


 

If you have any additional queries regarding the management of the wreck of the Niagara, 
please feel free to telephone Nigel Clifford, Deputy Director, Safety and Response Systems, 
on (027) 538 5093, nigel.clifford@maritimenz.govt.nz. 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
Anna Dwen 
Advisor, Ministerial Services 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 The NIAGARA was a trans-Pacific passenger steamer built in 1913 in Scotland with 

capacity to carry 667 passengers, 237 crew members and 8,216 tons of cargo. The 

principal particulars of the vessel are below. 

Length     159.3m 

Breadth     19.3m 

Depth     10.5m 

Gross Tonnage   13,415 

Maximum Speed  17 knots 

Crew     237 

Passengers    667 

Fuel Storage Capacity  4,324 tons 

 

1.1.2 In June 1940, the NIAGARA struck two contact mines among the 228 laid by the 

ORION, a German raider disguised as a merchant ship, as it left Auckland on its regular 

route to Vancouver 1 It sank at a depth of 120m, 40km Southeast of Whangarei, the 

northern most city of New Zealand. 

1.1.3 It is estimated that from the total of 4,324 tons of fuel oil onboard at the time of sinking, 

1,958 tons were lost when the vessel sank. Additional fuel has also since been lost and 

as such it is assumed that 1,643 tons remains onboard. 

1.1.4 Leakage of oil suggests that the steel structure of the ship could be degrading due to 

corrosion and as such MNZ have an interest to investigate the wreck to determine the 

threat posed by the remaining oil within the vessel. 

                                                
1 SS Niagara (+1940). Available at: https://www.wrecksite.eu/wreck.aspx?58561 
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RMS NIAGARA Wreck Survey – Maritime New Zealand 

1.2 Instructions Received 

1.2.1 LOC were instructed by Renny Vandervelde of Maritime New Zealand (MNZ) on 20 

June 2018 to provide a report outlining the costs required to undertake an underwater 

survey to determine the aspects listed below. 

• The overall condition of the vessel (significant structural components, etc.)

• Condition / integrity of the fuel tanks

• Quantity of fuel in the vessel

• General survey of the ecosystem

1.2.2 

1.3 Scope of Report 

1.3.1 This report initially outlines the known information regarding the wreck including 

location, environmental conditions and vessel condition.

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)
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RMS NIAGARA Wreck Survey – Maritime New Zealand 

2.2 Environmental Conditions 

2.2.1 Preliminary environmental data has been obtained for the wreck site, illustrated in 

Figure 2 and  

2.2.2 Figure 3 for wind and wave data respectively. More benign weather conditions occur in 

the spring and summer months between September and February. If possible, it is 

recommended that any site works are carried out within this period to reduce weather 

downtime and therefore minimise risk of cost escalation. 

2.2.3 A more detailed environmental assessment should be completed once the vessel to be 

used for the survey and its associated operating limits are known. 

Figure 2: Wind speed percentage probability at wreck site2. 

2 Sourced from MetOceanView - https://app.metoceanview.com/hindcast/sites/hrki/-35.86/174.941 
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3 WRECK CONDITION 

3.1 Oil Remaining Onboard 

3.1.1 It is estimated that there was a total of 4,324 tons of fuel onboard at the time of sinking 

and an estimated 1,958 tons were lost during the event since six tanks were destroyed. 

The remaining tanks with fuel contained within at the time of departure on the voyage 

are listed below. 

Mid Cross (Port) - 273 tons 

Mid Cross (Starboard)* - 285 tons* 

Side Boiler Room (Aft Port) - 236 tons 

Side Boiler Room (Aft Starboard) - 236 tons 

Aft Cross (Port) - 411 tons 

Aft Cross (Starboard) - 389 tons 

Water Ballast 4 & 5  - 536 tons 

3.1.2 *It should be noted that the condition of the Mid Cross (Starboard) tank has not been

confirmed and it is considered that all oil from this tank could have been lost. 

3.1.3 It is also assumed that approximately 400 tons of oil was used in the final voyage from 

Sydney. Finally, it has been advised that 0.5 tons of oil has been leaking from the vessel 

per annum for 75 years, resulting in an additional loss of approximately 38 tons. It has 

been assumed that this is speculative and as such the actual rate of leakage could be 

notably different. 

Intact tanks less Mid Cross (Starboard) - 2,081 tons 

Less oil used in final voyage - 400 tons 

Less 75 years of oil leakage (0.5 tons P.A) - 38 tons 

TOTAL ESTIMATED OIL REMAINING - 1,643 tons RELE
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3.2 Wreck Condition, Orientation & Tank Access 

3.2.1 The exact orientation of the wreck is not known and as such it is not known whether all 

tanks containing oil can be accessed by ROV from the outside of the hull structure. If 

the vessel is laying on its side then any tanks in way of the seabed will be difficu t to 

access to take measurements and potentially remove oil at a later stage. 

3.2.2 It is also noted that previous salvage operations have been carried out to recover gold 

bars from within the wreck. Explosives were used during this operation to give access 

to the hull but it is not known how much damage was caused during this process. 

3.2.3 From historical dive reports it is also considered likely that the wreck remains covered 

in numerous fishing nets which could further impede access. 

3.2.4 The points above need to be investigated further in order to make a thorough 

assessment of the general condition and integrity of the wreck which would influence 

any operations carried out. 

3.3 Marine Growth 

3.3.1 Although the wreck has been submerged since 1940, marine growth is not expected to 

be extensive due to the water depth at which it is laying. Any hull cleaning required to 

access tanks containing oil is therefore expected to be feasible with commercially 

available tools that can be fitted to a work class ROV. The extent of marine growth will 

however need to be investigated at the initial inspections to confirm this. 

3.4 Hull Degradation 

3.4.1 It is anticipated that significant degradation could have occurred to the steel structure 

of the vessel, which could in part be causing loss of oil from some of the tanks. High 

corrosion rates occur in higher temperature waters and in the proximity of the sea 

surface where oxygen concentration is higher. Although the wreck is in relatively deep 

water, it is still considered likely that notable hull degradation will have occurred due to 

the time the vessel has been submerged. If it is assumed that corrosion occurs at 

0.1mm per annum, it is estimated that steel plating could have reduced in thickness by 

8mm. 

3.4.2 It is recommended that hull thickness gauging is carried out during the survey to verify 

the residual hull plating thickness, since this information could be required for any future 

oil removal operations. 

Pages 8-19 of the LOC report withheld under section 9(2)(f)(iv) of the Act
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This Report is based on the information provided and is prepared in good faith and 

without prejudice to any or all parties concerned. 

For and on behalf of  
LONDON OFFSHORE CONSULTANTS LIMITED 

Nick Haslam 

Master Mariner 

James Whitlam 

Naval Architect 

Pages 21-52 of the LOC document withheld under section 9(2)(f)(iv) of the ActRELE
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1. Executive summary 
 Introduction 

The RMS Niagara (a United Kingdom-flagged trans-Pacific passenger steamer) hit a mine and sank in the Hauraki Gulf, 
approximately 40 kilometres to the southeast of Whangarei, in 1940. There was a significant release of heavy fuel oil. 
Salvage operations were undertaken to recover a cargo of gold bullion causing further damage to the wreck and 
further releases of oil. Over the intervening years, there have been infrequent further reports to the authorities of oil 
surfacing in the vicinity, apparently from the wreck (the most recent of these was in May 2019). To date, however, 
there has been no significant leakage and no observable environmental damage. The wreck presents no risk to 
navigation (it is approximately 120 metres under water).  

In recent times, various parties have raised the profile of the wreck and concerns that it poses a major environmental 
risk. Accordingly, there have been calls for something to be done about the Niagara. 

This business case has been prepared in support of commissioning a site-based survey and subsequent desk-based risk 
assessment of the wreck. The objectives are to provide information regarding the estimated volume of oil still 
contained within the wreck and the state of the vessel in terms of the extent of corrosion and other damage. From 
this information, the risk of any remaining oil leaking out and causing environmental damage can be assessed. 

Information obtained from the survey and risk assessment will be used to inform subsequent decisions about whether 
to take steps to recover remaining oil (assuming there is some) and the degree of urgency involved. Any decision 
regarding recovery would be the subject of a subsequent business case. At this stage, this business case is focused 
solely on whether to undertake a survey and risk assessment. 

 Strategic case for intervention 

In 2016, Maritime New Zealand (Maritime NZ) updated its Niagara Contingency Plan that addresses the response that 
might be required if any significant quantity of oil is released from the wreck. Maritime NZ continues to monitor the 
situation and respond to the (infrequent) reports of oil sp ll.  

One option is to continue with this approach (the Status Quo option) and to defer any further intervention until there 
is a significant oil spill. This is, however, a risky option because of the uncertainty regarding the amount of oil that 
remains within the wreck, the state of the oil (which influences the likelihood of causing environmental damage), and 
the lack of knowledge about the state of the wreck. There is a risk, the level of which is unknown, that significant 
amounts of oil remain (one estimate is in the order of 1600 tonnes1) and that the condition of the wreck is such that 
significant release of oil is possible, o  probable. 

Worldwide there are many thousands of wrecks (including those from two World Wars) that pose some degree of risk 
to the environment. Historically, not much has been done about these unless there was also a risk to navigation. 
There is, however, growing awareness of the environmental pollution risks associated with wrecks and a number of 
recent, high-profile oil recovery operations have been undertaken. 

Although the status quo is one option, the strategic case for intervention, beyond on-going monitoring and 
maintaining a contingency plan, rests on the following points. 

• Because little is known about the condition of the Niagara and the volume and state of any remaining oil, the 
risks to the environment posed by the Niagara are not well understood. Because the risks are ill-defined 
(probability and consequence) it is not possible to determine how best to manage those risks. Gaining more 
information about the wreck and quantities of remaining oil will help to better understand the risks and 
determine how to manage them (including how urgently any action needs to be undertaken). Even if more 
information indicates no near term need for action, it will help to inform the design of contingency plans and 
serve to allay public comment that nothing is being done. 

