers and other vessels, which numbered more than 1,000 
annually, and which docked at ports along the west coast in the Gulf of 
Paria and at a port on the southeast coast of Trinidad (Table 1). 
Consequently, oil-related sea traffic constituted a high proportion of 
the total shipping into and out of the country. Other oil came into 
Trinidad from 30 offshore platforms through more than 200 kilometers 
of offshore to onshore pipelines. 

In-house or local contingency planning process— 
risk analysis 

The Government of Trinidad and Tobago, through the ministry 
responsible for petroleum, initiated active steps in 1972 to ensure that 
local oil companies develop and implement in-house contingency plans 
against oil spills. It was felt that encouraging in-house planning would 
be the best way to curb the occasional incidents producing chronic local 
pollution. The year 1972 also heralded the start of oil production from 
a new province on the southeast coast of Trinidad, and the government 
wanted to make sure that the oil industry developed in a sustainable 
manner. 

The oil companies were allowed to make their own risk assessment to 
determine the size of spill for which they would develop emergency 
plans. They were not advised by the oil ministry about which of the 
generally accepted approaches they should use to determine the size 
and frequency of the possible oil spills they should anticipate. In 
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Table 1. Maritime traffic at dedicated ports 
in Trinidad and Tobagot 

Trintoc, 
P-A-P 

Trintoc, 
Point Fortin 

Amoco, 
Point Galeota 

Tankers 
less 
than 

15,000 
dwt 

550 

43 

Tankers 
more 
than 

15,000 
dwt 

178 

Bunker 
vessels 

and 
work 
boats 

263 

4 

Dry 
cargo 
ships 

11 

15 

Total 

1,002 

220 

62 
1,284 

1. vessel traffic for 1992 

leaving this responsibility with the oil companies, the oil ministry 
recognized its own constraints with respect to manpower. The com-
panies all chose to use statistical analyses of their past data on spills to 
obtain predictions on the likely frequency of future accidents. The 
emergency procedures developed in the in-house plans turned out to 
be for sizes of spills akin to those observed in incidents of chronic 
pollution. As a result, the contingency plans were all geared for reme-
diation of marine spills of less than 500 barrels (801), and land spills of 
less than 100 barrels (16 ts). 

Participation in international conventions 

The government's concern with pollution was not only due to the 
country's vulnerability resulting from increasing oil operations, but 
also from its increasing responsibility and liability arising from inter-
national conventions. These legal instruments were being drafted to 
control marine pollution worldwide. 

Since 1965, Trinidad and Tobago has participated as a full member in 
the work of the Intergovernmental Maritime Consultative Organiza-
tion (IMCO), later renamed the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO). The period of the early 1970s was significant, since several 
conventions and amendments to conventions with respect to the con-
trol of oil pollution were being adopted internationally. The Interna-
tional Convention for the Prevention of Pollution of the Sea by Oil, 
which was amended in 1969 and 1971, and MARPOL 73/78, all put 
responsibilities on governments to restrict the type of tankers visiting 
their ports. The conventions that dealt with liability and compensation 
for oil spills were also adopted by 1971. 

The major concern of the government at that time was ensuring that 
the number of oil tankers operating in the waters of Trinidad and 
Tobago carried appropriate insurance; and that the oil companies 
exploring off the north coast of Trinidad should also insure their 
operations. The oil majors preferred to self-insure. The big worry for 
Trinidad and Tobago, however, related to the 150 chartered tankers 
that were operating in local waters and were not owned by the majors. 
Major oil companies supplemented their insurance coverage by the 
Tanker Owners Voluntary Agreement Against Liability for Oil Pollu-
tion (TOVALOP) insurance scheme. The government had not as yet 
ratified the IMO agreements such as the Civil Liability Convention and 
the Fund Convention for Oil Pollution Damage, and thus it sought 
information from IMO on the operation and limitations of the 
TOVALOP agreement. The local operating companies with member-
ship in TOVALOP were requested to guarantee that the tankers they 
chartered were adequately insured. 

