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Impending Disaster Looms Over FSO Safer
The floating storage and offtake (FSO) tanker, 
Safer, moored off the western coast of Yemen, is 
failing with a cargo of 1.148 million barrels of light 
crude oil onboard.

That oil threatens to spill into the Red Sea 
causing environmental damage and significant 
harm, especially to the coastal population of 
Yemen, which is already going through what  
has been termed as the “world’s worst 
humanitarian crisis”.

The relevant authorities have been locked in 
negotiations for about three years now. But 
nothing has been done to avert this impending 
disaster. This is the story of the Safer.

Armed Civil Conflicts

January 2021 marked ten years since the Arab spring protests caught much of the Arab world in a 
wave of revolutionary fervour that resulted in the fall of a number of governments across the peninsula 
and northern Africa.

Yemen, nestled in the southern “heel” of the Arabian Peninsula with a coastline stretching from the  
Red Sea to the west to the Gulf of Aden to the south, was no exception. Protests in early 2011 called 
for the resignation of the Government of then President Ali Abdullah Saleh – who had been in power 
in North Yemen since 1978 and then from unification in 1990 – and eventually, in February 2012, he 
resigned. His vice-president, Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, was subsequently elected unopposed in a 
countrywide election.

Having engaged in a low-level insurgency against the Government in northern Yemen since 2004, a 
group of Houthis – formally known as Ansar Allah – had supported the anti-Government protests in 
2011 and was left deeply unsatisfied by the eventual outcome in 2012.

It continued its resistance, which grew in significance and exploded to the fore in September 2014, 
when Houthi forces seized control of the Yemeni capital, Sanaa. In early 2015, they forced the 
resignation of President Hadi and established a Revolutionary Committee to govern the country.

Undeterred, and with troops still loyal to him, Mr Hadi established a temporary capital in the south, in 
Aden, and denounced the Houthi takeover as illegitimate – insisting that he remained the constitutional 
leader of the country and accusing the Houthis of receiving direction and support from Iran. With 
international recognition as the legitimate Government, and with the support of a Saudi Arabia-led 
coalition, the pro-Government, pro-Hadi forces have been locked in bitter armed conflict with the 
Houthi forces for the better part of the last decade.

This is perhaps the most significant, but certainly not the only, armed internal conflict of a riven country. 
As illustrated in the following image, as of October this year, territory to the west of Yemen was 
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controlled by the Houthi forces. Most of the southern, central and eastern parts of the country were 
controlled by the Government, with interstitial patches of territory controlled by militants from Al Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula and certain other areas by the Islamic State. The major southern port cities 
of Aden and Mukalla were controlled by the secessionist and United Arab Emirates (UAE)-backed 
Southern Transitional Council.

This patchwork of territories continues to evolve amoeba-like as the conflicts continue, causing, as at 
the end of 2020, an estimated 233,000 deaths. They have also brought about a colossal humanitarian 
crisis in which nearly 24 million people are thought to be in need of humanitarian and food assistance. 
According to the World Food Programme, 16.2 million people are food insecure and 47,000 people 
face famine-like conditions. Stark figures reported by the United Nations show that as of October 2021, 
80% of children were in need of humanitarian assistance, 400,000 were suffering from severe acute 
malnutrition and two million were out of school.

Source: Jeremy Sharp, “Yemen: Civil War and Regional Intervention”, Congressional Research Service, USA, updated 
November 23, 2021, Fig 2. Lines of Control in Yemen
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The absence of effective central governance, the dissolution of territorial integrity and the limited 
access and security of humanitarian aid have also conspired to practically guarantee the spread of 
COVID-19 through the population with little effective monitoring or mitigation. This is in addition to a 
large cholera outbreak that has claimed an estimated 4000 lives since 2016.

The FSO Safer

Sitting quietly in the Red Sea about 4.8 nautical miles southwest of the Ras Isa peninsula, the derelict 
Safer threatens to stake a claim amid this horrifying milieu of biblical-scale catastrophe.

The long, narrow Red Sea cleaves a path between the northeastern part of the African Continent and 
the Arabian Peninsula. To the south, it squeezes through the roughly 20-mile-wide Bab al-Mandeb 
Strait – between the northeastern tip of Djibouti and the southwestern edge of Yemen – to connect to 
the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean. It is a vital trade route. The FSO Safer is moored about 280 
kilometres north of the Bab al-Mandeb Strait.