                                                                            

1   The parties raising concerns over the environmental risks arising from the wreck estimate that in the order of 1,600 tonnes of Heavy Fuel Oil 
may remain in the vessel. To put this into context, in the period shortly after its grounding, the Rena discharged around 350 tonnes of oil. RELE
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• The status quo option runs the risk that there are significant quantities of oil and that there is a large scale and 
uncontrolled release of oil. Such a scenario would lead to significant environmental damage and, hence, 
associated environmental, economic and social costs (including the costs of clean-up). Work undertaken for 
Maritime NZ concludes the direct costs (response and immediate impact on aquaculture fishing and tourism) 
could be in the order of $100 million. There would also likely be significant adverse indirect impacts in relation 
to natural capital and New Zealand’s reputation and image. In short, the status quo could turn out to be a very 
expensive option. 

• Under its legislation, Maritime NZ has statutory responsibility for dealing with the risk of, and incidents 
involving, marine oil spills and, more generally, for protecting the marine environment. Consisten  with its 
overall regulatory approach, Maritime NZ’s preference is to take reasonable and practicable steps to avoid the 
risk of harm turning into actual harm. 

• Maritime NZ has powers to require responsible parties to deal with a wreck and any associated threat of 
pollution or risk to navigation. The long period since the Niagara sank means, however, it is almost certain that 
a private or commercial owner for the wreck no longer exists. Maritime NZ is of the view that ownership is 
most likely to have vested with the Crown. By implication, the onus is on the Crown to determine what to do 
with the wreck. 

 Intervention options 

There are two main intervention options. One of these is to undertake an underwater survey and risk assessment 
(Survey and Risk Assessment option), the aims of which are to find out more about the likelihood of oil spill occurring 
and the size of any spill. This information would then be used to assess the likelihood and consequence of 
environmental damage. A decision can then be taken as to whether to mount an oil recovery operation. 

The alternative option is to proceed directly to an oil recovery operation (Oil Recovery option). 

The preferred option is to undertake the underwater survey and risk assessment. This is consistent with international 
best practice which involves a three-phase approach. Phases one and two involve site-based (underwater) wreck 
integrity and environmental survey and a desk-based environmental risk assessment. It needs to be noted, however, 
that there is no guarantee that the survey will provide the information sought (for example, the way in which the 
wreck lies on the seabed may impede the ability to gather information regarding the quantity of oil remaining). The 
third phase is an oil recovery operation (if environmental risks are judged to be high enough). 

The alternative of proceeding directly to an oil recovery operation is not recommended for several reasons. 

• A recovery operation would, in any event, still require a comprehensive survey to help determine the scale of, 
and approach to, recovery  

• There is a risk that without the advantage of more information, the recovery operation is either over, or under-
engineered relative to the size of the problem. In a worst case scenario, a recovery operation is mounted only 
to discover no material quantities of oil or, alternatively, the operation is seriously under-scoped and serves to 
trigger an uncontroll d and significant discharge of oil. 

• Recovery is likely to cost several tens of millions of dollars. Accordingly, it does not make sense to incur this 
level of expenditure if it is not needed (i.e. if the state of the wreck is such that recovery is not needed in the 
near-term, or if the state of the wreck is such that a planned and controlled recovery would have little chance 
of success). 

In short, the best strategy is to find out more about the situation of the Niagara and then decide whether to maintain 
a watching brief and contingency plan, or to mount an oil recovery operation. 

 Approach to survey and risk assessment 

There are choices in terms of how best to proceed with the underwater survey and desk-based risk assessment, and 
there are also choices in terms of who to involve in the underwater survey. 

When this initiative was first considered, as part of Budget 2019, the estimated costs for an assessment and survey, 
conducted in two phases, were . Since that time, it has become apparent that it is possible to source a vessel 9(2)(f)(iv)
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and core survey equipment in New Zealand which will substantially reduce the mobilisation and demobilisation costs. 
The current estimated cost for undertaking a single-phase survey approach (discussed further below) is . 
There is also potential to use a Royal New Zealand Navy vessel, which would reduce, potentially, the financial cost to 

. Updated specialist technical advice2 notes that the availability of a suitable local vessel influences the 
previously advised two-phase approach. The previous advice was to: 

• first, carry out a visual inspection to establish the general condition of the wreck, to inform an oil survey plan 
and to allow a detailed computer model of the wreck to be built 

• secondly, use a larger, more capable, vessel and more expensive equipment, to enable hull measurements and 
oil level readings to be taken and a comprehensive environmental survey to be completed. 

Given the availability of local vessels and equipment, the technical advice notes that it may now be better and more 
cost-effective to use the same vessel and remotely operated underwater vehicle (ROV) for both stages, including the 
initial visual and 3D inspections, thickness gauging and tank inspection.   

It is proposed to undertake an underwater survey in one part to cover both phases outlined above in the previously 
advised two-phase approach, with the desk-based risk assessment undertaken as soon as possible following its 
completion. The results of the survey and the risk assessment would allow decision makers to confirm what the next 
steps should be – continue monitoring or initiate an oil recovery operation. 

 

Maritime NZ has engaged with the Royal NZ Navy around their capabilities and availability to support the survey work. 
Based on discussions with them, they would be able, potentially, to support the survey activity with a newly 
commissioned support vessel, which is expected to enter service imminently. However, this vessel does not have the 
right type of ROV capability and so if this vessel were to be used, Maritime NZ would need to contract with a third 
party to provide the ROV capability.  

Given the additional project complexity and transaction costs of engaging multiple parties and ensuring mechanical, 
electrical and software integration between a Navy vessel and survey equipment, and that there is no guarantee that 
a Navy vessel would be available, it may also be necessary to engage commercial parties to provide the vessel. 
Maritime NZ will pursue its procurement options in accordance with its normal procurement policies and practices. As 
part of the procurement process, Maritime NZ will consult with relevant stakeholders including local iwi, the two 
Regional Councils in the area as well as a range of other stakeholders listed in the management case. 

 Funding the work 

Maritime NZ is funded from several sources; the maritime levy, the oil pollution levy (OPL), fees and charges, a portion 
of fuel excise duty and Crown revenue. Of these, Crown revenue is the most appropriate source of funding. 

The purposes for which the maritime levy can be used are set out in the Maritime Transport Act and generally these 
are for the provision of services relating to maritime safety. Given the main intent of the maritime levy, and the 
existence of the OPL, i  follows that there are significant doubts as to whether the maritime levy could be used to fund 
activity in relation to the Niagara. 

The OPL clearly is intended to fund oil pollution prevention and recovery activities. However, the context within which 
the OPL sits is one of cost recovery and the polluter-pays principle. In short, the OPL is used to fund the cost of 
response but then steps are taken to recover those costs from the person responsible for the spill. In the case of the 
Niagara, it is very unlikely the original owners and/or person responsible still exist in which case the Crown is, almost 
certa nly, in a situation of being the owner by default. 

Fees and charges are recovered to fund the specific services to which they relate. This is not relevant to the Niagara. 

The portion of fuel excise levy that is provided to Maritime NZ is for the purposes of activities in relation to 
recreational boating (this is set out in the Land Transport Management Act). This is not relevant to the Niagara. 

                                                                            

2  Maritime NZ has engaged London Offshore Consultants Limited, a global maritime consultancy with recognised expertise in these matters. 

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)
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Crown funding is the only other funding option and, by default, is the source for funding the costs of undertaking the 
site-based survey and risk assessment.  

The cost of the site-based survey and desk-based risk assessment is estimated to be in the range of  to 
. The range reflects uncertainty about the availability of provision of a vessel on a non-commercial basis.  

Funding approval for up to  is sought; it is proposed that the survey and risk assessment are undertaken, at 
a cost estimated to be around  (including project management costs) if a vessel and ROV equipment are 
sourced from a commercial provider. If a vessel can be sourced from the Navy, and ROV equipment can be provided 
and operated by a commercial provider, financial costs would be significantly lower (estimated at ) but a 
formal tender process will be required to confirm availability and actual costs. 

 Managing the project 

The work on, and findings of, the survey and risk assessment will be of interest to a range of central and local 
government agencies as well as iwi, community groups, environmental groups and private firms (e.g. Southern Cross 
Cables who have a major cable linking NZ with the USA and Australia in the vicinity of the Niagara). A stakeholder 
management plan will be developed accordingly. 

The project will have a dedicated project manager and support – resourced from the funding sought - with oversight 
from the Maritime NZ Deputy Director Safety and Response Systems. 

The aim is to undertake the survey and, shortly thereafter, the desk-based risk assessment in the calendar year 2020, 
with the actual timing dependent on availability of a vessel and technical specialists. Once work is completed, an 
assessment will be made as to what to do with the Niagara. Any decision to mount a recovery operation would be the 
subject of a separate business case. 

 Recommendation 

It is recommended that up to  operating expenditure be made available for Maritime NZ to fund the costs 
of undertaking a site-based survey and risk assessment, including project management and associated activities, in 
respect of the wreck of the Niagara. 

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)

9(2)(f)(iv)
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2. Introduction and background 
Purpose 

The purpose of this business case is to support a bid for funding a site-based survey and subsequent desk-based risk 
assessment of the wreck of the Niagara. The objectives of the survey and risk assessment are to provide information 
regarding the volume of oil, if any, that is left in the wreck, the condition of the wreck, and to inform an assessment of 
the environmental risk posed. Once the information has been obtained and analysed, an assessment will be made as 
to what, if anything, should be done regarding the wreck including the option of mounting an operation to recover 
some or all of any remaining oil. Any decision in this regard will be the subject of a subsequent business case. 

