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Thank you for seeking the views of the Port of Cromarty Firth (PoCF) on the petition 
PE1637: Ship-to-ship oil transfers and trust port accountability which is currently 
under consideration.  

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the global energy sector has been 
significant and resulted in a dramatic drop in oil prices and demand. As a result of the 
market downturn, PoCF has witnessed an unprecedented increase in demand to 
anchor rigs safely in the sheltered deep waters of the Cromarty Firth. The anchoring 
of rigs has always been a critical service offered to the oil and gas industry, which 
continues to be a major source of employment for the Highland workforce and provides 
significant economic benefits. 

The Cromarty Firth is a dynamic location for the mooring of rigs, vessels and other 
marine structures, and is capable of adapting the number of anchorage locations to 
accommodate market demands. PoCF are responsible for optimising utilisation of the 
Firth for use by customers and stakeholders. The arrival and departures of rigs is 
market driven and therefore the situation can be fast-changing. 10 rigs have arrived 
into the Cromarty Firth since March 2020 and over the same period 6 have departed, 
returning to offshore operations or to be safely decommissioned. We expect further rig 
departures by the year end. 

Working with the shipping agents, rig/vessel owners and their insurance companies, 
PoCF considers each anchorage request on a case-by-case basis, evaluating a range 
of requirements to identify suitable anchorage positions. In order to meet the 
requirements of the rig which is being moored, a number of key factors must be 
considered, including: 

• Ensuring the safety and integrity of the asset when it is anchored;

• Providing safe navigation for all other marine users in the Firth;

• Vessel draft and water depth requirements;

• Availability of anchorage locations at the time of the enquiry;

• Managing local concerns – including noise and light impacts;

• Whether the asset is being warm or cold-stacked;

• Expected duration of stay;

• Proximity to the location where future inspection, repair and maintenance (IRM)
work will be undertaken;

• Seabed conditions and capabilities;

• Locations for anchor/mooring lines, which keep the asset securely positioned;

• Ease of access for tender barges and crew change vessels;

• Satisfying the strict requirements of the rig insurance companies;

• Best location to offer protection against the weather.

Subject to availability, PoCF tries to limit the use of anchorage locations adjacent to 
the Firth’s communities for warm-stacked rigs, unless the asset’s specific 
requirements determine that these are the only suitable locations. 
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Following the selection of a rig’s preferred anchorage location, a formal mooring 
analysis will be completed to comply with the UK Health and Safety Executive’s 
guidance on safe moorings (ISO19901-7) and DNV-GL-ST-N001. This process 
ensures the integrity and safety of the rig and the surrounding environment when it is 
positioned. This allows the very strict compliance criteria to be met and is why rigs are 
unable to be relocated after they have been safely moored on an anchorage location. 

Whilst rigs are in the Cromarty Firth, PoCF work with the rig managers and the 
Highland Council’s Environmental Health department to minimise any disturbance to 
local communities. This includes implementing measures to mitigate against 
excessive noise being created. A robust procedure is in place to ensure any 
complaints received directly regarding the rigs in the Firth are investigated and 
addressed.  

As a Trust Port, we are acutely aware of the challenges we face in obtaining the best 
balance of stakeholder interests and are confident that the Port’s activities are 
supported by the vast majority of our stakeholders and communities. PoCF always 
look at these issues in the round, to assess the ‘common good’ for all stakeholders. 
When the rigs return to work, they create much-needed jobs for people across the 
region, many of whom have also seen a reduction in employment due to the pandemic. 
Within the local area 1 in 6 people are employed in port-related activity.   

The dynamics of oil supply, demand and price determine the profile of rig movements, 
therefore it is often difficult to obtain surety around bookings, durations, activities and 
requirements from the shipping agents/asset owners. This is a complex and fast 
moving business, therefore alerting communities as to every arrival and every change 
of circumstance would be incredibly difficult. It also poses a security risk. 

As a Trust Port, our policy is one of open engagement and dialogue. We work closely 
with all nine communities that surround the Firth and, through their respective 
Community Councils, we have established clear channels of communication. The Port 
meets the Community Councils quarterly and provides updates on current activities 
and future strategy. These meetings provide an opportunity to express any concerns 
and ask questions.  
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