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ABSTRACT 

As the 2017 International Oil Spill Conference (IOSC) was wrapping up in Los Angeles, 

CA, an oil spill on a magnitude no one had expected was making its way across the lower Wider 

Caribbean Region.  The Regional Activity Center, The Regional Marine Pollution Emergency, 

Information and Training Centre – Caribe (RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe), that was established in 

1994 under the Cartegena Convention, stood up for the first time as a regionally coordinating 

body to facilitate communication, coordination and exchange of information during a major spill 

as was designed and intended under the Caribbean Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and Co-

operation (OPRC) Plan.  What was confirmed months later, was that a large spill from a refinery 

in Trinidad and Tobago had in fact impacted the States of Venezuela, Bonaire, Curacao and 

Aruba.   On April 23, 2017, it became public knowledge that a spill had occurred from a 150,000 

barrel (6.3 million gallon) waste oil tank at the Petrotrin Refinery in Pointe-a Pierre, Trinidad.   

What fallowed was successive reporting of subsurface oil and tarballs washing ashore over a 

thirty-six day period: first on Venezuelan Gulf of Paria coasts; then Paria, Isla Margarita, Los 
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Roques and La Orchila coasts; followed by Bonnaire; then Klein Curacao and Curacao; and 

ultimately beaches in Aruba.   Had it not been for the coordinating body of RAC/REMPEITC-

Caribe, these impacts may have never been officially connected to a single point source.  

Miraculously, through the Regional Center each of the impacted States exchanged oil samples 

from each other’s coasts and the potential source tank in Trinidad.  Subsequent analysis from 

laboratories in the Netherlands proved that the oiling events, which occurred across 600 nautical 

miles of ocean, were in fact from the same source, Storage Tank #70 of the Petrotrin Refinery. 

This paper discusses how RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe worked across borders to help identify 

the source of a spill that reached across more than 600 miles of the Wider Caribbean Region, and 

shows just how connected these countries are.  It sheds light on a major oil spill that few people 

outside the impacted countries are aware of, and it presents the April 2017 Petrotrin Spill as a 

realization that, not only are these scenarios likely, they are real cause for increased regional spill 

coordination and preparation.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              
                  
 
  
 

     Figure 1: The Wider Caribbean Region 
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BACKGOUND 

The Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico connects over twenty-seven nations comprising the 

Wider Caribbean Region (WCR).  In 1991, the Vista Bella sank with 13,300 barrels of No 6 Fuel 

Oil (API = 7-14) just 12 miles East of Nevis in 2,000 feet of water, position 17°17.00 N,  

62°18.00 W.  The far reaching oil spill that followed the sinking impacted the marine and coastal 

environments of many Caribbean Islands, including: St Kitts and Nevis; Saba (NL); St Martin 

(NL); Saint Barthélémy (FR); The British Virgin Islands; The U.S. Virgin Islands; and Puerto-

Rico.  Studies of ocean currents have investigated the complex nature of the Caribbean Sea 

which is characterized by westward movement of the Caribbean Current flowing from the Lesser 

Antilles to the Gulf of Mexico (GoM), through the Yucatan Channel, where the influence of the 

Florida Loop Current (LC) takes effect.  In a 2016 presentation provided during an IMO 

sponsored  workshop in Guadelope, Claudine Tierceline, Caribbean Representative for CEDRE, 

showed results of a 2004 data buoy tracking study conducted by France which demonstrated that 

floating objects placed in the surface waters of the Eastern Caribbean could move across the 

Caribbean, into the GOM, and to the LC over several months.  Additionally, studies of satellite 

imagery of the outflow of the Orinoco River and the movement of sargassum into and across the 

entire Caribbean further supports likely circulation patterns of surface material throughout the 

region.  Given there are presently more than 15 Caribbean States producing, exploring or have 

recently discovered oil, it would also not be unrealistic to imagine potential far-reaching impacts 

of an IXTOC-1 (1979) or Deepwater Horizon (2010) like continuous release of oil occurring 

from an offshore unit in the Lower Wider Caribbean Region. 
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                 Figure 2: Wider Caribbean current patterns. 
 