 History of the Niagara 

The RMS Niagara was a United Kingdom-flagged trans-Pacific passenger steamer built in 1913 in Scotland. It had 
capacity to carry: 

• 667 passengers 

• 237 crew 

• 8,216 tonnes of cargo 

• 4,324 tonnes of oil. 

On 19 June 1940, as the Niagara left Auckland on its route to Vancouver, it struck two contact mines among the 228 
laid by the Orion, a German raider disguised as a merchant ship. The Niagara sunk at a depth of 120 metres, off Bream 
Head, 40 kilometres southeast of Whangarei. 

Amongst the cargo was a consignment of UK Government-owned gold bullion (590 ingots) being transported to the 
USA as payment for war munitions. In 1941, a salvage operation successfully recovered 555 gold ingots, although it 
caused further damage to the hull. In 1953, a further 30 gold ingots were recovered, leaving five ingots unaccounted 
for and thought to still be in the wreck. 

Ownership of the gold remains with the UK Treasury who, accordingly, have an interest in the wreck and any decisions 
to intervene in respect of it. Maritime NZ has been in initial contact with the UK Treasury to apprise them of the 
situation and establish lines of communication to ensure relevant interests are taken into account in any decision-
making process.  

 Risks posed by the Niagara 

Reflecting the depth at which the wreck sits, it is not a risk to navigation. However, there is a potential environmental 
risk. 

In particular, it is likely hat oil remains within the hull of the wreck but how much is left, and the state of the oil, is 
unknown. Moreover, the state of the hull, and hence, the risk of oil leakage is unknown. It is these uncertainties that 
lie at the heart of the business case and the proposal to undertake a survey and risk assessment to find out more 
about the current situation and the risks posed to the environment. 

Volume of oil 

It is impossible to determine with any degree of certainty the volume of oil remaining in the wreck because it is not 
known:  

• how full the Niagara’s fuel tanks were when it sank (the vessel had sailed from Sydney to Auckland, and it is 
not known if the tanks were full upon departing Sydney, and/or whether they were replenished in Auckland)  

• how much oil was released when the vessel sank and during the subsequent cargo salvage operations when 
explosives were used to breach the strong-room 

• what the rate of oil leakage has been in subsequent years. 
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One of the parties raising the potential environmental risks around an oil leak has estimated that there might be 1,600 
tonnes of heavy fuel oil remaining on board. This estimate assumes that: 

• 4,324 tonnes of fuel oil were on board when the vessel sailed from Auckland (full capacity) 

• 1,958 tonnes were lost when the Niagara sank 

• additional fuel has leaked subsequently, including during cargo salvage operations when explosives were used 
to breach parts of the hull. 

Given the considerable uncertainties as set out above, the estimate of remaining oil is essentially an informed guess. 
Notwithstanding this, Maritime NZ has used the figure of 1,600 tonnes as an upper figure for potential oil release 
quantities to inform the modelling of possible costs arising from an oil spill.  

The survey is aimed at trying to get a much more accurate picture.  

Condition of oil 

Little is known about the condition of the oil in the Niagara or how it will behave in the event of a significant leak from 
the wreck. Reports of small amounts of oil apparently coming from the wreck of the vessel have been received over 
many years by Maritime NZ. Monitoring of those small releases has shown that the released oil naturally disperses 
and breaks up without causing any observable environmental impact. However, for several reasons, this may not be a 
good guide to the situation in the event of a large-scale oil leak. 

The age and weathering of the oil can affect its behaviour. The oil in the Niagara is now more than 70 years old and it 
will have weathered to some degree depending on how it is contained and how much it has been exposed to 
seawater. As oil ages, the more volatile and lighter components degrade quite quickly, and the remaining oil ‘thickens’ 
and begins to break down. If oil leaks, its behaviour will vary widely depending on its condition. For example, the oil 
may spread across the sea-floor, be dispersed within the water column, rise to the surface, or a combination of all 
three may occur. Each type of behaviour has different implications for the risk of environmental damage. 

The most likely scenario is the oil will be buoyant to some degree and consist mainly of the heavy components. If this 
is correct, the oil from the wreck will be challenging to clean up, resistant to dispersal, and slow to break down.  

Local environment 

The area surrounding the Niagara includes the Hauraki Gulf Marine Park, a number of marine reserves, and significant 
expanse of coastlines with important ecology. Any large scale release of oil from the wreck would likely spread widely 
in the area and potentially severely impact marine wildlife, including endangered seabird species (the NZ Storm Petrel, 
Black Petrel, Fairy Tern, Bullers Shearwater, Australasian Gannets, Pycroft’s Petrel). 

Given the features of the coastlines in the area (estuaries, rocky shorelines, and islands), it is difficult to protect them. 
Booms may only have limited effectiveness in some areas due to wind, tides, and size of the areas. Some areas would 
be challenging to clean-up without causing significant damage in the process. 

An oil leak could have potential impacts on local ecosystems, depending on hydrographic conditions, the time of year 
(related to the amount of suspended particulate material in the water column), and what proportions and 
components of the oil entered the water column or remained on the seafloor. 

 Public interest 

There is significant public interest in Government taking action to investigate the wreck in order to determine the risk 
posed by the remaining oil within the vessel.  

Interested parties have written on more than one occasion to the Minister of Transport, the Minister for the 
Environment, the Minister of Conservation, the Associate Minister of Transport, the Parliamentary Commissioner for 
the Environment, and the Auckland Council. 
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The Niagara continues to be the subject of intermittent news reports, most recently in July 2019. These reports 
highlight a perceived risk of an oil spill “four times worse than the Rena” with suggestions that the Niagara still has 
about 1500 tonnes of heavy oil on board and is subject to corrosion and risk of eventual implosion.3 

Key parties involved in raising the profile of the wreck include the Auckland Conservation Board, local and national 
media, Mike Lee (previously an Auckland Council member), Mr Keith Gordon (an author and underwater explorer who 
once had salvage rights relating to the Niagara), and Mr Clive Sharp (a salvage expert and owner of the salvage 
company Subsee Limited). 

Given the public interest in the potential risk, and the ability to better determine that risk, there is potential for public 
criticism if the calls to investigate the Niagara are rejected and a significant release of oil occurs that causes 
substantial environmental, social, and economic damage.  

 Regulatory and legal situation 

The Niagara is located within the territorial limits of New Zealand, and within the coastal marine area of the 
Northland Regional Council.  

Maritime NZ’s statutory mandate 

Maritime NZ is the national regulatory, compliance, and response agency for the safety  security, and environmental 
protection of maritime waters. 

Maritime NZ has a variety of statutory functions in relation to the safety and security of the marine environment. 
Those functions are set out in section 431 of the Maritime Transport Act 1994 (MTA) and include to: 

• promote the protection of the marine environment 

• ensure New Zealand’s preparedness for, and ability to respond to, marine oil pollution spills 

• provide information and advice with respect to marine protection. 

Maritime NZ’s strategic objectives 

Maritime NZ’s vision is for a maritime community that works and plays safely and securely on clean waters. The 
organisation’s mission is to be a professional, evidence-based, intelligence-led, risk-focused, regulatory, compliance, 
and response agency. 

Maritime NZ is responsible for promoting a safe, secure, and clean maritime environment, and leading responses to 
major maritime incidents. “Safe, secure, and clean” means that, among other things, the maritime environment is 
clean and protected. 

Maritime NZ seeks to address risks in the maritime domain before they result in poor outcomes. Maritime NZ does 
this through three key roles: regulation, compliance, and response. 

The response function includes: 

• leading responses to significant and major maritime incidents and emergencies (for example, the response to 
the Rena grounding and oil spill) 

• overseeing the maritime industry and Regional Council marine pollution readiness and response capabilities 
and delivering national level capability. 

Maritime NZ has international and domestic obligations to maintain an oil pollution preparedness and response 
capability. This capability includes personnel, training, equipment, and strategic planning, and is funded through the 
New Zealand Oil Pollution Fund (the Fund). The Fund is generated through an Oil Pollution Levy (OPL). 

A contingency plan to address an oil leak from the Niagara was updated by Maritime NZ in 2016, and remains in place. 

                                                                            

3   For example: “Is Northland’s sunken treasure a ticking time bomb”, Stuff, 30 August 2017, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/96328161/is-
northlands-sunken-treasure-ship-a-ticking-time-bomb; “ Leaking ocean liner wreck a ticking time bomb” 30 August 2017, NZ Herald 
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c id=1&objectid=11914206; also article by Mike Lee, councillor for Auckland Council’ 
Waitemata ward in Gulf New, 5 October 2017 indicating the Auckland  Conservation Board chair had written to the Minister of Conservation 
and Minster of Transport recommending funding be allocated to remove the oil now.   
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Powers to deal with the wreck 

The Niagara is not subject to any heritage protection that would prevent the wreck being dealt with under the MTA or 
the Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA).  

If the Niagara is discharging oil, or is considered likely to discharge oil, the most appropriate powers available to the 
Director would be the powers of intervention under Part 20 of the MTA. These powers would enable the Director to 
take any measures necessary to deal with the pollution or significant risk of pollution. What is necessary will involve 
technical assessment of the actual risk of harm to the marine environment. The measures could range from doing 
nothing or simply monitoring, through to operations to deal with the wreck and/or remove the oil. The Minister could 
also give directions to the Director in the exercise of such powers.  

Ownership of the wreck and identification of the ‘person who caused the oil spill’ 

The long period since the Niagara sunk means there is a question as to who is the legal owner of the wreck.  

Where there is an identifiable owner, there are options to require the owner to take direct action to deal with the 
wreck or any threat of pollution. Where the person who caused the oil spill can be identified there is an obligation on 
Maritime NZ to seek to recover costs incurred through taking action under statutory powers.  

Establishing ownership or identifying an owner and/or the person who caused the spill is not a precondition to the 
exercise of statutory powers to deal with the Niagara. Establishing responsibility, however, matters in terms of paying 
the costs of dealing with the wreck or any threat of pollution. 