Trinidad and Tobago, like many other small island states, has had 
difficulty in ratifying most of the international conventions. The obli-
gation to take measures imposed by the conventions in most instances 
put unacceptable burdens on the country's financial resources. For 
example, MARPOL required reception facilities for oily wastes from 
ships. The local oil companies and refineries that had oily wastes or 
slops disposal and recycling systems were not prepared to cooperate 
with the government, fearing they would be deluged with waste from 

outside. Another major drawback related to the new laws that had to 
be drafted to make the convention articles compatible and enforceable 
in local jurisdictions. This was a major problem for Trinidad and 
Tobago, which in the wake of becoming an independent state, was 
obliged to update all its existing laws. The qualified personnel to draft 
the new laws were simply not available. The requirement for the 
recruitment of an inspectorate to check on vessels visiting ports, meant 
that special budgets were needed to train the staff, and funds were not 
available. The government, although agreeing with the aims and ob-
jectives of the conventions, was unable to comply with the articles and 
protocols that had financial implications. Therefore it was difficult to 
become a party to these conventions. 

Clearly the benefits of the conventions are most easily reaped by the 
bigger, more financially sound economies, which were able to fund 
both their involvement in, and enforcement of, the conventions. A 
close analysis would show that the processes by which conventions are 
adopted, militate against the interests of small island states. The ability 
to participate actively at all meetings, and to be represented on key 
subcommittees, requires funds that small states must allocate to other, 
more pressing areas of their economy. Industry interest groups, on the 
other hand, are able to ensure that their views are adequately repre-
sented and enshrined in the relevant articles. 

MARPOL was adopted with very little assistance, technical or fi-
nancial, being provided to small states such as Trinidad and Tobago, 
located at a major crossroad for tankers and highly vulnerable to oil 
spills from tanker accidents. Also, the concerns of the major oil pro-
ducers, refiners, and tanker owners did not coincide with those of small 
island states exposed to risk from the operations of tankers, and 
therefore the latter were relegated to secondary consideration or were 
omitted. Since the small states lacked an effective ability to monitor 
tankers on their route to the highly patrolled waters of the United 
States, the tankers could easily, and often did, discharge their dirty 
ballast along routes adjacent to our shorelines. Older tankers that were 
not able to satisfy the regulations in the developed countries began to 
frequent the waters and ports in the Caribbean Islands. 

As a small island state dependent upon trading in oil, Trinidad and 
Tobago found it difficult to influence or even participate in inter-
national conventions geared toward controlling oil pollution from 
tankers. 

Reception facilities—economics 

In the case of reception facilities, the major refinery operating 
locally undertook a study in 1976 to ascertain the costs of upgrading its 
slops facility. The company estimated that for a slops facility with three 
storage tanks of approximate 400,000 bbl capacity, a 30-inch pipeline 
from ship to shore, and an oily waste treatment unit, the investment 
would be $8 million.! The funds required for an adequate reception and 
treatment facility could now easily exceed $20 million. Small develop-
ing states can not budget for such costly facilities, especially when 
attempts to recover the investment would make the cost of service 
highly expensive to potential users. It is our belief that the convention 
should have included some formula for the sharing of costs between 
host governments and industry companies. 

National contingency planning process 

The approach adopted in Trinidad and Tobago of requesting in-
house contingency plans helped focus each company on the possible 
damage to other sectors of the economy caused by poor maintenance 
and operations. The exercise of preparing the local contingency plans 
by the company management helped to satisfy the oil ministry's con-
cern that a person or persons in each company's organization would be 
officially vested with authority and accountability for directing the 
company response to oil pollution incidents. 

By late 1975, in spite of the individual oil companies' in-house 
contingency plans, it became very obvious that much more was needed 
to protect the country against oil pollution, especially in areas that fell 

1. All monetary values are given in U.S. dollars. 
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outside the regions where the oil companies operated. This was evident 
when an oil spill of 3,000 bbl (480 t) washed ashore on the highly 
developed northwest peninsula of Trinidad in December 1975. 

As a result of that incident, the government authorities decided that 
a more concerted effort would have to be made to ensure much greater 
antipollution awareness and protection. The result of this action to 
minimize the incidence and effect of oil pollution came in August 1977, 
with government's approval of a National Oil Spill Clean-up Plan 
(NOSCP). The approved plan was formulated by a mixed committee 
made up of government agencies and private companies appointed by 
the then minister of Petroleum and Mines. 

The plan formulated for the national level was designed to deal with 
marine spills from 500 to 20,000 barrels (80-3,2001) of crude oil, which 
most likely would be as a result of a loss from a tanker during the 
transportation of oil within territorial waters. The plan allowed for 
joint participation by the major oil companies, relevant government 
ministries, and agencies including the defense forces. The NOSCP was 
designed to integrate the function of the protective services in the 
prevention and control of oil spills. 