 

The International Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response, and Co-operation 

(OPRC Convention) facilitates international co-operation and mutual assistance in preparing for 

and responding to a major oil pollution incident.  The Convention for the Protection and 

Development of the Marine Environment of the Wider Caribbean Region (Cartagena Convention) 

is a legally binding treaty for twenty-seven Sates of the WCR to protect, develop and manage their 

common waters individually or jointly.  The Oil Spill Protocol for the Cartagena Convention calls 

for cooperation in taking all necessary measures, both preventive and remedial, for the protection 

of the marine environment from oil spill incidents. 

Both the Cartagena Oil Spill Protocol and the OPRC Convention place obligations on 

Contracting Parties to establish and maintain, or ensure the establishment and maintenance of, the 

means to respond to oil spill incidents.  Such means are to include: enactment of legislation, the 

preparation of contingency plans; oil pollution reporting procedures; communication capabilities; 

and mechanisms or arrangement to co-ordinate a response to an oil pollution incident with the 

capabilities to mobilize the necessary resources. 
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The Regional Activity Centre/Regional Marine Pollution Emergency, Information and 

Training Center – Wider Caribbean Region (RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe) was established on June 

15, 1995 through collaborative efforts of the Parties to the Cartagena Convention, the United 

Nations Environmental Program (UNEP), and the International Maritime Organization.  The 

Center’s staff has included representatives from Curacao and the U.S. Coast Guard and other 

Parties since the inception, and today includes staff seconded from the Jamaica Maritime Authority, 

as well as full-time consultant supported by the International Petroleum Industry Environmental 

Conservation Association (IPIECA). The functions of the Center include: 

 The preparation, periodic review and updating of contingency plans to promote 

compatibility of the plans of the Contracting Parties;]  

 Maintaining a current inventory of emergency response equipment, materials and 

expertise available in the WCR;  

 Identifying or maintaining means for emergency response communications;   

 The exchange of information related to the Protocol including information on laws, 

regulations, institutions, and operational procedures relating to oil spill incidents 

and means of reducing and combating the harmful effects of oil spills; and 

 Providing, on a regional basis, forums for discussing activities related to regional 

emergency response activities 

Under the coordination of RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe, and as required by Article 8 of the Oil 

Spill Protocol to the Cartagena Convention, the Island States and Territories of the Caribbean 

developed a Regional OPRC Plan (Caribbean Island OPRC Plan).  This Plan provides a framework 

under which Island States and Territories may cooperate at the operational level in responding to 

oil spill incidents. The overall objective of the Plan is to provide a cooperative scheme for mutual 
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assistance from member States, Territories, and organizations in the event of a major oil spill 

incident which exceeds the response capability of a national government or oil industry.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Activities conducted by RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe from 2005 to 2018. 
 
 

Over the past 25 years, RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe has delivered hundreds of national and 

regional capacity building workshops, developed two regional response plans, and maintained a 

system of networks to promote the implementation of best practices for preparing for, preventing 

and recovering from pollution incidents to some of the most economically challenged countries of 

the world.  Hundreds of government and non-government maritime professionals from states and 

territories throughout the WCR have benefitted greatly from RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe’s work in 

providing training, hosting workshops, serving as a regional hub of marine environmental best 

practices, and fulfilling its mission of building capacities and addressing gaps in the 

implementation of international conventions throughout the WCR. Through these 

accomplishments, the Centre has earned a reputation as the leading organization for providing 

technical assistance and promoting best practices to prevent and respond to pollution in the WCR.  