The passage of time means that, in all probability, the original owner for the wreck no longer exists. It is considered 
likely that ownership of the Niagara (as distinct from its cargo) has either passed to the Crown as an unclaimed wreck, 
or to a relevant insurer based in London and/or its successors. Although further enquiries could be made in an 
attempt to identify the owner, this is considered likely to be inconclusive  Maritime NZ considers that ownership of 
the wreck is most likely to have vested in the Crown by operation of law or way of bona vacantia.5  Therefore, the 
onus is on the Crown to determine what to do with the wreck (with Maritime NZ taking the lead agency role).  

Given the history of the wreck (its sinking as an act of war) it is unclear if it would be possible to identify the ‘person 
who caused the spill’ in any practical way that could lead to a recovery of the costs of any intervention. 

                                                                            

4  See Maritime Transport Act 1994 s.331 (2) ,  
5   Ownerless property. 
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3. Strategic case 
 Overview 

This section sets out the strategic case for taking action in respect of the Niagara, over and above the status quo of 
maintaining a watching brief and a contingency plan. The case for undertaking further activity rests on the following. 

• Very little is known about the wreck in terms of the environmental risk it poses. The volume of oil remaining (if 
any) is unknown and the state of the wreck and hence the risk of significant oil pollution is not known. The 
uncertainty means risks are not well understood. As a result, it is very hard to know whether those risks are 
being managed in the best way. 

• Reducing uncertainty will enable a better understanding of the risks posed by the Niagara and how to manage 
those risks. 

• Ultimately, better risk management will help to minimise the risks of a major oil spill, the direct costs of which 
could be $100 million or more. A better understanding of the risks will also help to inform decisions regarding 
the need for, and timing of, any future planned recovery operation (i.e. enabling the most effective response 
that is proportional to the risks involved). 

• Taking further action over and above the status quo is consistent with Maritime NZ’s statutory responsibilities 
and its overall approach of seeking to reduce the risk of harm (i.e. environmental damage) turning into actual 
harm. 

Notwithstanding these points, maintaining the status quo is an option and it is considered first before then discussing 
the benefits of further intervention. 

 Maintaining the status quo 

No observable environmental risk has occurred to date 
Maintaining the status quo with respect to the Niagara is a realistic option. The status quo involves Maritime NZ 
maintaining the contingency plan that is in place to respond to any release of oil from the Niagara, and continuing to 
monitor reports of oil apparently leaking from the wreck.  

The wreck has been in situ for 79 years. Although there have been reports of oil surfacing in the vicinity of the wreck, 
these reports have been infrequent. Moreover, the quantities of oil have been small and have not caused any 
observable environmental damage.  

The most recent report of oil surfacing apparently in the vicinity of the wreck was received on 3 May 2019. In the 
three days immediately following receipt of the report, aerial reconnaissance by sea plane, helicopter and drone, and 
on-water reconnaissance by vessel was carried out. Oil spill trajectory modelling was also undertaken to ascertain 
potential drift patterns and pathways of any oil.  

The results of the response to the May 2019 report are consistent with the historical monitoring: that no observable 
environmental damage has been caused. The recent reconnaissance reported a relatively long (300m – 1500m) and 
narrow (20m -30m) “slick” of barely detectable oil that appeared to be completely and naturally dispersing and 
evaporating. The very small release rate and rapid and effective natural dispersion and evaporation resulted in the 
assessment that there would be minimal impacts to the environment and that the best response was to allow natural 
dispersion to continue.  

Maintaining the status quo avoids the large cost of a recovery operation (until any intervention is needed). The need 
to undertake a response may never arise if, for example, there is little oil left within the wreck and/or because the 
wreck’s condition means the risk of significant oil leak is small. Alternatively, the need for an unplanned response 
might not arise until some years into the future. In either case, there is benefit to avoiding an immediate cost if it does 
not need to be incurred, or can be incurred at a later date. Although the costs of a recovery option are uncertain, it is 
likely that they would be several tens of millions of dollars. RELE
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It is not unusual for wrecks to be left “as is”, but practices are changing 
The situation posed by the Niagara is far from unique. According to the Centre for Environment Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Science (Cefas) in the United Kingdom, internationally, there are approximately 8,500 identified wrecks 
containing an estimated quantity of between 2.5 and 20.4 million metric tonnes of oil. Many potentially polluting 
wrecks are situated in sensitive areas and are considered to be reaching a point of degradation where releases can be 
expected. Historically, wreck management practice was to address navigation hazards posed by wrecks, but not 
necessarily respond to environmental risks. Wreck management practice has evolved over time due to growing 
awareness of environmental risks combined with advances in technology that permits oil recovery operations to be 
carried out on wrecks and at depths that were previously not considered feasible, although at significant cost and with 
operational risks.  

Maintaining the status quo is, potentially, a risky strategy 
Continuing with the status quo is a potentially risky option because of the uncertain nature of the current situation. 
The risks posed by the wreck6 are not well understood which means authorities are not well-placed to manage those 
risks in the best way possible. In a worst case scenario, an unplanned and uncontrolled spill of circa 1600 tonnes of oil 
could give rise to direct environmental, social and economic costs that total $100 million or more (discussed further 
below) as well as significant indirect costs.7 It is not possible to quantify in dollar terms the impact of a major oil 
release on the natural capital in the area or the ‘value’ that might be placed on reputational damage arising from such 
a release. 

There is public interest in the risk posed by the wreck, with various parties raising the profile of the Niagara, and calls 
being made for something to be done about the potential risk. Maintaining the status quo does nothing to allay 
concerns and the concerns are difficult to mitigate because of the uncertainty surrounding the wreck. 

In short, rather than maintaining the status quo, the case for further intervention rests on the benefits that stem from 
obtaining more information about the volume of any remaining oil, and the condition of the wreck and surrounding 
environment. More information would enable decision-makers to gain a better understanding of the likelihood, and 
consequences, of a release of oil and, moreover, determine the best course of action to take in response to the risk 
posed by the Niagara.  

Before turning to the benefits of further intervention, it should be noted that intervention of itself could create some 
risk. Active intervention whereby the wreck is disturbed in some way could lead to a release of oil. This risk would 
need to be carefully managed during any activity but especially should an oil recovery operation be deemed necessary 
in future. In addition, undertaking an active wreck management programme for the Niagara may establish a 
precedent with respect to other wrecks. Creating an expectation that all wrecks will be proactively managed could be 
costly. In reality, however, precedent risk is not considered to be material. Maritime NZ is aware of only a small 
number of wrecks that might have some degree of environmental risk associated with them and none of anywhere 
near the magnitude of the Niagara. 

 The benefits of reducing uncertainty 

There is a potential risk of a release of oil from the Niagara. However, the likelihood and extent of the consequences 
of that risk are very uncertain because it is not known how much oil, if any, remains in the wreck, or what condition 
the wreck is in (and, hence the risk of leakage occurring). At the heart of this business case is an investment designed 
to reduce that uncertainty. 

Authorities are not currently in a position to make a well-informed decision about whether or not to undertake any 
activity (and, if so  to know what that activity should be and how urgently it should be undertaken) in respect of the 
potential risk posed by the wreck of the Niagara.  

Better information would inform what decision-makers should do in response to the risk posed by a potential release 
of oil from the Niagara and result in better decision-making. That is the primary purpose of this business case.  

Further intervention (over and above the status quo) that is aimed at reducing uncertainty will confer benefits in 
terms of enabling decision makers to: 

                                                                            

6   The probability and consequences of a release of oil from the wreck that could give rise to significant environmental, social, and economic 
costs.  

7  Estimate for possible direct costs based on analysis performed for Maritime NZ by Navigatus Consulting. 
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• better understand the risk posed by the wreck 

• make a more effective response to managing the actual risk posed (i.e. tailor the plan to the situation so it is 
not over- or under-engineered) 

• choose the most cost-effective option for managing the risk. 

Even if better information indicates there is no pressing need for further action to be undertaken, it will help to 
provide assurance regarding the suitability of the existing contingency plans (and identify the need for any changes to 
those plans). 

 The impact of an oil spill (under the status quo) 

Continuing with the status quo carries the risk that there are significant quantities of oil remaining in the wreck, and 
that the condition of the wreck (and/or rate of deterioration) is such that a major oil spill will occur at some point in 
the future. Although the level of risk is not known, if the risk materialises, there will be several consequences: 

• the area affected by the oil spill could be large 

• the ability to effectively contain a large oil spill is uncertain 

• the costs stemming from the direct costs in terms of the required response and impact on fishing, aquaculture 
and tourism could be very large 

• the indirect costs in terms of environmental damage could be very large 

• significant reputational damage for government given the public awareness of the issue and demands for 
action. 

Rather than take the risk of these impacts occurring, a better option is to intervene to reduce uncertainty and better 
understand and manage the risks involved. 

Affected area 
An oil spill assessment for the Niagara was prepared in 2016 for Maritime NZ by RPS APASA. The following two images 
from RPS APASA show zones of potential oil exposure on the sea surface, following a hypothetical loss of furnace oil 
from the Niagara. The modelling assumed a 100 m3 discharge of heavy fuel oil over 24 hours, tracked for 30 days. 

Figure 1 shows the results calculated from 100 spill trajectories during summer conditions. Figure 2 shows the results 
calculated from 100 spill trajectories during winter conditions. 
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Figure 1:  Oil spill trajectory - summer 

 
 

Figure 2:  Oil spill trajectory - winter 
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Irrespective of the season, the geographic impact of the oil spill is highly significant (but worse in summer). Moreover, 
the illustrations above are for 100 m3 of oil. Potentially, the discharge from the Niagara could be much larger than 
this. 

