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Abstract:  

This paper critically assesses the multifaceted consequences of oil spills, particularly 

emphasizing their ramifications on the environment and the economy. With 

globalization intensifying reliance on maritime transport—accounting for nearly 90% of 

global trade—the potential for oil spills and their subsequent repercussions have become 

an alarming concern. Such spills can inflict enduring damage on marine ecosystems and 

lead to substantial economic setbacks in industries like fishing, tourism, and maritime 

operations. The enormity of the challenge extends beyond immediate environmental and 

economic impacts; it necessitates an interdisciplinary comprehension spanning 

environmental science, economics, legislation, and technology. Furthermore, oil spills 

underscore the need for international collaboration, as their consequences can breach 

national boundaries. This systematic literature review methodically analyzes existing 

research on the topic, employing databases like PubMed, Scopus, ScienceDirect, and 

Google Scholar. Through a rigorous filtering process, the review synthesizes empirical 

studies, theoretical analyses, government reports, and field assessments. The endeavor is 

to delineate prevailing themes, methodologies, conclusions, and lacunae in the extant 

literature, aiming to bridge the gap between economic growth imperatives and 

environmental sustainability challenges. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The issue of oil spills and their impact on the economy and the environment is of crucial 

importance in today's global context. Globalisation has increased dependence on 

maritime transport, which is responsible for almost 90% of world trade (UNCTAD, 2020). 

At the same time, oil spills resulting from maritime disasters or operational incidents 

have become a worrying environmental problem that can have lasting repercussions on 

marine ecosystems (Peterson et al., 2003). The economic consequences of oil spills are also 

considerable. The loss of income in sectors such as fishing, tourism, and the maritime 

industry can be massive and long-term (Cohen, 1995). In addition, clean-up and 

restoration costs can run into billions of dollars, as illustrated by the Deepwater Horizon 

disaster in 2010 (McNutt et al., 2012). Oil spills present a multitude of challenges that go 

beyond the immediate environmental and economic consequences. Assessing and 

managing the risks associated with spills requires an interdisciplinary understanding 

that encompasses environmental science, economics, legislation, and technology 

(Kingston, 2002). Responding to oil spills also requires international coordination, as the 

impact can transcend national boundaries (ITOPF, 2021). In addition, the challenge lies 

in reconciling economic needs with environmental sustainability. Continued dependence 

on oil and shipping creates a tension between economic growth and environmental 

protection, a complex dynamic that requires careful study (Etkin, 2000). The main 

objective of this literature review is to conduct a systematic and critical analysis of 

existing research on the economic and environmental impact of oil spills, with a specific 

focus on maritime transport. By bringing together empirical studies, theoretical analyses, 

government reports, and field assessments, this review seeks to identify the main themes, 

methodologies, conclusions, and gaps in the existing literature. The intention is to 

provide a comprehensive overview of current knowledge and to suggest directions for 

future research in this crucial interdisciplinary field (Tranfield et al., 2003).  

 The review focuses on publications that deal with oil spills in relation to the 

economy and the environment, particularly in the context of maritime transport. It will 

cover direct and indirect impacts, including effects on marine ecosystems, the local and 

global economy, and legislative and policy responses. The analysis will follow a 

systematic approach, using academic databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, and 

Google Scholar. The review will combine a quantitative analysis of trends and patterns 

with a qualitative assessment of the theories, methods, and conclusions contained in the 

selected literature. Articles included will be those published in English or French, from 

1990 to 2023, in peer-reviewed journals. Government reports and large-scale case studies 

will also be included. Studies not relevant to the specific topic, opinionated commentaries 

not based on empirical evidence, and publications in non-peer-reviewed journals will be 

excluded. This review aims to make a significant contribution to the understanding of the 

impact of oil spills, a subject that remains at the crossroads of environmental, economic, 

and socio-political issues. By clearly delineating scope and methods, it will provide a 

rigorous and comprehensive synthesis, while highlighting areas requiring further 

investigation. 
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2. Review of literature 

 

2.1 Impact on the environment 

A. Analysis of existing studies on the short- and long-term effects of oil spills 

a. Short-term effects 

Oil spills represent one of the most catastrophic forms of environmental devastation, with 

immediate and visible ramifications for marine and coastal ecosystems. According to 

Leighton (1993), these spills can cause significant mortality in marine flora and fauna. 