The oil companies were given the important role as the area control-
lers in the NOSCP in four of the five designated high-risk areas. 
Government agencies were assigned to be area controllers in all other 
areas not covered by the individual in-house contingency plans. Area 
controllers were required to make daily surveillance of the areas under 
their control, and to keep appropriate records. The records were to be 
made available for inspection on request by the ministry. The NOSCP 
also envisaged that for spills in excess of 20,000 bbl (3,200 t), help 
would be sought regionally or extraregionally; and the plan identified 
the Clean Caribbean Cooperative (CCC) as the agency to provide that 
help. This was possible since local companies were members of CCC. 

The NOSCP document was essentially an integration of the in-house 
contingency plans of the oil companies operating in the high-risk areas 
around the coast of Trinidad and Tobago. The involvement of the 
government agencies meant that investment had to be made to acquire 
the additional equipment and chemicals needed to mitigate oil spill 
pollution in the areas under their control. 

The government had approved as part of its budget $1 million for 
among other things, a skimmer, telecommunication radios, contain-
ment boom, and dispersants. The availability of funds to make these 
purchases came from the much higher prices being received for our oil 
in 1976. It was decided that the major item, the skimmer, must be dual 
purpose to ensure optimum use. This created bureaucratic problems 
and after more than four years of delays, the budgeted funds were 
spent on other urgent matters. A bigger state would most likely not 
have had to require that its skimmer be a dual purpose vessel. 

The effectiveness of the NOSCP was severely tested on July 19, 
1979, when at 7:00 p.m., a distress call was received by the Trinidad 
and Tobago Coast Guard that two fully laden supertankers, the Atlan-
tic Empress and the Aegean Captain, with combined cargoes of over 
400,000 t of crude oil, had collided off the coast of Tobago. 

Without giving the details of how that oil spill was handled, I can say 
that many fortunate occurrences ensured that no oil came ashore on 
our beaches. The entire 193,0001 of cargo from the Atlantic Empress 
was lost. A fraction of the naphtha-spiked crude oil from its tanks 
burned and the remaining oil sank with the tanker in the Atlantic 
Ocean. It was estimated that around 5,000 dwt of oil had been dis-
persed, while evaporation, dissolution, and other factors such as bacte-
rial degradation helped clean up oil from the water surface. 

Relationship between in-house and national 
contingency planning 

In our postmortem on the incident, it was determined that the 
rationale used for developing the NOSCP could be faulted. We had 
integrated the in-house plans that were based solely on oil production 
operations and neglected to consider the risk from tankers passing 
along the nearby shipping lanes. The government's dependence on the 
local oil companies to determine the risks from their operations accu-
rately and correctly turned out not to have been the best course of 
action. No company sought to predict or plan for the worst possible 
spill scenario, which was graphically represented by the tanker colli-
sion. 

The lack of objectivity could be observed in the case of one major oil 

company operating locally. This company operated in the Gulf of Paria 
with very large crude carriers (VLCC) transhipping crude oil into 
smaller vessels, which were then sent to their final destinations. The 
company, however, in its risk analysis did not develop any plans for oil 
loss from tankers during these operations, nor were any containment 
booms deployed around the vessels when the ship-to-ship oil transfers 
were taking place. The reason for underestimating of the possible risks 
was, of course, financial. This became even clearer when another 
aspect of the NOSCP was being provided for. 

NOSCP cleanup fund 

The NOSCP included the setting up of a cleanup fund. In 1981, after 
almost two years of negotiation, the local oil companies (three of which 
were multinationals) finally agreed among themselves, to pledge a sum 
of $40,000 for the cleanup fund, without any cash transfers to be made. 
These companies had to be reminded in July 1979, when the NOSCP 
was activated due to the tanker collisions and only a minimal amount of 
cleanup operations were involved, that the bills for fuel and chemicals 
amounted to $80,000, a figure that omitted costs for additional labor, 
the use of equipment, aerial spraying, damage to property, and loss of 
earnings. 

The companies were told that the fund must have available cash for 
on-site labor costs and rental of special equipment for the cleanup of an 
oil spill. The NOSCP cleanup fund needed a minimum of $200,000 on 
deposit, with an additional $600,000 pledged by the companies. To this 
day, no agreement has been reached with the companies about the size 
of the fund or how it is to be financed. 

