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LONDON: Faced with imminent new global ma-
rine pollution rules, shipping companies and in-
surers are puzzling over the risks. To reduce
emissions of toxic sulphur that cause premature
deaths, shipowners who have long relied on the
dirtiest residues of oil extraction will have to ei-
ther switch to low-sulphur fuel or install exhaust
gas cleaning systems from Jan. 1.

Neither option has been fully tested for long,
and some problems have already been re-
ported, both with the more expensive new fuels
and with devices known as scrubbers which ex-
tract the sulphur on board. Interviews with key
players in the industry show varying levels of
alarm at potential risks, which they say range
from unexpected fires or collisions due to en-
gine failure to liability for inadvertently flouting
the rules.

The container shipping industry alone is hav-
ing to invest $10 billion to adhere to the new
rules, analysts say, and is concerned about extra
costs were things to go wrong. If different types
of the new, cleaner fuel are mixed, for example,
they may produce a residue which could even-
tually clog up an engine and, in a worst-case
scenario, damage or break it. Several large ship
owners said handling the new fuels correctly and
making sure the scrubbers were properly de-
ployed would minimize danger, but that if care
was not taken, problems could arise.

“The big guys are going to be serviced by the
right people ... there is bigger risk for the smaller
ships,” Hugo De Stoop, chief executive of lead-
ing Belgian tanker operator Euronav said. Eu-
ronav has bought the equivalent of almost six
months’ supply of compliant fuel and is storing
it in a megatanker off Malaysia. If a ship is too

far away and has to buy fuel, it will try to buy a
single type, or, if only a blend is available, ask to
see the seller’s lab tests. “We don’t always be-
lieve that people have done the test, been dili-
gent about it,” he said.

Future proofing
Khalid Hashim, managing director of one of

Thailand’s largest dry cargo ship owners, Pre-
cious Shipping, said it had not allowed co-min-
gling of marine fuel, also known as bunker fuel,
for over five years and required all of it to be
sample tested. “Of course this costs us annually
around $100,000, but we prefer that cost than
to use untested bunker oil based solely on the
Bunker Delivery Receipt and find that we have a
massive problem on our ship,” he said.

The company had taken measures to reduce
its ships’ fuel consumption to offset some of the
extra costs and had installed extra compart-
ments for the tanks on board to avoid mixing, he
said. “That way we would have future-proofed
our ships for the IMO 2020 regime,” Hashim
said, referring the UN International Maritime
Organization’s rules, agreed by more than 90
countries in hopes of saving more than half a
million lives by 2025 alone.

Around 172 ships have avoided the problem
because they are powered by sulphur-free liq-
uefied natural gas (LNG), data from Norwegian
risk management and certification company
DNV GL showed, but this in an expensive op-
tion. Some ship owners have balked at paying for
the new 0.5% sulphur fuel, which is quoted at
more than twice the price of the 3.5% high-sul-
phur grade in northern Europe at the moment.

More than 3,000 ships - around 5% of the
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Shipping industry sails into
unknown with new rules

global fleet - will have scrubbers fitted by 2020
so they can clean the exhaust gas and so con-
tinue using existing fuel, the DNV GL data
showed. Some ports have banned one type of
scrubber, the open-loop version which empties
washwater residues into the sea, and insurers
have reported cases of fires or corrosion with
the devices. Norwegian ship insurer Gard cited
a few cases where sparks from welding or cut-
ting fell into a scrubber through uncovered
openings: in one case it spread to the engine
room through glass reinforced epoxy piping.

If corrosion was legally deemed to be in-
evitable, underwriters might try to deny related
claims, said Stephen Harris, senior vice president
with insurance broker Marsh. “Whether under-
writers adopt this line or not could depend on
how frequent and how big the problem becomes
next year.” Roger Strevens, VP of global sustain-
ability with Norwegian shipping company Wal-
lenius Wilhelmsen, said its experience with
scrubbers had shown risks could be minimized
if done properly. “If you buy cheap, you’ll pay
twice,” he said. —Reuters

Fracking leaves
heavy footprint 
in Argentina’s 
Patagonia
ANELO: Pumpjack oil wells peck like giant
birds at the ground, plumes of yellow flames
flare from gas pipelines, lakes accumulate
contaminated waste - Patagonia and its in-
digenous people are paying a heavy price
for Argentina’s economic progress. Vaca
Muerta, a huge sweep of western Patagon-
ian wilderness, sits on the world’s second
largest reserve of shale gas and its fourth
largest oil reserves.

A push to develop extraction amid Ar-
gentina’s crippling economic crisis has made
the area a magnet for international oil com-
panies. Crucially, Vaca Muerta is also home
to indigenous Mapuche communities who
say their rights are being denied. “They
came in as a state enterprise and just blew
up the land. Without measuring the conse-

quences or seeing that there were people
living here — a Mapuche community living
on the land,” says Lorena Bravo, spokes-
woman for the Mapuche community in
Campo Maripe.

“And from then on they denied our exis-
tence.” The Mapuche claim that the burgeon-
ing oil and shale gas industry, in particular the
controversial fracking technique used to ex-
tract it, has irreversibly damaged their ances-
tral homelands, and with it their traditional
way of life. “One day all this activity will
cease, because the oil is going to run out, the
gas is going to run out. We are going to be
left only with polluted land,” says Bravo.

Mapuche land 
The Vaca Muerta deposit extends over

30,000 square kilometers in Patagonia, be-
tween the provinces of Neuquen, Rio Negro,
la Pampa and Mendoza. It represents 43 per-
cent of the country’s total oil production —
505,000 barrels per day in July - and 60
percent of its gas production. In the past few
years, the town of Anelo has sprouted up
from a Patagonian desert village where goats
grazed to become a thriving oil hub of 8,000
people, with hotels and shops for workers,
and a huge casino. —AFP