Effectiveness of responding to unplanned release of oil 
Were a release of oil to occur through an unplanned event, the effectiveness of any response would depend on the 
circumstances at the time, including weather patterns and the volume and nature of the release of oil. If a significant 
unplanned release of oil occurs, a response needs to be assembled which takes time and may arise when weather 
conditions are not conducive to undertaking response activity. Such a situation could delay the response and/or make 
it less effective, which could lead to worse outcomes/greater consequences.  

The experience of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico highlights that the effectiveness of on-water 
containment depends on a variety of factors, including: 

• the quantity and type of oil 

• weather and sea conditions 

• availability of on-water recovery assets. 

Maritime NZ understands an estimated 3-5% of the oil from the Deepwater Horizon spill was recovered. This was 
despite the use of very large numbers of vessels with containment equipment. 

On-water containment and recovery is of marginal value if there are large quantities of oil in unfavourable 
weather/sea conditions. Booms will not be effective in adverse weather, with the oil spill difficult to contain, meaning 
that the focus would likely be on an onshore clean-up. 

The variable effectiveness of an unplanned recovery operation  depending on a range of factors, increases the 
uncertainty of the potential risk posed by a spill from the Niagara  A small spill in favourable weather may be largely 
manageable, whereas a large spill in unfavourable weather may have starkly different outcomes.  

Estimated consequences of oil spill 

Direct Costs 
By way of context, the 2011 oil spill from the Rena saw an estimated 355 - 365 tonnes of fuel oil released after the 
vessel hit the Astrolabe Reef.8 The direct response costs to Government of the clean-up from the Rena oil spill were 
estimated to be in the order of $47 million.9 The salvage costs for the vessel (including recovery of on-board oil and 
complex cargo and debris clean-up) borne by the owners/operators (their insurers) are estimated to have been in the 
order of $700 million. 

Maritime NZ contracted Navigatus Consulting to quantify the direct damages that could arise from an oil release from 
the wreck of the Niagara. Navigatus used an oil spill damages model, calibrated against the Rena spill, to estimate the 
clean-up costs and direct damages to wild fisheries, aquaculture, and tourism based on four different scenarios (20 
tonne, 100 tonne, 500 tonne, and 1,600 tonne oil releases).10 

There is variability in the es imated range of damages due to geographic differences in shores being oiled and whether 
the thresholds for various effects are met – both being weather dependent. Primarily, the direct cost consequences of 
oil spills based on the four scenarios are comprised of clean-up costs, with maximum direct damages of $1.2m 
estimated to fisheries. 

Spill case histories suggest direct tourism effects are modest and only appear at relatively high thresholds. In the 
Niagara modelling, tourism effects appeared only in the highest release scenarios. In the 1,600 tonne oil spill scenario, 
there are some scenarios that have large tourism effects giving rise to substantial damages (over $50m). Whether 
such tourism effects occur depends on oil movement following release, which is a matter of chance depending on 
factors such as wind and current directions.  

                                                                            

8   https://www.maritimenz.govt.nz/public/environment/responding-to-spills/spill-response-case-studies/rena.asp 
9   https://www.maritimenz.govt.nz/public/environment/responding-to-spills/documents/Independent-Review-MNZ-response-to-Rena.pdf 
10   Indirect damages, such as effects on suppliers to affected businesses, are not included. In addition, no attempt was made to quantify or assign 

values to less tangible damages such as social and cultural effects or natural capital. RELE
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Even though, for all of the reasons discussed above, there is a strong case for further intervention with respect to the 
Niagara, there is a question as to whether there is a need for intervention over and above exercising the regulatory 
powers that are available to Maritime NZ. Maritime NZ can require the owners/responsible persons of a wreck to deal 
with it and any associated risks posed to the environment and/or navigation. In the case of the Niagara, however, 
such powers are likely to be of no use. Given the long passage of time since the Niagara sank, it is almost certain that 
a private owner of the wreck or the responsible persons no longer exists.  

Ownership is very likely to have vested, in effect, with the Crown. By implication, if something needs to be done, over 
and above the status quo, to deal with the risks posed by the Niagara, the responsibility sits with the Crown. In this 
regard, decision-makers do not want to be accused of failing to address the risks posed by the Niagara, especially in 
the event that there is a significant oil spill that causes widespread environmental damage and gives rise to substantial 
economic, environmental, and social costs.  

 Investment benefits 

The benefits that stem from further intervention in respect of the Niagara include: 

• reducing uncertainty in order to better understand the risks posed by the wreck 

• reducing the risk of harm turning into an actual harm and avoiding the potentially large direct costs (circa $100 
million) and un-quantified indirect costs that could stem from a large and uncontrolled oil spill 

• enabling Maritime NZ to determine the most cost effective approach to managing the risks posed by the 
Niagara (which could be by maintaining the contingency plan, or initiating an oil recovery operation) and 
avoiding unnecessary expenditure. 

Investment objectives 

The primary objective is getting the right balance between minimising harm to the environment (and consequential 
economic, environmental, and social costs) and the costs of reducing the risk of harm. To achieve this objective, there 
is a need to reduce the uncertainty posed by the Niagara by addressing information gaps to support decision-making. 
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4. Economic case 
 Overview of the options 

The two main options for managing the potential risk of an oil spill from the Niagara are: 

1 undertaking a site-based survey and a subsequent desk-based risk assessment of the wreck of the Niagara to 
gain more information about the likelihood, and consequences, of an unplanned release of oil (and which could 
inform the appropriateness of mounting an oil recovery operation)  

2 initiating an oil recovery operation to remove the oil that remains in the wreck (assuming there is some). 

A description of each option, the criteria against which the options are being assessed, and an assessment of each of 
these options is set out below. 

 Description of the intervention options 

Intervention Option 1: Undertake survey and risk assessment (two-phase approach) 
Undertaking a site-based survey and desk-based risk assessment is aimed at addressing the current level of 
uncertainty about the state of the wreck and surrounding environment, and the volume and location (within the 
wreck) of any remaining oil, and therefore the likelihood, scale, and consequences of a release of oil.  

London Off-shore Consulting (LOC) – a global maritime consultancy with extensive salvage expertise - was 
commissioned by Maritime NZ in 2018 to prepare a technical report on the costs and methodology of undertaking a 
survey of the wreck of the Niagara in order to determine the integrity of the wreck and the quantity of oil remaining 
within the wreck. 

LOC advised that the survey process should be split into two phases to reduce the risk of unnecessary expenditure; if 
phase one indicates factors that preclude any possibility of oil recovery, then the additional costs of mobilising 
expensive vessels and equipment from overseas needed for phase two of the survey work might be avoided.  

The Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (Cefas) – a United Kingdom scientific agency with 
extensive wreck integrity survey and marine environmental survey experience - was also commissioned by Maritime 
NZ in 2018 to prepare a technical report (to complement the LOC report) on the wreck integrity survey and 
environmental survey requirements needed to support a detailed desk-based risk assessment. Their approach is in 
line with the model used in the UK for management of more than 5,000 wrecks worldwide. 

The requirements detailed in the Cefas report will be used to further scope and define the wreck and environment 
survey work costed by LOC should the survey option be taken forward.  

The two-phase survey would be undertaken along the following lines. 

• Phase one involves surveying the wreck from a locally sourced vessel (in New Zealand) using an observation 
class Remote Operated Vehicle (ROV). This is a small remotely controlled submersible that carries cameras. The 
cameras are used to obtain video and still imagery of the vessel. Vessel-mounted multi-beam sonar is used also 
to scan the vessel to allow a detailed computer model to be built. In addition, this survey would undertake an 
initial environmental assessment using the same equipment. This work would establish the general condition 
of the wreck, inform an oil contents survey plan and an initial overall risk assessment. All of this work would 
then support making a decision to proceed to phase two of the survey programme. The cost of the survey 
elements of phase one is estimated to be in the region of  

• Phase two is more complex and requires a larger and more sophisticated vessel (capable of automatic position 
keeping) or a vessel capable of mooring on site to provide a suitable platform for operating a work class ROV. 
This is a medium to large sized remotely controlled submersible that is capable of carrying sophisticated 
scanning equipment to detect oil in tanks and compartments and equipment to assess vessel hull plate 
thickness. It also carries hydraulic tools for cleaning the hull of the wreck and taking environmental samples. 
Hull cleaning will be undertaken using the ROV, hull thickness measurements taken using ultrasonic gauges, 
and oil level readings will be taken using specific scanning technology developed for this purpose. A wider area 
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and more detailed environmental sampling and base-lining programme will also be completed. Together this 
work allows for a comprehensive risk assessment to be completed and for a detailed plan to be developed for 
an oil recovery operation should one be required.  

 

Subsequent to the LOC and Cefas reports, it is known that there is now a suitable vessel in New Zealand with the 
requisite capability, and a work class ROV, to undertake the survey activities. The domestic availability of this survey 
capability comes at a significantly reduced cost. 

Intervention Option 1a: Undertake survey and risk assessment (single phase approach) 

The LOC advice to undertake a two-phase approach was predicated on the assumption that a suitable vessel and 
equipment to support phase two of the survey work would need to be brought to New Zealand from offshore, 
entailing substantial mobilisation and de-mobilisation costs. The rationale for option 1 is it made economic sense to 
undertake the survey in two phases in order to potentially avoid the more significant costs of undertaking the complex 
and sophisticated activities of phase two if the comparatively straightforward and affordable phase one activity could 
provide sufficient certainty that there was either no oil or no isk of a significant spill (for example, either because the 
wreck is clearly structurally sound so as to securely contain any remaining oil, or the wreck is so significantly damaged 
that it could no longer hold any material quantity of oil). 

Subsequent industry liaison by Maritime NZ has revealed that a suitable vessel and underwater survey equipment are 
now available in New Zealand with the capabilities required to undertake all necessary activities required for the 
wreck and environmental survey.  

