CORRESPONDENCE

Brent Spar or Broken Spur?

SIR — In the Commentary by E. Nisbet and
C. M. R. Fowler on 29 June 1995 (ref. 1) and
in your Opinion piece in the same issue?, the
significance of Brent Spar’s cargo is mea-
sured by the yardstick of the discharge rate
of metals by a natural system: the Broken
Spur vent field on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge.
You say that Broken Spur adds up to
5,000,000 tonnes of metals annually against
which the hundreds of kilograms of metals
on Brent Spar is insignificant. Simple com-
parison of numbers is misleading, because
the forms in which metals are added to the
environment influences their impact. But, in
addition, the figures are wrong.

Nisbet and Fowler quoted their figures
from preliminary estimates by R. W. N. and
Murton®. These were based on metal data
obtained in H.E.’s laboratory® and were
converted to rates by a procedure which, we
now all agree, overestimated metal discharge
rates by three to four orders of magnitude.

This is also apparent from other reason-
ing. The TAG vent field south of Broken
Spur is the largest so far discovered and con-
tains about four to five million tonnes of
metals. This is similar to the annual rate you
quote for Broken Spur, but we know that
the TAG deposits have accumulated over
100,000 years’. Alternatively, estimates by us
and others® place the total annual global
metal discharge rate from all vents at rough-
ly 700,000-5,000,000 tonnes a year.

We believe in any case that this compari-
son is unhelpful. There was no intention to
dump the Brent Spar on a vent field; mid-
ocean ridge vent fields are sites of special
scientific interest. Nisbet and Fowler are
careful not to suggest this course, but the
linking of Brent Spar with bacteria associat-
ed with vents, and the suggestion that mid-
ocean ridges may be used as dump sites,
could be considered to have this implication.

The total fluxes of all types related to
processes within the mid-ocean ridge crest
system are poorly known. The waste stored
aboard Brent Spar could well act as an ener-
gy source for deep-sea bacteria, but may not
necessarily benefit species already present;
rather, they may be replaced by specialists
better adapted to the changed conditions.

To be sure, the mass of the ocean is such
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that it is likely that the global impact of one
oil storage platform would be negligible. Of
course, the total global mass of metals in the
deep sea is large compared with what is in
Brent Spar, but that is not the point. We do
not argue for or against dumping in the deep
sea, but rather emphasize that comparing
figures such as these is oversimplistic. It
does not constitute a measure of environ-
mental impact. There is a danger in estab-
lishing a precedent in the absence of a
proper evaluation, particularly as about a
dozen other platforms are due for disposal
before the end of the decade.
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SIR — Before accusing Greenpeace scien-
tists of “shallowness”?, perhaps you should
have glanced at the documents produced by
Shell in support of its original decision to
dump the Brent Spar”®.

“Nobody pretends that the ocean floor is
a garbage dump of infinite capacity”, you
state. Yet many of the unjustified assump-
tions on which Shell based their calculations
amount to precisely that suggestion.

Shell reaches the conclusion, for example,
that levels of heavy metals would be “negli-
gible”, largely by assuming that contami-
nants will be released slowly over a period of
1,000 years and distributed evenly within a
150-m radius of the source®. No data have
been made available to support this asser-
tion. The effects of finely dispersed hydro-
carbons are described as “insignificant”,
based on extrapolation from unnamed foul-
ing studies in the North Sea®. These studies
are not identified in any way, nor are any
data given. The toxicological responses of
deep-water organisms are unknown and we
are not aware of any toxicity tests that have
been carried out on such organisms.

It is difficult to see how it could be
claimed that the effect of dumping the Brent
Spar would be “minimal or even ben-
eficial”, given present knowledge of deep-
sea ecology and physical processes. It also
ignores the political reality that the Brent
Spar would have set a precedent for dump-
ing other contaminated structures — each
considered on an individual basis, but having

a cumulative effect on the environment.
Shell’s dumping proposal is in no way jus-
tified by Nisbet and Fowler’s hypothesis'
that a “carefully chosen location on the Mid-
Atlantic Ridge” might be an appropriate
disposal site. Shell did not propose disposal
at such a site, nor have any detailed studies
been made of the effects of Brent Spar’s
contents at such a site — or indeed, any site.
The precise nature of these contents is in
any case poorly known and based on very
limited measurements’. The knowledge that
some organisms may benefit from heavy
metals tells us nothing about how the
ecosystem as a whole will respond to a cock-
tail of radioactive scale, heavy metals, hydro-
carbons and trace quantities of PCBs.
Greenpeace is well aware of the problems
of contaminated aquifers and has never pro-
posed dumping in a landfill site as a suitable
solution. Engineering firms are queuing up
to show that they can dismantle the Brent
Spar safely and effectively'’, as has already
been done with hundreds of oil installations
in the Gulf of Mexico and nine in the North
Sea itself'’. The pollutants can then be prop-
erly dealt with onshore. Treatment of oily
wastes and sludge and removal of scale are
operations which the oil industry already
routinely carries out in land-based facilities.
Finally, we have never ignored the issue
of overfishing — the MV Greenpeace is even
now out seeking and cutting illegal driftnets.
Backed, of course, by sound scientific
arguments.
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SIR — The surrender of the Shell Oil Com-
pany to German public opinion over its oil
rig is an example of democracy gone wrong
and a disaster for future generations. As a
result of the misguided lobbying of emotion-
al environmentalists such as Greenpeace,
the use of the oceans as a waste depository
has been denied to applied scientists compe-
tent to take decisions.

Dumping waste in the shallow waters of
the North Sea is obviously wrong, but dump-
ing in the Atlantic Ocean several miles down
is another matter. Consideration should also
be given to dumping vitrified high-level
radioactive waste, or even plutonium, sealed
in long-life containers in a subduction zone
where it would be carried into the mantle in
the next 500 years. The missile tubes of
nuclear submarines could be fitted with bot-
tom doors to drop such containers to the
seabed. The submarines’ navigational equip-
ment could locate the drop zone with great
accuracy. The Tonga Trench in the Pacific is
more than 6 km deep and hundreds of miles
from large human populations.
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