Multilateral funding of oil spill contingency planning 

By 1987, with a deterioration in the price of oil, companies were not 
willing to accept increased financial responsibility based on the re-
sources needed for the risk posed by the nearby tanker lanes (the worst 
possible scenario). The government with the assistance of funding 
from the EEC Lome II grant aid facility, sought the assistance of an 
impartial consultant to develop a new NOSCP with provisions to 
handle spills from tankers traversing the nearby shipping lanes.4 

It should be noted that prior to this consultancy assignment, the 
NOSCP was reviewed twice by the IMO regional maritime advisors for 
Latin America: I. Vergara Salas in 19795 and J. A. L. Cash in 1982.2 In 
the first report, submitted two months before the tanker collision off 
Tobago, Vergara correctly assessed that the most likely threat for oil 
spill damage, on which the NOSCP should be developed, was not 
production operations but the nearby tanker traffic. The second report 
confirmed this advice and commented on other areas within the 
NOSCP that were flamed. The need for legislation and for participa-
tion in the liability conventions in order to recover costs if the state 
were affected by a tanker spill was stressed. 

Regional contingency planning process 

The government, recognizing the shortcomings in the NOSCP and 
the great potential threat to its economic plans from the nearby tanker 
routes, decided that it was in the state's best interest to take an active 
part in any regional oil spill contingency planning effort. Trinidad and 
Tobago had cohosted the first meeting of the Organization of Ameri-
can States (OAS)/Caribbean Scientific and Technological Cooperation 
Committee (CSTCC) meeting on Coastal Pollution and Oil Spill Con-
trol from May 7 to 11, 1979, a mere two months before the earlier 
mentioned tanker collision off Tobago. At this meeting the elements of 
a regional oil spill contingency plan were formulated. Trinidad and 
Tobago was made the subregional center for region 3, which encom-
passed islands from Dominica in the north to Trinidad in the south. 

At that meeting, which was widely attended by international agen-
cies, the IMCO representative circulated a report from a meeting held 
in the United Kingdom in September 1978 that indicated IMCO's 
success in developing a regional approach in the Mediterranean Sea 
and the Arabian Gulf. The representative pointed out that although 
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IMCO's governing body had not at that time allocated funds from their 
main budget for Caribbean regional plans, Caribbean countries should 
nevertheless seek support from a funding body such as UNEP or 
UNDP. 

This initiative by the Trinidad and Tobago government led in 1984 to 
the formulation and inauguration of the Caribbean Island States and 
Territories Subregional Oil Spill Contingency Plan (ROSCP) which 
coordinated contingency planning among the small island states and 
territories of the Caribbean to provide combined efforts when faced 
with major oil spills. In 1992, Trinidad and Tobago actively contributed 
to discussions to amend the ROSCP, which was renamed the Carib-
bean Island OPRC Plan. 

The government signed and ratified the 1983 Cartagena Convention 
for the Protection and Development of the Marine Environment of the 
Wider Caribbean and its protocol including oil spills, when they en-
tered into force in January 1986.1 The convention provided a compre-
hensive umbrella agreement with articles for the protection and devel-
opment of the marine and coastal environment. Participation by the 
government in the Cartagena convention facilitated the signing of an 
oil spill cooperation agreement in September 1986, between Ven-
ezuela and Trinidad and Tobago. The cooperation agreement was 
upgraded in August 1989 to a full fledged bilateral oil spill contingency 
plan. It should be noted that these multinational plans were developed 
to build on the national plans and effectively represent tier 3 in our 
contingency planning. 

The agreement in the first instance, and the later bilateral plan with 
Venezuela, allowed for integrated response action. Both Venezuela 
and Trinidad and Tobago stood to gain from the pooling of resources if 
the need ever arose to handle a massive tanker spill threatening our 
adjacent coastlines. The operational details in the bilateral plan are 
clarified whenever officials from both countries have their yearly meet-
ing in alternate capitals to discuss improvements to make the plan a 
more practical document. 

Importance of cooperating with IMO 

Trinidad and Tobago, like any other small island state, has to imple-
ment policies that will result in the protection of its environment. The 
implementation of a tiered response capability was a natural outcome 
of the continued realization that the biggest risk to the economy from 
oil spills continues to be from the tankers using the nearby shipping 
lanes. 

Three major reasons make cooperation between island states nec-
essary. 

