NEWS FLASH
WHAT’S NEXT FOR THE OIL TANKER SEIZED BY BRITISH FORCES ?
When British Royal Marines helped seize an oil tanker off the southern tip of Spain on Thursday, they opened
up a legal wrangle that could drag on for months.The Grace 1, a supertanker able to haul 2 million barrels of
crude, was arrested in the early hours of July 4 because Gibraltarian authorities said they had grounds to believe
it was going to breach European Union sanctions by delivering crude oil to Syria. The cargo came from Iran,
which protested against the seizure.
Option 1 - Admit an Error
This option doesn’t seem likely. The government of Gibraltar could say that it made a mistake and that it
doesn’t think the vessel was in fact breaching EU sanctions. That seems a little improbable, given special
forces were flown in from the U.K. to carry out the seizure, and the subsequent international attention it
garnered.Though that option could see the ship leave the port and sail away, there’s no guarantee that the
U.S. wouldn’t try to ensure that the vessel remained seized again as a result of its own sanctions, according to
Bradshaw. In reality, since the U.S. has no such jurisdiction, it might struggle to do that, she said.Alternatively,
Iran could also successfully defend itself in the Gibraltarian legal system, allowing the vessel to depart.
Option 2 - Legal WrangleA more likely sequence of events would see the vessel or its cargo detained for a
more prolonged period, Bradshaw says. A sequence of events has already been triggered, that could
ultimately lead to the ship being released:
•

1) Once the vessel is detained, a court will need to extend the period it can be held for, which starts at 72
hours, and has now been extended to 14 days

•

2) After that time’s up, the period can be extended again to as long as 90 days
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•

3) By then, the government can look to either legally seize the ship and its cargo -- known as forfeiture -or possibly sell them; that would see the vessel back on the world’s oceans

All of this could still occur while the ship’s owners and managers answer charges of sanctions breaches. Again,
that process is complicated and could be long, particularly given that it’s rare for EU sanctions breaches to
have to be tried, and it’s equally rare for a supertanker of oil to be seized mid-transit. A long and wrangling
court procedure could also mean that the sale or release of the vessel gets held up.
It’s also important to remember that Iran protested against the ship’s seizure, so there is likely to be a much
wider political picture going on.
“EU asset freeze sanctions are so rarely enforced that you don’t really have much precedent to go on,”
Bradshaw says. “It’s probably not going to be resolved in a hurry.”
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