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The Baltic Sea with its slow water change and shallow waters with low salinity is a unique ecosystem 
throughout the world. In 2005 the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) named the Baltic Sea a 
particularly sensitive sea area. By that it was internationally acknowledged that the growing sea traffic on 
the Baltic Sea can easily harm the extremely sensitive ecosystem of the sea. For that reason additional 
measures have to be taken to improve the safety of marine traffic as well as protection of the marine 
environment.  
 

Busy ship traffic on the Baltic Sea 
 
According to the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan (HELCOM BSAP), ship traffic on the Baltic Sea is one of the 
busiest in the world. About 2000 ships sail daily on the Baltic Sea, 200 of them oil tankers. The number and 
size of the ships, foremost that of oil tankers have increased in the past years and this trend is growing 
constantly. This busy traffic is happening in the narrow straights and shallows which are covered with ice for 
a long time. That is why the Baltic Sea is difficult to navigate with lots of crossings of ship routes which lead 
to an increased risk of ship wrecks.  
 
Busy ship traffic on the Baltic Sea and growth of the share of oil and other chemical substances increase the 
probability of large-scale oil spill incidents. Plans, strategies and risk assessments prepared by different state 
authorities acknowledge the extremely high risk of an oil spill which may result in a catastrophic damage to 
the environment.  
In addition to an economic loss, oil spills are always accompanied by large environmental damage. Beaches 
are polluted, habitats are damaged or destroyed, birds and seals are covered in oil. The increased numbers 
of oil spills have already influenced the populations of wintering seabirds on the Baltic Sea.  
 
The study conducted in Gotland University compared the numbers of wintering long-tailed ducks (Clangula 
hyemalis) to the numbers of oil spills in the area from the winter of 1996/1997 to the winter of 2003/2004, 
and came to the conclusion that from the wintering population of long-tailed ducks in the Gotland area 
(total number approx 1.2 millions according to the 1993 and 1994 calculations) every year approximately 
120 000 birds are killed by oil. This is not a small number even for such a large population.  
 

The effects of oil on wildlife 
 
The effects of oil on wildlife have been studied a lot. Most well-known are studies conducted in the Royal 
Netherlands Institute for Sea Research concerning the impact of oil on seabirds which contains data on 
shored oiled birds from 1915, and long-term studies of Gotland University in Sweden about the impact of oil 
on wintering seabirds. After an oil spill, impact research is conducted across the world. In Estonia these 
studies are mostly done by the Marine Institute of the University of Tartu and cover small organisms, birds 
and mammals. All these studies prove the negative impact of an oil spill on wildlife. 
The first impact of an oil spill may go unnoticed, yet could later prove lethal to some forms of wildlife. The 
recovery of some habitats and species can take from one year to even 30 years. The time of recovery and 
the nature of damage depend on the type of oil. 
The main impact of light oils is toxicity. They do not stay in the environment for a long time, evaporate 
quickly and are very flammable. 
The main impact of crude oil is mechanical suffocation of wildlife, worsened gas regime by bacterial 
decomposition and poisonous by-products that are released in this decomposition. Crude oil is not that 
toxic; it is very sticky to being almost solid and stays in the environment for a very long time. 
 
The coverage of biological damage can vary from minimum to complete destruction of life in some habitats, 



recovery of which can take decades. The impact of an oil spill on wildlife depends a lot on environmental 
circumstances like season, water temperature and movement, wind, geography of the area etc. For 
instance, when an oil spill happens in the winter, evaporation and decomposition of oil is slower and a 
larger amount of oil will sink and have a larger impact on benthic organisms.   
 

When an oil spill happens… 
 
When an oil spill happens, mostly seabirds are in danger. The most important outside effect is that oil sticks 
to the feathers and spoils their waterproof structure. Through the spoiled feathers cold water will reach the 
skin and the bird will start using its internal resource of energy intensively just to keep itself warm, first the 
fat layer and then muscles. Feeling cold makes the bird preen just to adjust its feathers to be waterproof 
again, so the oil will reach the bird’s digestive system. The first impact of this intoxication is diarrhea which 
makes the bird lose a lot of energy and fluids. This will cause anemia which will hinder the seabird from 
diving and feeding: the number of red blood cells that transport oxygen is too decreased. All this makes 
seabirds that normally spend all their time on the sea come to the shore in a couple of days where they 
become an easy target for predators, intoxicating them in turn, or freeze to death.  
 

