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The Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) is a Government
Department which has responsibility in England and in Wales (acting on behalf
of the Secretary of State for Wales) for controlling deposits in the sea, including
the use of dispersants in response to oil spills. MAFF also has responsibility in
relation to the management of sustainable commercial fish and shell fisheries.
When the tanker Sea Empress went aground on 15 February 1996,
approximately 70,000 tonnes of Forties crude oil and 480 tonnes of fuel oil
were spilt at the entrance to the port of Milford Haven, in south - west Wales.
This paper summarises the involvement of MAFF staff at a local and national
level.

MAFF's main role in response to the spill involved approving the use of oil
dispersants and ensuring that fisheries interests were fully taken into account
during the clean-up. An independent committee called the Sea Empress
Environmental Evaluation Committee was established by the Government to co-
ordinate monitoring programmes, provide recommendations for further research
and evaluate the results. MAFF expertise was extensively utilised by the
Committee, culminating in assisting with a report on the environmental impact
of the oil spill. This concluded that although a very large amount of oil was
spilt in a particularly sensitive area, the impact was less severe than many people
had expected and there were few major long term environmental effects. It also
concluded that the rapid, large scale use of dispersants was likely to have been
of benefit in reducing the overall environmental impact of the spill. [1],

MAFF has a contingency plan which is designed to ensure rapid and effective
response to marine pollution emergencies, including appropriate consultation
and co-ordination with other bodies involved. During the Sea Empress clean-
up, one key source of expertise within MAFF was the local District Inspector of
Fisheries who is located at Milford Haven and was able to advise on fisheries
and sea conditions in the area and to act as the main point of contact with local
fishermen. In addition, scientists at the laboratories of the Directorate of
Fisheries Research (DFR - now the Centre for Environment, Fisheries and
Aquaculture Science, an agency of MAFF), were able to provide a range of
important advice. For example, in the early days after the oil spill, DFR
scientists were able to predict the movement of oil in relation to commercial and
recreational fisheries and the possibility of contamination of these stocks, to
advise on the use of chemical dispersants to treat the oil, and to undertake
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environmental monitoring so as to define and keep under review the fishery
closures which were established by the Welsh Office to protect consumers.
Extensive sampling in the weeks that followed included taint testing using a
trained panel of consumers. Concentrations of hydrocarbons in seafood were
relatively low in fish and Crustacea but higher levels of polyaromatic
hydrocarbons (PAHs) were found in molluscs. The maximum concentration of
hydrocarbons and PAH in molluscs was found in mussel (Mytilus edulis )
tissues at > 5,000 mgkg"1 , one week after the grounding and close to the spill
site within Milford Haven. [2]. Restrictions on the gathering of mussels were
lifted after 19 months but controls on fish and Crustacea were removed earlier (3
- 8 months after the initial spill).

The MAFF Chief Scientist's Group commissions research in response to policy
needs and this includes the impact of pollution in the marine environment. For
the Sea Empress oil spill, a laboratory based study was undertaken for MAFF
by DFR on whether olfactory function was impaired in salmonids exposed to
low concentrations of PAHs. Universities also received MAFF funding in
relation to the oil spill and their work included (I) further development of
models to predict the transport of the plume, (II) stock assessment of bass
(Dicentrarchus labrax) as the juveniles spend much of their early life in very
shallow water and there was concern that the spill might affect their survival.
(Ill) Other stock assessment studies of herring ( Clupea harengus ) and
whelks (Buccinum undaturri) plus (IV) molecular studies on hepatic DNA -
adduct levels as an indicator of potential carcinogenic consequences. Some of
these studies are continuing during 1998 but earlier results do not demonstrate a
significant impact.
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