Source: Conflict and Environment Observatory, Is an ageing oil tanker threatening an environmental disaster off the coast of 
Yemen?, May 15, 2018, https://ceobs.org/is-an-ageing-oil-tanker-threatening-an-environmental-disaster-off-the-coast-of-yemen/

Originally built in 1976 as a single-hulled, ultra-large crude carrier (ULCC) – before the standardisation 
of double-hulled tankers – the vessel traded as the Esso Japan before it was converted in Korea to an 
FSO in 1986 on the order of the Hunt Oil Company, the American oil company that discovered crude 
in the Marib desert in then North Yemen. Together with Exxon, the Hunt Oil Company completed the 
Marib-Ras Isa pipeline in 1987, which extended nearly 200 kilometres west from the Marib oil fields out 
to an offshore floating terminal off Ras Isa, on the western Yemeni coast. Now owned and operated 
by the state-owned national oil company, Safer Exploration and Production Operation Company 
(SEPOC), the FSO was connected to the Marib-Ras Isa pipeline in March 1988 and operated 
continuously for nearly 30 years as an offtake export facility for crude oil extracted from the Marib.

The 400-metre, 406,000-DWT vessel is moored using an external turret-type mooring system that 
allows the vessel to weathervane – or rotate freely – around the turret. It is connected to the pipeline 
end manifold on the seabed by two 12-inch risers. The mooring system is designed to withstand a 
once-in-a-hundred-year storm with a significant wave height of 6.3 metres and wind speeds of nearly 
60 knots.

https://ceobs.org/is-an-ageing-oil-tanker-threatening-an-environmental-disaster-off-the-coast-of-yemen/
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The Marib oil fields are in Government-controlled territory, but the land adjacent to the vessel’s  
location at the end of the Marib-Ras Isa pipeline is controlled by the Houthis. At the time of writing,  
the Houthi forces were advancing upon the strategically-significant Marib City – the main city in the 
Marib governorate where the oil fields are located.

Source: Emirates Policy Centre, The Safer Oil Tanker Crisis: Position of the Actors and Prospects of International Efforts, August 
25, 2020, https://epc.ae/details/brief/the-safer-oil-tanker-crisis-positions-of-the-actors-and-prospects-of-international-efforts

SEPOC turned off the oil supply to the FSO in around March 2015, but there remains onboard an 
estimated 1.148 million barrels (about 155,000 tonnes) of oil, and it is thought that the risers and  
the pipeline might hold about an additional 4500 tonnes. The oil, known as Marib light, is a sweet, 
extra-light, low-metals crude.

Since 2015, all regular maintenance work onboard ceased and class ABS has withdrawn all class 
certifications. One would assume that any insurance policies in respect of the vessel and its cargo 
have accordingly, or otherwise since, lapsed.

In 2017 the vessel exhausted its bunkers. The bunkers were burned by the vessel’s steam boilers, 
which in turn drove the vessel’s inert gas system which supplies inert gas into the cargo holds to 
suppress the risk of combustion of hydrocarbon gases generated by the oil. Having run out of fuel, the 
boilers have been shut down and the inert gases have not been topped up.

Most operational, maintenance and inspection crews have been stood down, leaving the rusting 
45-year-old former ULCC to be attended to by a remarkably-courageous skeletal – which is perhaps 
an overstatement – crew of seven. That tiny number stands in contrast to a reported crew size of 50 
during its normal operations before the conflict.

https://epc.ae/details/brief/the-safer-oil-tanker-crisis-positions-of-the-actors-and-prospects-of-international-efforts
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In 2019, efforts were directed to co-ordinate the detailed inspection of and temporary repairs to the 
vessel. Under the auspices of the United Nations (UN), a Singaporean oil field supply company,  
AOS Offshore, co-ordinated the mobilisation of an inspection crew – which was assembled at Djibouti 
as the staging point – and spread across the Red Sea. Under this arrangement, the Houthis were 
responsible for the safety of the inspection team. It is reported that the night before the inspection team 
was to depart Djibouti in August 2019, the Houthi authorities revoked their approval and support, and 
the mission had to be terminated.