The presence of underwater survey capability in New Zealand significantly reduces the previous cost estimate and 
influences the previously advised two-phase approach. It is now possible to commission one vessel to undertake in a 
single phase the entire survey activities that were split in two phases in option 1 above. 

There are two broad ways of carrying out option 1a: 

• first, contracting a third-party commercial provider that is capable of providing both a vessel and a work-class 
ROV (such a provider operates in New Zealand and is known to Maritime NZ, and there are others 
internationally). This approach is now estimated to cost  (including other project costs) if using an NZ 
based vessel.  

• secondly, contracting a third-party commercial provider for the provision and operation of a work-class ROV, 
and securing the services of a Government owned/operated vessel (Maritime NZ is aware of such sources in 
New Zealand, including the Royal New Zealand Navy, among others). This approach could further reduce the 
costs should a Government owned asset be available below commercial rates. 

The former approach has the advantage of needing only to deal with the one provider. This approach has the benefit 
of being more administratively simple than the second approach, as only one other party would have to be engaged 
with, one contract entered into, one set of availability and timing coordinated, and one channel of communication 
maintained.   

The latter approach has the disadvantage of the project complexity of entering into and managing a three-way 
contract (or some other arrangement), and ensuring integration of mechanical, electrical, and software systems 
between vessel and ROV. The advantage of the latter approach is that it may have a lower financial cost. The potential 
to reduce the financial cost of this approach to option 1a depends on the ability to use a vessel provided by the Navy.   
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The Navy has a potentially suitable vessel that is in its final stages of commissioning; it is expected to be available in 
the near future and initial discussions between Maritime NZ and the Navy indicated it could be made available for 
Maritime NZ’s use. While there is no guarantee a Navy vessel could be used for supporting this survey activity, if it was 
available, the estimated financial cost of this approach to option 1a would reduce to  (including other 
project costs). 

Further potential advantages of the latter approach, if a Navy vessel is used, are: 

• the opportunity to use this survey support work as a training and testing exercise for the Navy vessel and crew, 
but in a real, rather than simulated, situation 

• it presents an opportunity for Maritime NZ and the Navy to work together, which has benefits given both 
parties are strategic and operational partners in various respects, including responding to major maritime 
incidents.  

Intervention Option 2: Initiate oil recovery operation 

Undertaking an oil recovery operation is aimed at removing the risk posed by the Niagara by recovering any 
remaining oil from the wreck before there is an unplanned discharge of oil.  

It is inherently difficult to estimate the cost of recovery operations as they are influenced by a range of variables. The 
International Tanker Owners Pollution Federation (ITOPF) has prepared a paper on Sunken Oil and the Removal of Oil 
from Sunken Wrecks which notes the “enormous technical difficulties” that have to be overcome for sub-sea recovery 
of oil to be cost effective.13 ITOPF notes a range of factors that influence the cost of oil recovery operations. These 
include: 

• the extent or quantity of the oil and its location in a sunken wreck 

• the quantities of water and sediment being recovered with the oil which, if substantial, can require a number 
of separation stages to remove excess water (which can be difficult even after transferring to an on-shore 
holding tank) 

• adverse weather which can cause recovery operations to halt if conditions exceed the operational capability of 
the recovery systems 

• weather conditions affect how oil is dispersed and this can lead to a need for a new survey to target the highest 
concentrations of oil, and re-deployment of recovery systems (in some circumstances, these factors may lead 
to abandonment of the operation  to be reassessed in more favourable conditions/seasons). 

The UK experience indicates that a recovery exercise could cost many millions of dollars. It cost over $16 million (NZD) 
to recover 2,000 tonnes of oil in 2015 from the wreck of the RFA Darkdale, which was sunk in 1941 by a German 
submarine in shallow water in James Bay to the north of the island of St Helena (a British overseas territory). The 
Canadian and United States Governments recently committed $17.5 million to an oil recovery operation from the 
wreck of a 1980’s vessel in relatively shallow water. 

Noting the inherent difficulty of estimating such costs, and based on previous experience in other jurisdictions, 
Maritime NZ considers the costs of an oil recovery operation are likely to be in the order of tens of millions of dollars.  

 Criteria for assessing the options 

The main options have been assessed using the following criteria (and with reference to the status quo):  

• strategic alignment with Maritime NZ’s objectives and responsibilities and good regulatory practice 

• the cost to undertake the option (in the short term) 

• the potential to reduce the uncertainty surrounding the risk posed by the Niagara (i.e. address the information 
gap) 

                                                                            

13   http://www.itopf.org/knowledge-resources/documents-guides/document/sunken-oil-and-the-removal-of-oil-from-sunken-wrecks-2008/ 
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• the potential to reduce, and manage risk (probability and consequence), in the most cost-effective way. 

 Assessment of the options 

Status quo 
The status quo is the cheapest and easiest option to implement. However, it does not reduce uncertainty. The status 
quo does nothing to advance the state of knowledge regarding the extent of oil remaining and the condition of the 
hull which means that there is very little understanding of the risks posed by the Niagara. This makes it difficult to 
manage the potential risks. 

The status quo is very unlikely to be the most cost-effective way of managing risk. This option would only be cost 
effective if there is already a very high level of certainty that either there is no, or little, oil left in the wreck and/or the 
condition of the hull is such that there is no (or very little) risk of oil spill. Clearly, this is not the case.  

The status quo could potentially result in the greatest long-term costs if, at some point, there is a large scale oil spill. 
Modelling by Navigatus indicates that the direct costs of a release of 1,600 tonnes of oil could be in the range of $39 
million to $108 million (as the actual outcomes are weather dependent, Navigatus has given a range rather than a set 
level of direct damages). Indirect costs stemming from damage to natural capital, as well as other social, economic 
and cultural costs impacts, would be substantial. 

Given the size of potential consequence, a strategy that relies just on maintaining a watching brief and contingency 
plan is unlikely to be viewed as being fully aligned with the principle of addressing the risk of harm to avoid incurring 
actual harm. 

Survey and risk assessment 
The current lack of information prevents accurate assessment of the potential likelihood and size of an oil discharge 
from the Niagara and what the consequent direct and indirect, environmental, social, and economic costs would be if 
that risk is realised.  

Advances in technology mean it is now possible to undertake survey activity of wrecks at almost any depth to aid 
understanding of the likelihood and consequences of an oil spill.  

Having a better understanding of the situation will help inform the contingency plan and the case for any subsequent 
intervention by way of an oil recovery operation. If a recovery operation is considered desirable, a comprehensive 
survey and risk assessment is an essential prerequisite. 

Strategic alignment 

Undertaking a survey and risk assessment accords with best practice for managing the pollution risks from wrecks and 
also accords with the Hauraki Gulf Marine Spatial Plan which recommends an assessment of the risk posed by the 
wreck. 

Internationally, it is best practice to gather information to be better informed of the risks posed by wrecks and to be 
better able to make evidence-informed decisions regarding how best to manage those risks. The United Kingdom 
operates a comprehensive Wreck Management Programme to manage the pollution risk from more than 5,000 
historical wrecks it has responsibility for. Maritime NZ considers the UK programme represents best practice for 
managing the environmental risks from wrecks. That programme is based on a three-phase approach.  

• Phases one and two involve site-based wreck integrity and environmental survey and a desk-based 
environmental risk assessment.14 

• Phase three is an oil recovery operation. This is initiated if the overall risk (probability and consequence) is 
judged to be unacceptable. The timing for, and approach to, a recovery operation is informed by phases one 
and two. 

 

 

                                                                            

14   See section 4.2 regarding LOC advice to split this stage into two parts. 
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Cost to undertake 

Undertaking a comprehensive survey and risk assessment is significantly cheaper (worst case estimate approximately 
for intervention option 1a) and less risky to implement than the alternative of proceeding directly to an oil 

recovery operation (which is estimated to cost in the tens of millions of dollars, and could unintentionally cause a 
spill).  

Undertaking a survey and risk assessment is more expensive in the short term than the status quo but, compared to 
the status quo, the survey/risk assessment option helps to reduce uncertainty and enable risks to be managed in the 
best way. 

The revised cost estimates arising from domestic availability of a suitable vessel and equipment means the survey and 
risk assessment now has two variations: intervention option 1 and intervention option 1a. 

Intervention Option 1 has the potential estimated cost of  if phase one is determinative and there is, 
therefore, no need to proceed to phase two. This outcome would amount to a saving of  over intervention 
option 1a. However, the more likely scenario is that phase one is inconclusive and, therefore, that phase two is 
needed to provide sufficient information about the nature of the risk posed. 

In such an event, the total estimated cost for intervention option 1 would be , which would be an 
additional expense of  above intervention option 1a (estimated cost ) for the same information. 
Therefore, intervention option 1a is considered likely to be the more cost-effective option. 

Reduces uncertainty 

Gaining better information about the situation through undertaking a survey and risk assessment has the potential to 
significantly reduce the uncertainty presented by a wreck. In particular  this option aims to provide much better 
information than exists now regarding the quantity of remaining oil, the state of the hull and the consequences if an 
oil spill occurs.  

Non-intrusive survey activity poses very little risk of disturbing the wreck and causing an unintended release of oil. 

There is, however, a risk that the survey is inconclusive; that is, it does not provide the information sought. The way 
that the wreck is situated on the seabed, and its present condition or the presence of obstacles (e.g. fishing nets), may 
mean it is not possible to assess the volume and location of the remaining oil, with much degree of confidence. 
Intervention option 1 is designed to address this risk through undertaking the survey in two phases: phase one would 
provide guidance in this regard and whether or not it is worth proceeding to the more expensive phase two of the 
survey.  

However, there is also a strong likelihood that phase one of intervention option 1 would be inconclusive. There is, 
therefore, the possibility that phase two would be required in any event to inform decision makers about what they 
are dealing with in terms of the likelihood and size of the risk of a release of oil from the Niagara. In that case, it 
would be more efficient to proceed with intervention option 1a.  