Though its origins are deeply rooted in the OPRC Convention, the mission of RAC/REMPEITC-

Caribe has greatly expanded to include assisting countries to implement all major marine pollution 
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instruments of the IMO, a United Nations (U.N.) Specialized Agency.  These include, amongst 

others: the Protocol on Preparedness, Response and Co-operation to Pollution Incidents by 

Hazardous and Noxious Substances (OPRC-HNS Protocol), the International Convention for the 

Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), the International Convention for the Control and 

Management of Ships' Ballast Water and Sediments (BWM Convention), the International 

Convention on Civil Liability for Oil Pollution Damage (Civil liability and Fund Conventions), 

the International Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti-fouling Systems on Ships (AFS), and 

others.  Over time, as new maritime environmental conventions were adopted globally, 

RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe became the regional coordinator for providing training and promoting 

prevention and preparedness in these new conventions throughout the region.   

INITIAL COMMUNICATION AND REGIONAL COORDINATION 

On April 23, 2017 an oil spill was reported from a large storage tank at the Petrotrin 

refinery in Pointe-a-Pierre in Trinidad and Tobago.   On April 28th, after consultation with 

RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe, a Pollution Report (POLREP) was submitted by a representative of 

the Trinidad and Tobago Government under the requirements of the Caribbean Island OPRC 

Plan.  Beginning on May 26th, oil in the form of tar balls and oil patties began washing ashore on 

the northern coast of Aruba, Bonaire, and Curacao.  While it was known that oiling impacts also 

had previously occurred the weeks prior on coastlines and islands in Venezuela, it was only 

speculated that the oiling events were connected.  Aruba, Bonaire and Curacao reported that 

weathered oil was observed floating just below the surface, making it impossible for them to 

monitor the slicks from the air and make effective use of oil booming. When washed ashore, the 

oil took the form of sticky oil patches, patties and tar balls. The oil tended to be hard in the 

morning and sticky with daytime temperatures 
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On May 29th, at the request of the Maritime Authority of Curacao, RAC/REMPEITC-

Caribe met with the Curacao Prime Minister and assisted a council of Curacao’s newly elected 

Ministers, and relevant agencies in Curacao, in setting up an initial oil spill action plan.  After an 

enquiry from RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe, an official from Bonaire provided a POLREP as well on 

May 29th.  RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe, as Secretariat and Coordinator of the regional Caribbean 

Island OPRC Plan was also requested by officials in the Bonaire, Curacao and Aruba 

Governments to assist in formulating national as well as regional responses to the oiling events. 

RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe initiated a daily regional conference call amongst the primary response 

authorities of the impacted States of Curacao, Aruba and Bonaire. Subsequently, representatives 

from Trinidad and Tobago, Venezuela, and UNEP’s Regional Activity Center in Trinidad joined 

the daily calls.  During the first regional call on May 30, the representatives from Aruba and 

Curacao agreed to submit POLREPs in the format found in the Caribbean Island OPRC Plan to 

RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe who would in turn forward to other regional OPRC/Cartagena 

Convention Focal Points. These reports were received by Aruba on May 30th and Curacao on 

June 1st.   The assistance of the U.S. National Oceanic at Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 

was also employed through RAC-REMPEITC in conducting a spill trajectory analysis.   

Initially, the calls were held to discuss regional coordination and any requests for 

assistance, as well as to provide technical assistance as needed and as outlined in the regional 

Caribbean Island OPRC Plan.  The first calls primarily concerned the impact of the oiling events 

and the cleaning efforts undertaken on the coasts and islands of the impacted states.  As 

discussions progressed, the regional participants looked to RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe in helping 

to facilitate the adoption of mutually agreed upon sampling protocols and in brokering the 

exchange of oil samples between the five States for oil spill fingerprinting and toxicity analysis.    
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In total 19 calls were conducted in the period between May and December 2017.   At the 

request of the Government of Curacao, RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe also facilitated a number of 

calls to coordinate discussions between the ABC Islands, The Netherlands and the laboratory of 

Rijkswaterstaat in The Netherlands. The subjects of those calls concerned the sampling 

procedures, sample requirements, scope of the analysis to be conducted by the Rijkswaterstaat 

laboratory, the interpretation of the results and the possibilities to share those results with the 

other countries.  