• As in Trinidad and Tobago, domestic contingency plans are seri-
ously deficient because of the lack of money to implement and 
sustain such plans and the lack of cooperation and commitment of 
the transnational companies operating locally to contribute to-
ward the establishment of essential contingency funds. In this 
regard, a special compliment must be given to the work now being 
done by Amoco Trinidad; that company has developed a com-
mendable plan for all along the east coast of Trinidad where the 
majority of tanker routes are located.3 

• Small island states dependent on their petroleum industry, and 
wishing to participate in the MARPOL 73/78 convention experi-
ence an inordinate financial disadvantage which is exacerbated by 
the absence of benefits of economies of scale when constructing 
facilities and the very small industrial bases over which to share the 
overhead and expenses of implementing the various conventions. 

• Like other island states, this country's environment and economy 
is still very greatly at risk from oil pollution especially that from 
accidents due to tanker traffic. (See Appendix for the resources 
available in Trinidad and Tobago.) Trinidad and Tobago continues 
to need an agreement with the IMO and other agencies to position 
oil cleanup equipment in Trinidad as part of a stock-piling center 
for the region, especially since it can provide rapid response 
against oil spill accidents along the tanker routes that traverse the 
southern Caribbean. 

Trinidad and Tobago, more than many states, big or small, considers 
that it has much to benefit by the work of the IMO in developing 
environmental and safety standards for the maritime transportation 
industry. Our failure to ratify some of the specific conventions geared 
toward meeting such goals is directly related to the financial burdens 
that would have to be endured. 

Ratification of MARPOL 73/78, the Civil Liability Convention, the 
Fund Convention, and OPRC Conventions, must be achieved—hope-
fully with the assistance of the IMO, funding agencies, concerned oil 
industry associations, and other generous states willing to provide 
grant aid. 
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Appendix 

Company A 
Compilation of NOSCP's Tiered Resources, Local and National 

Company C 

1 350 ft Slickbar containment boom 
6 150 ft Bregoil sponge booms 
4 Mini spray units 
9 Backpack spray units 
8 Spray boats 
2 Marine temporary storage, 250 bbl capacity 

12 Hand-held Oilmops 
1 Wringer 

181 Sorbent pads, packs 
214 Oil spill dispersant, 55-gal drums 

4 Beach cleaner, 55-gal drums 
2 Chemical herder, 55-gal drums 

Company B 

2 Uniroyal sealed floating oil booms, 19 x 40 ft (760') 
and 28 x 25 ft (700') = 1,460 ft 

1 Slickskim oil recovery system, suction pump and 110 ft 
of 3-in diameter hoses 

3 Tugs, each with a Warren Springs maxispray unit 
aboard 

50 Chemical dispersants, 55-gal drums 
2 Coils V4-in rope 
2 Coils 3/8-in rope 
1 Pipe wrench, 24 inch 
2 Spanners, 9/io inch 
2 Iron spike 
4 Valves, 2 inch 
4 Valves, IV2 inch 
1 Impeller for suction pump 
1 Fittings, 1 to 3A inch 
8 Goggles, pairs 

10 Bouyancy work vests 
1 Spray can/fittings 

10 Rubber boots (tall), pairs 
1 Rubber washers, set 

10 Rubber gloves, pairs 
3 Mops 
3 Wing nuts/bolts for booms, dozen 
1 Hammer, 3 lb 
1 Crescent spanner, 12 inch 
2 Safety helmets 
7 Lube fax grease, 90-lb boxes 

30,000 bbl capacity temporary storage 
5 Barrels 

Mobile command center 
Oil spill trajectory model 
Orion oil spill tracking system 
Inshore (36-in) boom, 4,500 ft 
Sorbent boom, 2,500 ft 

1 Vacuum skimmer 
2 Jon Boats with 20 hp engines 
2 OM 290 rope mop skimmers 
1 Maxi spray unit 
1 Aircraft spray unit 
4 Backpack spray units 
5 Workboats with dispersant spraying equipment 
3 Helicopters 

40 Sorbents, 5-lb pails 
100 Marine dispersant concentrate, 55-gal drums 

10 Beach cleaner/protector concentrate, 55-gal drums 
2 Diesel-driven pumps rated at 4,000 BPD each, portable 
2 Fast tanks, 2,000-gal capacity each 

Common communication channels: 
Marine VHF Channel 16, Call-up; Channels 11 and 14, Operations 
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