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Places of Refuge
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	Issues:
1.  Identify all the risks and possible consequences to the environment that must be considered in designating a place of refuge.
2.  Under what circumstances would environmental agencies discourage the use of a location, suggested by a vessel in distress or lead agency, as a place of refuge?

3.  Do governmental environmental agencies have the legislated authority to either direct a ship in distress to a place of refuge, or to deny such a vessel, a place of refuge?  

4.  Do governmental environmental agencies face any liability issues relevant to this decision-making?

5.  Should environmental agencies incorporate external concerns (non-environmental:  community reaction, political demands, etc.) into their decision-making?



	Background

Definitions:
“Ship in need of assistance”:  a ship in a situation, apart from one requiring rescue of persons on board, that could give rise to loss of the vessel, or an environmental or navigational hazard.

“Place of refuge”:  a place where a ship in need of assistance can take action to enable it to stabilize its condition and reduce the hazards to navigation, and to protect human life and the environment.

The IMO Guidelines on Places of Refuge for Ships in Need of Assistance recognize that, when a ship has suffered an incident, the best way of preventing damage or pollution from its progressive deterioration is to transfer its cargo and bunkers, and to repair the casualty.  
Such an operation is best carried out in a place of refuge; however, to bring such a ship into a place of refuge near a coast may endanger the coastal state, both economically and environmentally, and local authorities and populations may strongly object to the operation.

Ships with structural damage and a dirty or volatile cargo in their tanks are not among the most welcomed visitors in the coastal waters of any state.  Nonetheless, in some cases, a refusal could result in compounding the problem, which may ultimately result in endangering life, the ship and the environment.

There is no single place of refuge suitable for all vesssels or conditions.  Decisions relating to places of refuge must be taken on an incident-specific basis, encompassing such issues as follows:
 

· vessel size, type of fuel, and reason for assistance;

· weather and seastate;
· identity of location: resources at risk; human health issues; site access; shoreline type;

· response capability in the area or within a defined timeline; and
· community response.
In most cases, governmental environmental agencies are consulted by the lead agencies in the decision-making related to places of refuge.  These agencies are tasked with verifying that in the worst case scenario, appropriate control and mitigation methods are available to minimize and remediate any environmental damage.
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