In subsequent press statements the Houthi authorities justified the withdrawal upon concerns that  
AOS Offshore – which they sometimes erroneously refer to as a Malaysian company – lacked 
sufficient technical and salvage expertise to undertake the proposed inspection task. Some other 
statements also suggest that the approval was withdrawn because of dissatisfaction that a UN  
vessel inspection regime was being carried out in international waters in the Red Sea, and not at  
the port of Hudaydah – which is now controlled by the Houthis, but in 2019 was the subject of a  
UN-brokered cease-fire and accord between the various parties (part of what is known as the 
Stockholm Agreement).

In 2015, the United Nations had implemented a vessel inspection regime, the UN Verification and 
Inspection Mechanism (UNVIM), to check whether incoming commercial vessels carried any cargo that 
may violate an arms embargo introduced by the Security Council that prevented the sale or transfer of 
arms to the Houthis. The Saudi-led coalition implemented its own secondary layer of inspections such 
that any vessel that cleared UNVIM was then directed to a holding area controlled by the coalition for 
further inspections and clearance. This additional layer of clearance effectively allowed the coalition 
to control the flow of aid and critical goods into Houthi-controlled parts of the country. For example, 
in early 2021, the coalition imposed a policy of denying entry to any tankers – as a result of which, 
vessels carrying fuel supplies were left waiting off the western Yemeni coast for months. This in turn 
resulted in fuel shortages and increased fuel prices. Back in August 2019, one might imagine the 
strategic advantage to the Houthis to counter the coalition control of vessel traffic if the UNVIM cleared 
vessels were already in Houthi-controlled waters rather than in international waters.

If it had not been clear before, by 2019, it was evident that the vessel was a potentially deadly pawn in 
a larger political and armed contest.

On May 27, 2020, the crew discovered that seawater had been leaking into the engine room through 
a corroded pipe leading from the sea chest. The crew, together with a small team of divers dispatched 
by SEPOC, spent five tireless days arresting the leak by effecting a temporary repair to the pipe and 
securing a temporary steel patch on the outer hull. Water continues to seep in through the damaged 
pipe, but the flow is sufficiently small that it can be pumped out using pumps powered by one of two 
portable diesel generators on deck.

The New Yorker reported that following this incident, the chief engineer wrote a report to the owners 
in which he stated: “Science, mind, logic, experience … all confirm that the disaster is imminent, but 
when [it] will exactly happen, Allah alone knows.” This disaster could take a number of forms, each with 
potentially catastrophic humanitarian, health, environmental and economic consequences.

Looming Disaster

There is the risk of fire or explosion. Typically, if properly cared for, crude oil does not present a high 
risk of fire or explosion. The surface of the oil does oxidise over time and combines with the air to form 
a flammable compound that accumulates at the top of the tank space. But when working, the inert 
gas system supplies inert gases into the air space to keep the oxygen concentration in that space low, 
below the combustion or ignition point. However, a combination of the inert gas system being out of 
operation and the prevailing high summer temperatures in the region – albeit the oil is thought to be 
stored in the centre tanks along the length of the vessel, with the wing tanks filled with ballast water 
– has given rise to a clear and present danger of a fire or an explosion. This risk is heightened by the 
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presence of armed Houthi soldiers who boarded the vessel after the seawater ingress incident and 
naval mines in surrounding waters that some fear may have been placed by the Houthi forces.

The vessel has no operational firefighting system onboard, and there is no marine salvage or 
firefighting capability available nearby. The resulting smoke pollution would increase the risk of 
cardiovascular and respiratory problems within an already fragile and vulnerable population with 
scarce medical care and supplies. People living in the southwestern part of Saudi Arabia may also 
be affected by such air pollution. An analysis carried out earlier this year by the humanitarian needs 
analysis organisation, ACAPS, concluded that a 500-square-kilometre swathe of agricultural land in 
Yemen could also be damaged by smoke and soot deposition.

There is additionally the risk of the vessel taking on water and sinking. Arranging to stabilise 
a submerged vessel that is connected to a pipeline, and after that to remove the oil without 
compromising its single-layered tanks, would be a potentially very complex and delicate undertaking. 
After that, to remove the vessel – by then almost certainly a wreck – would be an enormous and  
costly task.

