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threat posed by FSO SAFER in the Red Sea
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A. Background and potential impact of a spill
SAFER is a 45 year old single hulled FSO (Floating Storage Offloading vessel), moored six nautical miles off Ras
Isa, some 30 miles north of Hodeidah. The vessel is a former Japanese oil tanker built in 1976, belonging to the
Yemeni state-owned Safer Exploration and Production Operations Company (SEPOC). It contains an estimated
1.1 million barrels of crude oil, originally from Yemen’s Marib oil fields. No documented maintenance to the
vessel has been carried out since March 2015, and numerous reports have appeared in the press on the far
reaching dangers posed by a serious oil spill or explosion from this vessel. Because of its age, FSO SAFER was
already deemed to be in poor condition in 2015.
Depending on the season1, an oil spill could affect2 between 1.6 and 6.5 million people, impacting up to 1.1
million internally displaced people, affecting over 150,000 farmers and 400 km2 of agricultural land,
contaminating up to 8,000 wells, severely affecting up to half the fisheries on Yemen’s Red Sea’s coast, and
closing Hodeidah port for up to three months. Areas affected would include the Saudi coast towards the port of
Jeddah, and the Dahlak Archipelago and approach to the port of Massawa in Eritrea. A spill would also have
serious implications for shipping in the Red Sea as well as the long term health of fish life, mangroves and coral
reefs.
The threat posed by FSO SAFER has been under discussion at the UN for some four years, including resolutions
at the UN Security Council. This led to planning for a full Condition Inspection and Options analysis3. The
proposals by UNOPS (United Nations Office for Project Services) at times appeared close to agreement with the
Sana’a authorities, to the point where equipment was procured (and stored in Djibouti) and vessels chartered.
But to date a final agreement for this work has not been secured. The focus of the UN has now shifted to
developing a Contingency Plan in case a spill occurs4. While this could help mitigate some of the problems
resulting from an explosion or oil spill and bypasses the difficulties faced by the proposed UN inspection mission,
it does not remove the threat of serious environmental damage.
In light of the continuing lack of progress of UN sponsored inspection missions, YPSG has been working to explore
alternatives acceptable to all sides of the conflict that would help remove the immediate humanitarian and
environmental threat. The proposal put forward by YSPG has become known as the ‘Commercial Option’, as it
gives a central role to Yemeni business.

B. General Principles developed for YSPG’s ‘Commercial Option’ Proposals
1. Give Yemeni organisations a central role in solving the SAFER issue
This allows the issue to be dealt with more as an internal Yemeni affair. The Yemeni company most affected
by a SAFER oil spill is the Fahem Group with centre of operations at Salif, not far from where SAFER is moored.
2. Promoting as far as possible a financially neutral solution
During the current conflict, attempts to resolve financial issues have quickly become fraught and bogged
down by issues of sovereignty and ownership. If the amount spent on the operations (purchase of an oil
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Wind and current directions will determine its direction of travel
FSO SAFER Atmospheric and Oil Spill Dispersion Modelling, ACAPS and Catapult Satellite Applications, Feb 2020
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UNOPS Technical Assessment Assignment Terms of Reference RFQ/2018/5586
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All SAFER affairs have now been placed under the UN Resident Coordinator in Sana’a as the single UN lead
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tanker to take the SAFER’s cargo of oil5 and payment of salvage company fees) is close to the potential value
of SAFER as scrap, this issue can be largely avoided. Funds are then needed to provide initial working capital
and to cover cash flow. If there is a balance left over, funds held in the SAFER Removal Operations account
could be held until the formation of a recognised Transitional Government in Sana’a. In practice it is now
looking increasingly likely that the income received will not cover the full costs of the operation, and that
non-repayable grants will be needed.
3. Gaining the agreement of the parties as negotiations proceed
The SAFER issue is urgent. All sides recognise this and are aware of the considerable dangers of a major spill,
in which there are no winners and many losers. The SAFER issue is also ‘self-contained’. An agreement can
be reached on this without waiting for a resolution of the wider issues of the peace negotiations. In practice
the involvement of senior western diplomats in supporting the Commercial Option has proved essential in
moving ahead with the broad agreement of the parties to the wider conflict.
4. SAFER is more than just a Yemeni issue, with a wider range of stakeholders including neighbouring countries,
the shipping industry and international oil companies
The international dimensions of the SAFER issue need to be stressed. It is not just Yemen, its coastal
population and its devastated economy that is threatened, but also the livelihoods and the environment of
Saudi Arabia, Eritrea and Djibouti. Furthermore, the central Red Sea is one of the world’s busiest shipping
lanes, and this would be seriously affected by a large oil spill. Aside from the practical consequences of
delays, there would also be major reputational consequences for the oil majors who make use of the Red
Sea shipping route6.
5. A discreet approach that minimises publicity and the politicisation of the SAFER issue
YSPG has consistently declined media interviews and has kept promotion of the ‘Commercial Option’ to a
narrow circle, while asking others to respect this. Aside from occasional mentions in the press this strategy
was successfully maintained until The New Yorker published its major piece7 in October 2021. This was
subsequently widely circulated by interested parties. In this article YSPG and Fahem are mentioned with the
comment that ‘the Commercial Option now seems the most probable path forward’. Fear of ‘spoilers’ is still
a real issue, but with increased confidence that we can mitigate fallout, YSPG has now eased its position on
discretion – hence this Update.