Reduce risk and enable cost-effective management of risk 

If the survey and risk assessment yield better information that reduces uncertainty, the level of risk can be more 
accurately assessed. Decision-makers will be better placed to choose the best response to minimise harm and costs. In 
particular, the information generated by the survey and risk assessment will deliver a range of benefits. 

• The information gleaned from the survey and risk assessment will help to determine whether a recovery is 
needed or whether the better option is to maintain a watching brief and contingency plan (i.e. the status quo). 

• If the status quo is deemed to be the best approach, it means that the cost of mounting a recovery operation is 
avoided (or at least deferred to a later time if and when risk levels rise). Moreover, the information from the 
survey and risk assessment will provide assurance regarding the existing contingency plan and the need for any 
changes to that plan. That is, the information will help to ensure that the contingency plan is well aligned with 
the risks involved. In so doing, if the contingency plan needs to be implemented at some stage, the 
consequences of an oil spill will be minimised. 

• Alternatively, if the overall risk assessment is such that a recovery operation needs to be mounted, there will 
be more information available to determine the optimal timing for, and approach to, the recovery. In this 
respect, the survey and risk assessment option helps to avoid unnecessary expenditure in terms of a recovery 
operation that is over-engineered, or badly designed, relative to the risks involved, or in terms of being 
mounted too early (i.e. before risks reach an unacceptable level).  
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It follows from the points above that irrespective of whether the status quo, or the recovery operation, turns out to 
be the best way forward, undertaking the survey and the risk assessment in the first instance helps to avoid 
unnecessary expenditure and tailor the response to the risks posed. In short, the survey and risk assessment is a 
classic example of spend an amount today in order to potentially save a much larger amount in the future. 

Oil recovery operation 
The option to undertake an immediate oil recovery operation leaps ahead of addressing the uncertainty of the 
situation to completely remove the potential risk posed by the Niagara (once successfully completed). Once any 
remaining oil is recovered from the wreck, there is no risk of an oil spill causing environmental damage and, hence, no 
risk of incurring the associated economic, environmental and social costs. It is, however, far from certain that the 
actual risk warrants an immediate recovery operation. Therefore, this option carries a high risk of incurring 
unnecessary expenditure.  

Strategic alignment 

Committing to undertake an oil recovery operation (before having completed a survey and risk assessment) could be 
characterised as representing an overly hasty and impulsive approach that is not informed by evidence and does not 
adequately balance other responsibilities (such as fiscal prudence and being risk-focused)  It therefore addresses 
some of Maritime NZ’s strategic objectives and responsibilities (such as dealing with the threat of pollution), but not 
others. 

Cost to undertake 

The recovery operation is the most expensive in the immediate term and most difficult option to implement. While 
cost is dependent on a variety of factors, an oil recovery operation in respect of the Niagara is estimated at some tens 
of millions of dollars (as discussed in section 4.2).  

Reduces uncertainty 

Immediate recovery does not directly address the uncertainty of the situation. Rather, this option treats the current 
situation as though it is already confirmed there is an immediate and high risk of an oil leak that will cause significant 
environmental damage and give rise to substantial environmental, social, and economic costs.  

In reality, however, the situation regarding the wreck is far from certain. A recovery operation may not be needed 
immediately, or at all.  

Reduce risk and enable cost-effective management of risk 

While immediate recovery removes the risk of environmental damage posed by the wreck, there is some risk of 
environmental damage arising from the operation causing an unintentional release of oil. Physical intervention is 
inherently problematic with old, unstable wrecks in an uncertain situation. Given the wreck has been underwater for 
79 years, the structure is likely to have suffered significant corrosion. Moreover, experience shows that oil can escape 
from the tanks but nevertheless still be contained within the overall hull. In such situations, oil may be encountered in 
unexpected places which increases the risk of a recovery operation unintentionally causing a spill (and, hence, 
environmental damage and associated costs).  

If it transpires that the current situation poses little or no risk of an oil leak (because either there is not much oil left 
and/or the oil is securely contained), this option carries the risk of incurring significant cost (estimated at some tens of 
millions of dollars) when such costs do not need to be incurred.  

Alternatively, if there is substantial oil remaining in the wreck and a real risk of it leaking, the recovery option is a 
lower cost and lower risk option than the status quo. A planned recovery operation is likely to cost in the order of tens 
of millions of dollars compared to the possibility of direct costs of $100 million and unquantified indirect costs and 
impacts on natural capital if there is an unplanned and substantial oil spill. A planned recovery option involves much 
lower risk of an oil spill because the timing and design of the recovery can be chosen to best suit seasonal and 
weather conditions. In contrast, an unplanned spill involves many more complexities and uncertainties. 

However, initiating a recovery operation without first undertaking a survey and risk assessment is not the least cost or 
most cost effective way of proceeding. An immediate oil recovery operation may be disproportionate to the actual 
risk posed by the Niagara, given the uncertain condition of the wreck and volume and location of any remaining oil. 
Obtaining more information before initiating a recovery operation will help to ensure the operation is proportional to 
the risks posed.  RELE
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 Conclusion 

The option to undertake a survey and risk assessment in a single phase (intervention option 1a) in respect of the 
Niagara represents the best balance of the identified options across the identified criteria. In short, this option offers 
the best balance between risks and the costs of managing those risks. It is, therefore, the preferred option.  

Maintaining the status quo is a possible option but it is a risky strategy. The consequence could be a large 
uncontrolled oil spill that costs New Zealand in the order of $100 million in direct costs and un-quantified, but 
substantial, indirect costs including costs to natural capital. This outcome can be avoided by investing in the survey 
and risk assessment. Accordingly, the status quo is not recommended. 

The option to immediately initiate an oil recovery operation is not preferred until more is known about the risks. Until 
more is known, this option risks spending more money than is needed because either: 

• there is no oil or no risk of spill (unlikely), or 

• the recovery is not well tailored to the situation presented by the Niagara (a risk the recovery is over-
engineered), or 

• the recovery is undertaken sooner than is needed. 

Undertaking a survey and risk assessment to inform the merits and method of any recovery operation would mitigate 
the risks of undertaking an unnecessary recovery operation and its associated operational risks. Given that a recovery 
operation logically follows after a survey and risk assessment, there is a natural hierarchy between these two options 
while the current situation holds. This also means that if the preference was to proceed directly to a recovery 
operation, a survey and risk assessment would be needed in any event. 

If the results of the risk assessment and survey indicate an unacceptable level of risk, then Maritime NZ will take steps 
to prepare a subsequent business case that focuses on initiating an oil recovery operation and the nature and scope of 
options in that regard. 

 

 

RELE
ASED U

NDER TH
E O

FF
IC

I
 

O
ATIO

N A
CT



 

 Page 28 

5. Commercial case 
5.1 Potential procurement approach 

Maritime NZ does not have the in-house capability to undertake a survey and risk assessment in respect of the 
Niagara. Accordingly, Maritime NZ will invite potential suppliers to provide a response to a request for quotation to 
provide these services. Any procurement will be informed by consultation with local iwi, the two Regional Councils, 
and other stakeholders as listed in the management case, below. 

As noted in section 4.2, the intention is to undertake the underwater survey in a single phase (involving a visual 
survey, scanning and modelling of the wreck, taking of hull measurements and oil level readings, environmental 
survey and overall risk assessment). By using a domestically sourced vessel, the expense of mobilising and 
demobilising a vessel from offshore can be avoided. This approach provides greater assurance that money is being 
spent wisely. 

Once selected, Maritime NZ and the supplier(s) will enter into a contract(s) for services which details the nature of the 
work to be done, the methodology, equipment to be used, timeframe for undertaking the work, and the cost required 
to deliver the services.  

Assumptions, constraints, dependencies, risks and strategies for mitigation will be considered and documented, with 
roles and responsibilities clearly defined between Maritime NZ and the supplier. 

As survey vessels are expensive, especially if mobilisation to the survey site involves a voyage of a substantial distance, 
the potential to combine undertaking any survey with other work should be explored. The cost of the survey may be 
able to be reduced if the survey vessel is going to be in the area for other business (because the mobilisation cost may 
be smaller if the costs of the voyage can be shared across more than one job). 

5.2 Likely attractiveness of the investment proposal to potential market 
suppliers 

Underwater surveys and formal risk assessments of wrecks are highly specialised undertakings. However, there are 
providers in New Zealand and internationally capable of supplying such services. Based on engagement undertaken to 
date, there is market interest and capability to deliver the services required for the preferred option. 

LOC has been engaged to provide a report outlining the costs required to undertake an underwater survey to 
determine the condition of the vessel, integrity of the fuel tanks, quantity of fuel remaining, and a general survey of 
the ecosystem. Cefas has been engaged to provide advice on wreck integrity and environmental survey requirements.  

ROVCO, a United Kingdom based global provider of ROV services, including modelling, underwater survey, and all 
aspects of ROV operations, have provided cost estimates for multiple aspects of the ROV activities required for the 
survey. 

Maritime NZ has also engaged with the New Zealand based industry to gauge domestic capability to support survey 
activity. There is now available in New Zealand a vessel with Dynamic Positioning capability15 and the capabilities 
required to operate a work-class ROV. Further, a work-class ROV is available in New Zealand with the capability 
required to operate all necessary tools and undertake the necessary actions for the wreck and environmental survey. 

The Royal New Zealand Navy has also been approached previously to consider potential support. Discussions 
indicated there is capability to support, potentially, the survey, with a suitable vessel expected to be in commission in 
the near future. However, there is no guarantee this Navy vessel will be available for this activity.  