Rehabilitation centers for oiled birds 
 
The rehabilitation of oiled birds is not a new thing in the world. The first model of rehabilitation was created 
in late 1960s when organizations like the International Bird Rescue Research Center (IBRRC), Tri-State Bird 
Rescue and Research, the Royal Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), and the South African 
Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds (SANNCOB) were established. All these organizations acted 
like NGO-s and depended on donations only. During the years, most of these organizations have signed 
contracts with oil or transportation enterprises or have received governmental funding.  
 
As methods of oil recovery evolve, the first rehabilitation model has developed into present methodology 
that is based on scientific research. Main standards, criteria and protocols are used and improved so that 
better results in rehabilitation of oiled birds can be achieved year by year. The negative impacts can be 
prevented, minimized and eliminated through a professional rehabilitation process. 
 

Rehabilitation of contaminated birds – pros and cons 
 
The rehabilitation of oiled wildlife implies a large investment of time and energy of people dealing with it. A 
lot of other resources like water, electricity, and of course, money, are used during this process. So it is only 
natural that questions such as does oiled wildlife need to be saved at all and is it actually a reasonable way 
of acting, have been raised. Two understandings have collided: one of society and media of what is 
important, and the other of biologists concerning long-term species protection. Debates are argued 
between economic reasons and species protection positions, and the overall principles of animal welfare, 
animal protection, ethics and moral obligations.  The question „Why rehabilitate or why not rehabilitate?“ 
has helped formulate arguments for and against rehabilitation. Nowadays, developments in knowledge, 
scientific research, analysis of results of past spills as well as internationalization have brought us to the 
point where the question „Why rehabilitate?“ is losing its importance and is replaced by the question „Who 
should rehabilitate, when and how?“.  
 
In a democratic society where citizens can express their opinion freely it is normal that wildlife suffering 
from an oil spill will generate compassion and cause resentment. A legitimate expectation that the 
environmental damage will be eliminated and a situation close to normal will be restored will follow. A 
common estimation is that a catastrophe and its impact on wildlife caused by humans must be repaired by 
humans as well. Social support to oiled wildlife rescue is shown by volunteers willing to help in an oil spill, 
and donations collected for this work. Even the sources of risk itself - oil transportation and drilling 
companies, shipping companies - have started to show their support to oiled wildlife rehabilitation by 
signing contracts with rehabilitators all over the world.  
 



Although rehabilitation of oiled wildlife does not have a significant importance from the population biology 
point of view as it occurs in large populations, it still has an importance when small or endangered 
populations are threatened. To be ready to save small or endangered populations, all opportunities to learn 
and improve have to be used. Opportunities like this will arise from every rescue operation of oiled wildlife. 
Besides experience gained from these operations, they also provide an opportunity to scientists to get new 
data on species and gather information for different researches.  
 
All in all, the amount of money spent on rehabilitation of oiled wildlife is really marginal compared to the oil 
transportation related money flow. Besides that, many funds that cover also oiled wildlife rehabilitation are 
established by international agreements. With proper planning and preparedness a rescue operation is 
many times cheaper than an unprepared random rehabilitation attempt. Also, people who have once 
helped oiled birds are most certainly the biggest nature protectors in the future. They are also active 
citizens who are willing to help in critical situations and have an experience of acting in difficult 
circumstances. Also, we should not forget that most countries, including Estonia, have legally regulated 
responsibilities when it comes to wildlife in distress. 
 
Hopefully it is not going to be this way continuously that some people contaminate the sea and earn on that 
while other people save the doomed birds. In this case scenario, we are ourselves doomed. Oil does not kill 
seabirds only. Less visible sea organisms get their part too and the gradual extermination of the ecosystem 
of the sea with oil contamination is going to be a threat to all of us. 
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