C. Steps to date and Progress made
April to September 2019
With news of the UN approaches facing difficulties, YSPG begins its own in-depth examination of the issues
around SAFER. Through its network, YSPG is provided with a summary impact assessment8 of a serious oil spill
focussed on a) nearby ports critical for food imports, particularly Salif some 10 miles away, and Hodeidah some
30 miles away, b) local fishing livelihoods – there are important demersal fisheries along this whole coastline,
with particular sensitivity for the shrimperies in the bay north of Salif, and the mangrove fish nurseries of
Kamaran Island, c) the sensitive and biodiversity-rich coastal environment9.
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YSPG recommendation is for a VLCC (Very Large Crude Carrier) capable of receiving the full cargo of oil on SAFER
Every major oil spill has an impact on the ‘licence to operate’ of oil companies, even if the oil spilled does not
belong to them
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The Ship that became a Bomb, Ed Caesar, The New Yorker 4 oct 2021, available online at The Ship That Became a
Bomb | The New Yorker
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Prepared for YSPG by Oil Spill Response Ltd April 2019. The more recent ‘FSO SAFER Atmospheric and Oil Spill
Dispersion Modelling’ by ACAPS and Catapult Satellite Applications, was funded by the British Government and
published in Feb 2020. This detailed assessment of the impact of a major oil spill from SAFER considers seasonal
variations, together with atmospheric and marine impacts.
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Kamaran mangrove and corals areas are very close; more distant lie the Zubayr and Hanish Islands (Yemen); the
Farasan Islands Special Nature Reserve (KSA) and the Dahlak islands Marine National Park (Eritrea). These islands in
addition have tourism revenues or potential.
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YSPG at this time also assessed the actions needed in the event of a spill10.. The key disadvantage to the ‘survey
and light repair’ approach put forward by UNOPS is that the extent of action required would, under current
circumstances, be difficult to implement and necessary repairs very costly. It also fails to address the root of the
problem – the need to neutralise the risk from the SAFER cargo by transferring this to a ‘young’ double hulled
tanker, in good condition and with modern features and safety measures installed. YSPG concluded from these
assessments that a fresh approach was needed, developed the principles listed in Section B above and started
to make the contacts needed to bring an alternative plan to fruition.

October 2019 to February 2020
YSPG discussions with Fahem Group took place in Amman in Oct 2019. Fahem Group is a large Yemeni import
business based at Salif, where they own dedicated bulk grain unloading, storage and milling facilities, and have
extensive plant elsewhere. Fahem was concerned to quickly resolve the SAFER issue given the threat posed to
its Salif operations nearby. Salif, with Hodeidah, are the most important ports for bulk food deliveries into
populated northern Yemen. Fahem signalled they were prepared to facilitate the offloading of SAFER’s oil cargo
onto another vessel and towing away the empty FSO for scrapping.
This led to further discussions during a visit to Riyadh, where possible constraints on the operation were
discussed as well as solutions for financing the operation and handling issues of sovereignty. The Saudis clearly
recognised the threat to their own coastline and to their Red Sea islands with their pristine natural environment.
Encouraged by the feedback in both Amman and Riyadh, and indirectly with the Recognised Government of
Yemen (GoY), contact was then made, again facilitated by YSPG’s network, with the leadership of the De-facto
Authorities in Sana’a to lay out the case for considering the Commercial Option.

March to December 2020
UN proposals for an inspection and light repair mission on board SAFER appeared to be going ahead. YSPG took
the view that in these circumstances it was best to ensure that all attention was focused on the UN inspection,
which would provide important data on the state of the vessel and its cargo, and for which considerable funds
had already been raised.

January to July 2021
By early 2021 it was becoming evident that the UN mission was facing difficulties. Details of the YSPG proposals
were worked on, with some specific pieces of work put out for funding to enable substantial research time to be
dedicated to key topics. The subsequent analysis examined four options for the disposal of SAFER and concluded
that the most realistic and cost effective solution was to provide a relatively new oil tanker, a Very Large Crude
Carrier (VLCC) to store the SAFER’s cargo11. This would remove the threat posed by SAFER in the shortest time
frame, could be made cost-neutral and would provide value in the longer term. It also does not change the status
quo of the oil on board (whose ownership is disputed) and therefore has the best chance of being agreed to by
all parties. We also considered the practical arrangements for scrapping SAFER and made the case for the
removal of all seabed obstructions. The VLCC option was endorsed by the highly competent international salvage
contractors that Fahem were by then dealing with.
Having reached working consensus on the outlines of the plan, a mission, attended by Fahem, YSPG and the
salvage contractors, was organised to Sana’a in early July to present the case to the De-Facto Authorities and the
Sana’a-based Committee appointed to oversee SAFER12. This led to the signing of a summary agreement, to be
followed by the more detailed negotiation of the steps ahead, starting with a technical assessment mission on
10