Seabirds, which are particularly vulnerable, often suffer from hypothermia and 

poisoning as a result of the degradation of the insulating and buoyant properties of their 

plumage (VanBlaricom 1990). In addition, marine mammals such as seals and whales can 

suffer skin irritations and infections (Geraci & St. Aubin, 1990). Oil spills also have a 

cascading impact on the marine ecosystem, affecting trophic structures and interactions. 

Research by Peterson et al. (2003) and Culbertson et al. (2008) has shown that the toxic 

substances contained in oil can disrupt food chains, affecting plankton, the fundamental 

base of the marine food chain, and reducing food availability for higher trophic levels 

(Fleeger et al., 2003). Fish fauna is also directly influenced by oil spills, with adverse 

effects on growth, reproduction, and survival, as highlighted by Heintz et al. (1999). In 

addition, fisheries can suffer significant economic losses due to the contamination of fish 

stocks and temporary closures of fisheries (Sumaila et al., 2012). Coastal habitats, 

particularly mangroves and salt marshes, are particularly vulnerable to oil spills. These 

habitats can suffer prolonged damage, including erosion and loss of vegetation vital to 

the stability of these ecosystems (Duke et al., 2000). The short-term consequences of oil 

spills are complex and interconnected, influencing various aspects of marine and coastal 

ecosystems. The impacts are often immediate, but can also lay the foundations for lasting 

ecological problems, requiring ongoing studies and monitoring to fully understand their 

extent and duration. The complex interplay between these different dimensions 

highlights the need for an interdisciplinary approach to oil spill management, 

encompassing ecology, economics, and environmental policy, in order to mitigate both 

immediate impacts and potential long-term ecological challenges. 

 

b. Long-term effects 

Contrary to the common view that oil spills are primarily a short-term problem, a close 

examination of the available data reveals more insidious, persistent, and often less visible 

long-term impacts, encompassing ecological, economic, and sociological effects. Oil can 

seep into sediments, causing chronic damage to benthic habitats. This seepage not only 

affects the organisms that live in these habitats, but also disrupts biogeochemical cycles 

(Reddy et al., 2002), and can include changes in the chemical composition of sediments, 

impacts on decomposition, and increased toxicity on the seabed (Boehm et al., 2001). A 

study by Kingston (2002) highlighted the long-term reduction in species diversity in areas 

affected by oil spills, disrupting the ecological balance of the region and leading to a 

reduction in the resilience of the ecosystem to future disturbances (Peterson et al., 2003). 

Long-term effects on the reproduction and development of marine organisms exposed to 
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oil spills can also be profound, as oil toxicity can lead to mutations, developmental 

abnormalities, and changes in population dynamics that persist over several generations 

(Incardona et al., 2015). Beyond the ecosystem, oil spills can have long-term economic 

consequences, affecting the fishing, tourism, and coastal property industries in particular. 

The reputation of a region can be permanently damaged, with a loss of confidence among 

consumers and visitors (Cohen, 1995). Oil spills can also have a long-term impact on local 

communities, leading to chronic stress, mental health problems, and social conflict linked 

to job losses and environmental degradation (Palinkas et al., 1993). In response to oil 

spills, many countries have tightened their environmental laws and regulations. This 

may lead to lasting changes in the way the oil industry and other associated industries 

operate, with long-term implications for environmental governance (Gundlach and 

Hayes, 1978). The long-term effects of oil spills are multifaceted and extend far beyond 

the immediate, visible damage to the ecosystem. They require ongoing attention and 

study to fully understand their scope and develop effective mitigation strategies. The 

integrated assessment of the cumulative effects of oil spills on the environment and 

society highlights the importance of interdisciplinary research and coordinated action to 

prevent and manage these catastrophic events from a long-term perspective. 