RESPONSE ACTIONS AND SPILL IMPACTS 

 

 
 
Figure 4: Overview of locations and dates of oiling events 

 23 April 15.00: rupture tank 70 at Petrotrin refinery 
 27 April: first reports on oil found in Venezuelan waters in the Gulf of Paria 
 29 April: first reports on oiling of Paria coasts, region Guiria 
 12 May: first reports of affected beaches in Isla Margarita, Venezuela 
 14 May: first reports of affected beaches in Los Roques and La Orchila, Venezuela 
 26 May: first reports of affected beaches in Bonaire 
 28 May: first reports of affected beaches in Curacao and Klein Curacao 
 29 May: first reports of affected beaches in Aruba 
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Trinidad and Tobago 

On April 23, 2017 a leak was reported at the base of Storage Tank #70 at the Petrotrin 

Refinery in Pointe-a-Pierre, Trinidad and Tobago, that had been in operation for 100 years.  The 

reports indicated that the oil went into a secondary containment area and then into the Gulf of 

Paria.  Storage Tank #70 had a capacity of 150,000 barrels (bbls), and prior to the spill, it was 

full of waste oil with a consistency close to that of bunker, or heavy fuel oil.  Petrotrin, Trinidad 

and Tobago’s state-owned oil company until being shut down on November 30, 2018, initially 

reported that only 388 bbls of oil were discharged into the water, however, less than 20,000 of 

150,000 bbls of oil remained in the tank after the discharge was secured.  On April 7, 2017, a 

representative from Trinidad and Tobago’s Ministry of Works and Transport (MOWT) contacted 

RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe to report the spill and inquire on the process for submitting a POLREP 

under the requirements of the Caribbean Island OPRC Plan.  Although MEEI was the lead 

agency, and MOWT was not actively involved in the response, a POLREP indicating a 300 bbl 

spill was submitted by MOWT to RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe April 28th.   

At some time following the spill, a Tier 2 response was initiated through the Trinidad and 

Tobago National Oil Spill Contingency Plan and dispersants were applied.  In total eight (8) totes 

(2200 gallons) of dispersant Dasic Slickgone NS, which is approved by the Ministry of Energy 

and Energy Industries, was applied by Petrotrin to heavy patches of oil and heavy sheen in the 

Gulf of Paria via tug boats using spray arms on April 25th and April 27th.  Aerial surveys were 

conducted to monitor the border with Venezuela and for application of dispersant. Visual 

observations indicated an orange/ coffee colored plume was visible in the water when the 

dispersant was applied to the oil. Communication was also established with Venezuela, under the 

Bilateral Oil Spill Contingency Plan (BOSCP) between the two countries. As part of the 
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communication procedures, images from the aerial surveys were shared with PDVSA and 

representatives from Petrotrin exchanged samples with Venezuelan representatives using a chain 

of custody form and sampling procedures developed by IMA. 

Shoreline impacts were reported to be minimal on the Trinidad coast, and limited to the 

port area. Clean-up operations were reported to be completed by May 26, although the methods 

used in the clean-up process were not discussed during the regional calls. Remediation and 

monitoring continued for several months and by August 23 were expected to soon finish. A 

fishery advisory was issued in the initial weeks of the spill, but no closures were mandated.  In 

the immediate area of the spill, there were reports of over 80 oiled pelicans, half of which died 

and there were no reported fish kills. 

Venezuela 

While it took time for RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe to establish communications with an 

official representative from Venezuela, a representative of an environmental activist group 

within Venezuela made contact with RAC/REMPEITC-Caribe by May 26th to report significant 

oiling impacts.  Analysis of the media and environmental reports sent to RAC/REMPEITC-

Caribe suggested the following oil impacts in Venezuela: approximately 20 kilometer of beach 

Gulf of Paria; 11 kilometers of beach on Isla Margarita; 3 kilometers of beach on La Orchila: and 

small areas of beach on Los Roques.  The media also displayed images of thick patties of heavy 

oil on beaches, as well as oiled birds and other wildlife.    
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