These would include source control through repair of hull damage (if possible), aerial surveillance for continuous
re-assessment of the most appropriate containment strategy, offshore containment and recovery such as using
barriers, shoreline operations (which are labour intensive and require appropriate clothing and equipment), and
dispersant use (which can only be used only in open water at least 20 nautical miles from a shoreline).
11
All options are complex and need careful examination of issues including insuring the SAFER and other ships
involved
12
Formally known as ‘The Supervising Committee for the Implementation of the Agreement on Maintenance and
Evaluation of the Floating Tanker SAFER’ when this committee was the negotiating partner for the UN’s proposals.
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board SAFER by the salvage experts in order to plan the operational details of the oil transfer to the VLCC. Visas
and flights into Sana’a for this mission were enabled through the support of western diplomats who gained the
necessary agreements from all parties.

August to December 2021
While YSPG-driven work continued to look in detail at the resolution of potential blockages to final agreement,
Fahem and the salvage contractors worked on the practical steps needed, leading to a further mission to Sana’a
in October. At this time, the longest (some 20 pages) and most detailed public analysis yet of the SAFER situation
was published, including reference to the YSPG Fahem initiative (see Footnote 7). YSPG efforts are now focussed
on thinking though the financing of the operation, likely to be a combination of grants and loans, to finally
remove the SAFER threat to the area.
The YSPG network is well placed to raise these funds, with contacts with both potential governmental funders
and the private sources that are likely to be needed to generate the large sums required. Operations need to be
conducted to high standards of safety, while leaving a solution that is sustainable, well maintained, with in-built
longevity, and that poses no threat to the Red Sea environment13. The concept being worked on by YSPG is for
a Red Sea Environment Fund, to encourage support from neighbouring countries likely to be affected by a spill,
while highlighting the widespread environmental damage if a spill does occur.

D. Conclusions and the Next Step
FSO SAFER poses a significant threat to the Red Sea’s environment, to the economies bordering its coastlines as
well as to the highly vulnerable humanitarian situation in Yemen. Earlier attempts to find a way to prevent an
oil spill from SAFER have recently been reduced to risk mitigation, leaving the Commercial Option that YSPG has
been promoting as the only option for risk removal currently being pursued.
YSPG has been involved in attempts to resolve the SAFER problem for some time. YSPG is in a strong, and indeed
unique, position to continue providing apolitical and disinterested support to the parties involved. YSPG’s
strength comes from its wide spread of skills and international contacts, and its ability to act as an ‘honest broker’
within a complex technical and political landscape. To date YSPG has drawn on the expertise within its network
which includes contacts with the main Yemeni parties and an understanding of their agendas, diplomatic and UN
contacts, extensive business contacts, and skills relating to maritime and ports, insurance, vessel and oil
valuation, marine and coastal environments, coastal fisheries, oil spill modelling and containment, and media
engagement.
YSPG intends, with the support of its network, to continue to maintain its involvement with the SAFER to ensure
that every effort is made to provide a feasible and as far as possible a speedy solution to a problem with such far
reaching human and environmental implications, where the costs of inaction massively outweigh the cost of
prevention. Specifically, we are available to use our networks to seek suitable partners with a view to establishing
a Red Sea Environmental Fund to support the removal of the SAFER threat once and for all.
As a concept the Commercial Option is already well established with Yemeni commercial and political players as
well as international and national organisations. The next step towards removing the risk FSO SAFER presents
requires a transition from this broadly agreed concept to a robust and appropriately funded action plan for
agreement by all parties. YSPG continues to be well placed to facilitate the numerous engagements required to
achieve the implementation of such a plan and has the contacts to develop links with potential donors to ensure
the necessary finance is in place.

13

Technical and safety issues that will need to be addressed include a working method for injecting inert gas into the
tanks to make them ‘safe’ while the oil cargo transfer is done, ballasting the SAFER as cargo is removed to avoid
over-stressing the hull, making her ready for towing to the scrap yard, removing oil from the sea bed pipeline
between the shore and SAFER so that this and other sea bed obstructions can subsequently be removed.
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The Yemen Safe Passage Group (YSPG) was formed in mid-2015 as a grouping of senior professionals,
humanitarian experts, former diplomats, academics and development practitioners, who have worked in
Yemen for substantial periods. They have come together, all acting in their personal capacities, out of a
common concern for the well-being of the Yemeni people.
YSPG’s strength lies in bringing a wide range of expertise to difficult and intricate issues. These include
international politics and diplomacy, peace-making and reconciliation skills, security, trade and the
economy, port operations, infrastructure, livelihoods and humanitarian operations. This is coupled with an
understanding as to how this expertise might realistically be applied to the Yemen situation and its unique
political culture and history.
The group has a wide range of contacts, both in and outside Yemen, on every side of this conflict and
spanning the public and private sectors. This helps keep its recommendations rooted in an often-complex
reality. YSPG moves as far as possible by broad consensus, seeking feedback from the group on major
statements, which in turn become the positions on which to influence or to take initiatives. It has a small
coordinating team representing the cross-section of backgrounds and skills within the group.
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