 

B. Identifying consensus and debate in the literature 

When it comes to the issue of oil spills and their impact on the environment, an analysis 

of the scientific literature reveals a complex and nuanced understanding. There is a 

general consensus among researchers and scientists that these spills have negative 

impacts on the environment, both in the short and long term. The mechanisms 

underlying these impacts, such as oil toxicity, hypoxia, and food chain disruptions, are 

well understood and documented in various studies (Teal and Howarth, 1984; Boehm et 

al., 2016). However, despite this general agreement, debates persist about the extent and 

duration of these impacts. In some academic circles, there is a belief that ecosystems can 

recover relatively quickly with minimal intervention, as suggested by Christopherson et 

al (1989). Others, however, emphasise the persistent damage caused by oil spills and 

stress the need for active and ongoing restoration to remedy this damage (Peterson et al., 

2003; Lin and Mendelssohn, 2012). Summarising the existing literature on this subject, it 

is clear that the impact of oil spills on the environment reveals a complex and 

multifaceted picture of both short- and long-term damage. Although some aspects of this 

issue are well understood and widely accepted, questions and debates continue to arise, 

particularly in relation to restoration strategies and the resilience of affected ecosystems. 

Future research should therefore focus on these areas to better inform oil spill policy and 

management, in order to work towards a more comprehensive understanding of and 

more effective response to this crucial environmental challenge. 

 

2.2 Impact on the economy 

Oil spills have far-reaching and diverse economic consequences that affect many sectors. 

Understanding these economic impacts is essential for management, planning, and 

legislation in regions exposed to such risks. This section examines the economic effects of 
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oil spills, focusing on three key sectors: shipping, fisheries, and tourism. It also provides 

a discussion of the methods and findings of relevant studies. 

 

A. Review of studies on various sectors 

Oil spills have profound and wide-ranging economic consequences that affect several 

sectors, and understanding these economic impacts is essential for management, 

planning, and legislation in regions exposed to such risks. The shipping industry, often 

the point of origin of oil spills, is adversely affected at a number of levels. Clean-up costs 

can be exorbitant, including oil removal and restoration of damaged habitats (Talley, 

2000), and significant legal penalties can affect the financial health of shipping companies 

(Frankel, 2011). Loss of reputation, increases in insurance premiums and impacts on 

supply chains also contribute to the complexity of the economic impact (Talley, 2000; 

Kontovas & Psaraftis 2011; Lun et al., 2011), and specific case studies such as Exxon 

Valdez and Deepwater Horizon have highlighted the enormity of the costs and economic 

impacts (Vann, & Meltz, 2013). Fishing is another severely affected sector, where the 

economic impact can be analysed through various aspects such as contamination of the 

marine habitat, which reduces fish stocks and affects the marine food chain (Sumaila et 

al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2003), reduced demand (Granger et al., 2016), fishery closures 

(Lin et al., 2016), clean-up and restoration costs (McCay et al., 2004), changes in fishing 

practices (Hannesson, 1998), and social and community impacts (Picou et al., 2004). In 

addition, the tourism industry is also seriously affected by oil spills, with consequences 

such as oiled beaches, reducing beach tourism (Hall & Stoffels, 2006).), affected wildlife, 

harming wildlife watching and sport fishing (Moreno et al. 2011; Parsons and Rawles, 

2003), damaged image of a destination (Bardolet and Sheldon, 2008), loss of income and 

jobs (Cohen, 2007), clean-up and restoration costs (Linden and Palsson, 2013), effects on 

eco-tourism (Buckley et al., 2009), and the challenges of crisis response and management 

(Laws and Prideaux, 2005). The economic impact of oil spills on the shipping, fishing, 

and tourism sectors is multidimensional and may extend well beyond the immediate 

impacts. The interconnectedness of the maritime sector with other economic sectors and 

the complexity of the effects on fishing and tourism require a comprehensive assessment 

and careful management of the risks associated with oil spills. Proactive management 

and prevention are essential to mitigate these profound and long-lasting impacts, 

affecting not only economic but also environmental and social aspects. 

