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Speaking points 

 

Minister Dempsey 

Ladies and Gentlemen  

 

It is a real honour for the Commission to be invited to co-chair the first 

ministerial meeting of the Bonn Agreement. And I would like to begin by 

offering congratulations to the Bonn Agreement, its Contracting Parties, the 

Secretariat and the technical working groups for their hard work and dedication 

over the last 40 years.  

 

I would also like to extend congratulations and our sincere gratitude to our Irish 

hosts who have recently joined the Bonn Agreement. 

 

Possible aside: the 1969 agreement pre-dates EU environmental policy (1972). 

In this sense it is a pioneer agreement. It also predates Ireland's membership of 

the EU (1973).  

 

The Bonn Agreement is a success story. Joint efforts in surveillance, research, 

preparedness and incident response have led to a marked reduction in accidents 

in the North Sea. The number of slicks detected has fallen by half since 1990. It 

is an example of how, by working together, different countries can tackle a 

common problem. This is the very heart of what the European Union project is 

about.  

 



 

* 

* * 

 

But despite the success of the last 40 years this is no time to rest on our laurels.  

 

A first reason is that there is still a long way to go before we can realise the 

Agreement’s vision of “a North Sea and its approaches free from accidental and 

illegal pollution.” 

 

A second reason is that, despite the progress made, the risk of accidents is ever 

present and is even growing. The volume of ship traffic is on the rise and the 

average size of ships is increasing – which means the potential impact of a 

single incident is greater. 

 

In addition to this, we are seeing an increase of activities such as oil exploitation 

and export. The Deepwater Horizon incident in the US killed 11 workers, 

resulted in the worst environmental disaster in American history and caused tens 

of billions of dollars of damage. It is a telling reminder that we can never be 

prepared enough.  

 

It is therefore important to re-evaluate all the risks in the region and to identify 

all possible preparedness and response gaps, looking beyond just shipping 

related issues. This will require strengthened co-operation among the 

Contracting Parties. It will also need more co-ordination with other international 

fora, including with the OSPAR Commission, with other Regional Agreements 

and with industry. 

 



It is therefore very timely that with the Bonn Agreement Action Plan we are 

moving to a new level of cooperation. It is also entirely appropriate that – after 

forty years of excellent technical work – these issues are being raised to the 

ministerial level.  

 

With regard to the Action Plan, the initiative of a region-wide risk assessment is 

of particular importance. It will allow contracting parties to identify gaps and 

make decisions on a comprehensive balance of resources within the region. 

Together with a similar initiative within the Baltic Sea region, it will support 

decisions at the EU level for additional capacities (made available by the 

European Maritime Safety Agency through the European Commission). 

 

* 

* * 

 

The Bonn Agreement is about disaster prevention and response. I am very 

pleased to report that this is an area where the EU is increasingly active. Many 

disasters overwhelm national capacities to respond and they are a clear example 

of where international cooperation is needed: a fact that is well understood by 

the European public (90%).  

 

Over the last 10 years we have seen a number of European initiatives that will 

support the Bonn Agreement: 

 

o In 2001 the European Civil Protection Mechanism was created. Since then 

it has developed into a powerful tool that can mobilise and coordinate EU 

expertise and assets whenever disasters strike. To take one example, Irish 

equipment was provided – via the mechanism – to help the US in their 

response to the oil spill that followed the Deepwater Horizon explosion.  



 

o The European Maritime Safety Agency was established in 2002 – and it 

carries out invaluable work in pollution prevention, detection and 

response.  

 

o On the policy side, the Commission has issued two important papers this 

year. The first, covers offshore oil and gas activities. The other, adopted 

less than a month ago, proposed the setting up of a European Disaster 

Response capacity based on the close coordination of Member States 

assets. We anticipate that there will be legislation in both of these areas. 

And this legislation will deliver additional tools to the work of the Bonn 

Agreement.  

 

o Last, but certainly not least, the Commission has created a portfolio for a 

Commissioner with the specific responsibility for responding to disasters 

of all types (including marine pollution). This helps ensure that these 

issues will have political visibility during the times when there are no 

disasters that hit the headlines.  

 

These innovations, when combined with technological developments – and in 

particular the satellite technology which is behind EMSA’s CleanSeaNet – mean 

that we are now able to move closer to the goal of pollution free seas.  

 

* 

* * 

 

 



There are still many challenges to be addressed – such as the need to improve 

implementation of existing rules.  But these challenges are exactly the issues 

that meetings such as this will help us address.  

 

I wish you every success in your work today and your work over the coming 

years.  

 
 