Whether because of a fire, explosion or sinking, or because the tanks are breached as a result of 
corrosion or other external force, the prospect of the release of the oil into the marine environment is a 
very real one. Its consequences could be devastating for the Yemeni people, the marine environment 
and ecology, and international trade.

The amount of oil onboard has been observed to be about four times as much as was contained in  
the Exxon Valdez when it ran aground and split open on Bligh Reef, in Prince William Sound (Alaska) 
in 1989.

Modelling published in October 2021 in the journal, Nature Sustainability (Huynh et al, “Public health 
impacts of an imminent Red Sea oil spill”), predicted that because the oil is a light-density oil, it is 
possible that about half of any spill might evaporate, with the rest reaching Yemen’s west coast within 
about six to ten days. There would be an immediate impact on marine plant and animal life, including 
complex mangrove ecosystems and the unique Red Sea corals, which have shown remarkable 
tolerance to high water temperatures. Nearly all of Yemen’s Red Sea fisheries would be affected, likely 
causing the collapse of the livelihoods of the fishing communities along the west coast which have 
already been badly hit by the ongoing conflict.

The spread of the oil could affect the water intake into desalination plants which supply drinking water 
to the Red Sea states. It is feared that the oil could also cause the closure of the port of Hudaydah, 
through which a significant proportion of fuel, food, medical and other humanitarian aid into  
Yemen flows. 

The clean up of the oil could take several weeks and in the meantime any exclusion zones created  
for such operations could affect the safe passage of marine traffic through the narrow, but important,  
Bab al-Mandeb Strait.

Impasse

The threat looms large and near. Many who are close to the situation have said it is certain.

For now, it appears avoidable. The first part of the solution to this percolating calamity appears 
seductively simple. A detailed inspection of the vessel to assess its condition and any necessary 
immediate works necessary to stabilise it and prevent any imminent significant deterioration. After  
that, an assessment by appropriate salvage and other technical experts as to the safest and most cost-
effective way to remove the oil and the vessel, and thereafter to dispose of them, perhaps  
even for value.

S E M A P H O R E
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Yet, the relevant parties are at an impasse. In the red mist of intense conflict that shrouds the country 
such simplicity is overtaken by internecine political and economic interests, which, it would appear, 
gather upon the exhausted bones of a long-suffering population.

Interests

The Houthis have an economic interest in maintaining the viability of the export infrastructure from the 
Marib oil fields through to the storage and loading facilities on the coast. Houthi forces control Sanaa 
and are aggressively moving east, with reports in November this year indicating they were likely to 
soon seize Marib City, the capital of the Marib governorate in which the Marib oil fields are located.  
If they take control of those fields one can imagine why they would be concerned about protecting  
their economic value by preserving the export supply chain through to ports that they control along  
the west coast.

Until it was shut down in 2015, the Safer operated as the facility from which tankers were loaded for 
transport to export markets. The pipeline built in the 1980s by Hunt and Exxon terminates off Ras Isa, 
where the pipeline end manifold is connected to the Safer. In around 2012 work had begun on a  
shore-based terminal for the storage and loading of crude oil. The construction stopped when the 
Houthis took control of Sanaa in 2014 and the terminal remains half complete.

In these circumstances, the preservation of the vessel and the financial value of its cargo may 
well represent important strategic goals for the Houthis. On the other side of that coin, the Hadi 
Government and its Saudi-led coalition supporters would presumably not readily concede the vessel 
and its cargo so as to allow the Houthis to build economic independence or credibility.

Following the failed inspection mission in August 2019, UN-led discussions to secure an inspection 
mission have been regularly stalled – most recently, in February this year – by Houthi requests to 
expand the scope of works to include an extensive list of items that would be consistent with an 
attempt to have the vessel partially restored for operation using UN-funded resources. 

The UN does not operate on an unlimited budget and its work in relation to the Safer is funded by a 
small group of governments. At this stage, it reportedly and unsurprisingly, has no budget to fund any 
more than an initial inspection, temporary repairs and an assessment of options – which is said to cost 
upwards of US$10 million.

