
March 26, 2017 will mark the 50-year anniversary of the Torrey Canyon disaster off the 
southwest coast of England. It remains the UK’s biggest ever oil spill, with an estimated 
94m–164m litres of crude oil lost. The shipping industry and regulators have since worked to 
ensure prevention of such incidents, with greater preparedness, accountability and liability in 
cases where they do happen. Over the past five decades there has been a drastic decrease in 
the number and volume of oil spills from tankers. The International Tanker Owners Pollution 
Federation, the International Maritime Organization and the International Oil Pollution 
Compensation funds are co-hosting an exhibition at IMO headquarters in London until July.

Tanker spills: A journey through time

Tanker Spills Timeline

1967

120,182 dwt tanker Torrey Canyon 
shipwrecked off the southwest coast of 
England leading to 119,000 tonnes of 
oil being spilt and extensive pollution

Tanker Spills
7-700 tonnes More than 700 tonnes Oil spilled (tonnes)

1969
IMO adopts International Convention 
Relating to Intervention on the High 
Seas in Cases of Oil Pollution Casualties 
giving power to coastal states to 
prevent and deal with oil spills. 1973 
protocol extended these powers to deal 
with other non-oil substances

1973

IMO adopts MARPOL with 
new protocol signed in 
1978. MARPOL comes into 
force in 1983

1992

IMO amends MARPOL 
requiring new tankers 
above 5,000 dwt to have 
double hulls

2010

Deadline for single 
hull MARPOL tankers 
and smaller oil 
tankers to be phased 
out of the market

1979

293,000 dwt Atlantic Empress collides 
with Aegean Captain and spills 287,000 
tonnes off the West Indies. 26 Atlantic 
Empress crew members and one 
Aegean Captain crew member died. 
This is the largest tanker oil spill to date

1974
International Convention for 
Safety of Life at Sea adopted, 
entering into force in 1980. 
Dictates minimum requirements 
for vessel construction, equipment 
and operation to guarantee safety

1990
IMO adopts the International 
Convention on Oil Pollution 
Preparedness, Response and 
Cooperation (OPRC). Enters into 
force in 1995

2003
Following 63,000 tonnes of oil spilled 
from the 81,564 dwt Prestige off Spain in 
2002, IMO decides single hull tankers 
above 5,000 dwt cannot carry heavy 
gradient oil from April 2005. Single hull 
pre-MARPOL tankers also banned from 
the same date.
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