A potential provider has followed media reports relating to the Niagara and contacted Maritime NZ to express 
interest in undertaking survey work (and potential subsequent oil recovery operations). More generally, Maritime NZ 
is aware of privately owned vessels in New Zealand, of the moored type (assessed by LOC as the lower cost option), 
that could potentially be used to undertake the survey work. In addition NIWA may have capabilities available at 

                                                                            

15 Dynamic Positioning – the ability for a vessel to hold its position without any anchoring systems – typically with computer controlled thrusters.  
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commercial rates to support the activity. All options need to be further explored to get the right capability and right 
balance of availability (timeliness) and cost. 

The UK Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (Cefas) is Maritime NZ’s preferred provider to 
undertake the desk-top risk assessment using the results of the survey and providing an independent report because 
of their expertise in undertaking such engagements and their adherence to international best practice wreck 
management. 
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6 Financial case  
 

6.1 Funding for any formal risk assessment  

Five different potential funding sources for undertaking the survey and risk assessment are considered below: 
maritime levies, the oil pollution fund, fees and charges, fuel excise duty, and Crown revenue. These options reflect 
Maritime NZ’s existing sources of funding. 

Maritime levies 
The purposes for which maritime levies can be used are set out in section 191 of the Maritime Transport Act 1994. 
Generally these levies are for the provision of services relating to maritime safety (such as to enable the provision of 
navigational aids, distress and safety radio services, marine safety information, and other services related to the 
safety of shipping). Although the maritime levies can be used to fund any of Maritime NZ’s powers under the Act, it 
is questionable, given the apparent intent of the levy and the existence of the Oil Pollution Levy as to whether this 
extends to pollution.  

Oil Pollution Fund 
Maritime NZ administers the Oil Pollution Fund (the fund). The fund is established under section 330 of the 
Maritime Transport Act 1994 and is used to pay the costs associated with preparation for, and responses to, oil 
spills.

Fees and charges 
Fees and charges are recovered to fund the specific services to which they relate, such as seafarer licenses, ship 
registration, operator audits, inspections, and exemptions from rules. This funding source is not relevant in the case 
of the Niagara. 

9(2)(f)(iv)
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Fuel Excise Duty 
A small amount of fuel excise duty is provided to Maritime NZ for the purposes of activities in relation to 
recreational boating. Under section 9(1) of the Land Transport Management Act 2003, the Fuel Excise Duty is an 
available funding source that allows the responsible Minister to incur expenses up to the equivalent estimated 
excise duty paid by users of pleasure craft for the following purposes: 

• search and rescue activities 

• recreational boating and safety awareness 

• maritime safety services that benefit users of pleasure craft 

• administration of the above three purposes. 

The purposes listed above do not include the situation presented by the Niagara. 

Funding sought 

The costs provided are estimates. Final costs will be known with certainty pending the outcome of the procurement 
process. Final costs are also dependent on vessel availability and type. Using a vessel that is already in the vicinity of 
the wreck for other purposes, or using the Navy (if it has availability and the right capabilities) may assist in further 
reducing financial costs. 

No additional ongoing capital or operating expenditure is expected to be incurred under the preferred option. The 
initiative cannot be funded from within existing Crown-funded budgets. 
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7 Management case 
7.1 Project governance and management 

Maritime NZ anticipates a simple governance and management structure to implement the preferred option. This 
structure involves assigning a responsible project manager (from within the Maritime NZ if possible). The project 
manager will have oversight from the Deputy Director Safety and Response Systems, and will be the lead point of 
contact for the supplier to receive reports, provide updates to the project governance, and mitigate risks. 

7.2 Indicative milestones 

The key milestones for this project are:  

• Maritime NZ tendering for, and selecting, a preferred supplier(s) 

• procuring and contracting a supplier(s) 

• the supplier(s) undertaking the survey and risk assessment exercises 

• the supplier(s) delivering a report on the results of the survey and risk assessment. 

The timing of undertaking the survey and risk assessment will depend on the availability of providers to perform that 
work, which is a matter that can be canvassed during the procurement process. One domestic provider has 
indicated their interest in undertaking this work and advised they have a suitable vessel available now. The Royal NZ 
Navy has also indicated its potential ability to support a survey of the Niagara with a soon-to-be commissioned 
vessel. Maritime NZ will be exploring the possibility of whether there are other vessels which may be here from 
overseas for other purposes. 

Ideally, Maritime NZ is aiming to undertake the survey and then the desk-based risk assessment shortly thereafter 
with both tasks completed during the 2020/2021 financial year (subject to aligning with suitable seasonal 
conditions). Once ready to proceed, the duration of the survey will depend on weather conditions. 

Information obtained from  the survey will  if going to plan, provide Maritime NZ with a good understanding of the 
risks posed by the Niagara. At that point, work can be undertaken to determine what (if anything) should be done to 
address those risks and the urgency of action that is required. 

7.3 Stakeholder engagement 

Project stakeholders 
The following stakeholders have an interest in any intervention in the wreck of the Niagara: 

• UK Trea ury 

• NZ Treasury 

• Department of Conservation 

• Ministry for the Environment 

• Heritage New Zealand 

• Ministry of Transport 

• NIWA 

• Regional Councils 

• Local iwi RELE
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• Organisations with interests in the undersea telecommunications cables in the vicinity of the Niagara (for 
example, the Southern Cross Cable)16 

• Environmental groups. 

Stakeholder engagement strategy 
Maritime NZ has engaged with UK authorities, Treasury, the Department of Conservation, the Ministry of Transport, 
and NIWA. 

As part of the project a comprehensive engagement strategy will be produced with a strong focus on engagement 
with local Iwi, local communities and locally based interested parties. 

7.4 Project risks 

The risks of this project include those set out in the table below. 

Risk Probability Consequence  Mitigation 

Providers are unavailable 
to undertake the services 
in a timely fashion 

Low (already had some 
expressions of interest) 

Moderate impact Begin procurement 
process sufficiently in 
advance of identified 
window(s) for undertaking 
the activity 

Suitable vessels are not 
available in New Zealand  

Low (Maritime NZ is aware 
of suitable vessels in NZ, 
and of foreign vessels that 
can be brought to NZ) 

Significant impact to costs. 
Moderate impact to 
timescales 

Allow for transport time in 
procurement process. 
Vessels are available in 
Southeast Asia and 
Australia 

Adverse weather 
conditions cause delays, 
which increase cost 
through the survey vessel 
being on hold until 
conditions improve or 
necessitating additional 
time to complete the work 

Medium Potentially high impact 
(both in terms of cost and 
success of the activity) 

Plan the activity to be 
undertaken during periods 
of historically favourable 
weather conditions, and 
build in contingency for 
delays 

Restrictions on anchoring 
and the presence of 
subsea cables (e.g. the 
Southern Cross Cable) 

Low Moderate impact (require 
different and potentially 
more expensive type of 
vessel if mooring not 
available) 

Utilise vessel capable of 
maintaining position 
without anchoring systems 

The oil tanks are not 
accessible from outside 
the hull (for example, if 
the vessel is on its side, 
tanks by the seabed will be 
diff cult to access) 

Unknown Moderate to high impact 
(if information cannot be 
obtained, the uncertainty 
remains, which would 
have a high impact) 

 Using a work-class ROV 
with technical oversight 
from international 
consultants to provide the 
best chance of obtaining 
useful information to 
provide certainty. 
Conducting initial visual 
and 3D inspections and 
terminating the survey if it 

                                                                            

16  The Southern Cross Cable is the main line to the United States for New Zealand and Australia, and between New Zealand and 
Australia. It is part of the Southern Cross network. The cable is located approximately 2.5 nautical miles from the site of the wreck. RELE
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Risk Probability Consequence  Mitigation 

becomes apparent that 
further survey work is not 
needed or would not be 
beneficial 

Mobilising expensive 
equipment only to find 
that the wreck was 
significantly damaged by 
the explosions and 
significantly degraded over 
time 

Medium Low impact  Using a domestically-based 
vessel will save significant 
mobilisation and 
demobilisation costs. 
Conducting initial visual 
and 3D inspections and 
terminating the survey if it 
becomes apparent that 
further survey work is not 
needed or would not be 
beneficial. If the wreck is 
significantly damaged, the 
oil will likely be depleted. 
If this is the case, the 
survey can terminate with 
low impact (i.e. little risk of 
further oil leak) 

The vessel is covered in 
fishing nets and/or marine 
growth which could 
impede access 

Medium Moderate impact Using a domestically-based 
vessel will save significant 
mobilisation and 
demobilisation costs. 
Conducting initial visual 
and 3D inspections and 
terminating the survey if it 
becomes apparent that 
further survey work is not 
needed or would not be 
beneficial. 

The results of the survey 
are inconclusive and/or 
heavily caveated  

Unknown Moderate/high impact Select provider with 
expertise and suitable 
equipment. Consider risk 
and mitigation strategies 
in procurement and 
planning processes 

  

7.5 Benefits realisation 

The preferred option is expected to deliver benefits in the form of providing additional and more certain knowledge 
about the location and volume of any remaining oil and the condition of the wreck of the Niagara. This will provide a 
better understanding of the risks surrounding the Niagara (probability and size of oil spill and its consequences). 

The benefits of undertaking the site-based survey and desk-based risk assessment will start to be realised once the 
survey and the desk-based risk assessment has been completed.  

At the conclusion of the desk-based and all site-based survey work, information will be gathered and analysed. At 
that point the issue of whether to mount a recovery option, or continue with existing arrangements, needs to be 
revisited. The information obtained can be used to inform the contingency plan and/or any subsequent decision-
making about if, when, and how to undertake an intervention to salvage any remaining oil, thus avoiding the risk of 
a potential spill. RELE
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The direct benefits of the proposed intervention is more and better information (less uncertainty) and, hence, better 
understanding of the risks posed by the Niagara and how to manage those risks. The flow-on benefits are, 
ultimately, ensuring that risks are managed in the most cost effective way possible. 

If the need for recovery looks likely, a separate business case will be prepared accordingly (as recovery will need a 
substantial injection of funds). 
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