Furthermore, an assessment as to the feasibility of extensive works can practically be carried out 
only after initial inspection and stabilisation, which the Houthis do not appear to be willing to agree to. 
Moreover, independent observers of the vessel and its present condition have long considered that the 
vessel has deteriorated beyond restoration.

Apart from an absence of agreement on the work scope, the UN also claims that it is obstructed in its 
efforts by the failure of the Houthis to provide security guarantees to any independent team of experts. 
In response, the Houthis have said a number of times that the experts selected by the UN are not 
suitably-qualified for the job – although they do not appear to have suggested alternatives.

Another sticking point appears to be the proceeds from the sale of the oil onboard. Reports of its 
value vary from US$80 million to a more conservative US$40 million. Although it is probably owned by 
SEPOC, the Houthis claim its proceeds. Publicly-available reports do not indicate any firm agreement 
on the distribution of the proceeds and the extent to which they may be directed to covering the cost of 
making safe the vessel.

Now What?

From the distance at which we sit, one readily sees see how the various, particularly economic, 
interests are significantly outweighed by the potentially-disastrous consequences of the vessel failing. 
Any leverage or benefit to be gained by pursuing those interests would instantly vanish if the vessel 
begins to sink or its cargo tanks are breached, or if it catches fire.

S E M A P H O R E
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It has been reported that the Saudi Arabian Government has developed detailed contingency plans 
should the risk materialise. Yet, that may be too late and perhaps too little to protect against the worst 
of the consequences that have been modelled.

In July this year, the Iranian Government offered to supply a tanker to carry out a ship-to-ship transfer 
of the oil to be held until an agreement is reached as to the sale and proceeds. However, the Saudi-led 
coalition – which counts on support from the United States and the United Kingdom, among others – 
that presently controls that second layer of vessel approvals into Yemen, has rejected the proposal.

Private funding for aspects of the task ahead may be an option. The Yemen Safe Passage Group 
recently announced that, together with the Yemeni grain trader, Fahem Group, it was in discussion 
with Houthi leadership as to a “realistic revenue-neutral plan that would avoid the contentious issue 
of either [the Houthis or the Hadi Government] receiving funds from oil and scrap vessel sales, while 
at the same time replacing the current ancient vessel with a much-newer, double-hulled one”. What 
exactly this involves and the progress of such negotiations are not widely reported.

In an article published by the Atlantic Council in March this year, Dr Ian Ralby et al of the private 
international consultancy, IR Consilium, argued for a Security Council-sanctioned use of force under 
Chapter VII of the UN Charter to secure the vessel and provide safe passage and access to technical 
experts. Apart from the obvious risks of armed confrontation with Houthi forces around the vessel 
with a high risk of explosion or fire, this option raises difficult questions of international law around the 
validity of the pre-emptive use of force to secure humanitarian and environmental safety. Chapter VII 
of the UN Charter does not readily supply such authority. Additionally, the Responsibility to Protect 
doctrine developed in the wake of NATO intervention in Kosovo, does not have broad acceptance as a 
valid basis for intervention. Unsurprisingly, this option has not received widespread support.

The Houthis recently captured the port of Hudaydah. This is the main access point for fuel, food, 
medical and other humanitarian aid supplies. The port’s operations will likely be significantly affected 
if the vessel fails. This risk might change the strategic machinations of the Houthis and increase the 
impetus for preventing disaster. It may present an opportunity for negotiations that take into account 
the security and viability of that port.

It would seem that for any negotiations to be successful, agreement will be necessary as to the  
scope of works – which may have to be established on a stage-by-stage basis according to criticality  
– as well as security, funding, the holding or disposal of the oil and then subsequently the vessel  
and the distribution of proceeds of any sale. They will have to also overcome what appears to be 
a deep-seated lack of trust and transparency. But surely, propelled by a shared desire to avoid 
catastrophe, these are surmountable.

In a letter to the Security Council dated August 18, 2020, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres 
stressed: “Averting this calamity should not be politicised. It is about people’s lives. The Yemeni 
people are already facing impossible odds – a war, a free-falling economy, diseases, shattered public 
institutions, unreliable infrastructure, hunger and uncertain futures. The Safer is a solvable problem 
and does not need to be added to their many other burdens.”

We can only hope that those responsible can do just that and before it becomes too late.
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