 

B. Discussion of the methods and conclusions of various studies 

Assessing the economic impact of oil spills requires a multidisciplinary approach and 

includes a variety of methods to understand and analyse the complex and interconnected 

set of direct and indirect effects. In this analysis, the use of economic models makes it 

possible to quantify direct costs such as clean-up costs and indirect costs such as loss of 

tourism revenue, providing a quantified picture of the economic damage. These models, 

such as those described by Etkin (2000), can be powerful tools for regulatory and 

compensation decision-making. Cost-benefit analysis is also used by some researchers to 

weigh the costs of preventing and cleaning up oil spills against the potential economic 
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benefits of maritime activities, helping to inform policy and legislation. Some researchers 

apply regional impact analysis using input-output models to study how an oil spill affects 

the regional economy as a whole, including cascading effects on various sectors. In the 

field of environmental economic analysis, the valuation of ecosystem services lost as a 

result of an oil spill quantifies the environmental costs in economic terms. This method 

enables environmental considerations to be more fully integrated into economic 

decisions. In addition, approaches that combine qualitative and quantitative methods can 

provide a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the economic impact of 

oil spills. The conclusions drawn from these methods vary according to the scope, 

context, and objectives of the study, but some common themes emerge. Oil spills have a 

significant economic impact on various sectors, including tourism, fishing, and shipping, 

and the costs can be immediate and long-term. This underlines the importance of 

prevention, preparedness, and rapid, effective response. Finally, the economic effects of 

an oil spill are interconnected and multidimensional, requiring an integrated approach 

that considers the environment, economy, and society for comprehensive understanding 

and management. 

 

2.3 Maritime transport 

The shipping industry is at the heart of the global economy, facilitating trade and 

connecting markets. Consequently, the impact of oil spills in this area is a vital and 

complex topic that requires particular attention. This section provides a detailed analysis 

of research related to maritime transport and oil spills, and assesses current policies, 

regulations, and industry practices. 

 

A. Detailed analysis of research into maritime transport and oil spills 

In analysing economic and environmental impacts, the costs associated with cleaning up 

and repairing an oil spill can be monumental, as the example of the Exxon Valdez oil spill 

in 1989 revealed, with costs running into billions of dollars and impacting the local and 

regional economy (Talley, 2000). Oil spills can also affect other sectors such as tourism 

and fishing, causing considerable indirect economic losses. Environmentally, spills can 

have persistent effects on the environment, with long-term damage such as 

contamination of marine habitats and damage to species lasting for decades (Peterson et 

al., 2003). In terms of risk and prevention, quantitative risk assessment helps to 

understand the likelihood of oil spills and informs prevention measures (Ronza et al., 

2003). Technological advances, such as navigation and detection systems, can improve 

safety and reduce the risk of spills (Wang et al., 2008). Implementing strict regulations, 

monitoring compliance, training crews, and raising awareness of best practice can also 

play a vital role in spill prevention. Finally, the liability structure and the role of insurance 

companies are essential in risk management and damage compensation. Exploring the 

liability structure helps to understand who is liable in the event of an oil spill and how 

damages are compensated (Faure and Heine, 2005). Research in this area also examines 

how insurance companies assess risk, set premiums, and participate in the compensation 

process. These elements reflect the complexity of the interplay between economic, 
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environmental, regulatory, and industrial issues in the shipping sector and highlight the 

need for a holistic understanding to effectively inform policy and practice. 

 

B. Evaluation of policies, regulations, and industrial practices 

International governance of maritime transport has long been characterised by a series of 

multilateral agreements and initiatives, with international efforts to standardise 

regulations and promote responsible practices worldwide. Among these efforts, the 

International Maritime Organisation (IMO) oversees the International Convention for the 

Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), a major agreement that sets standards for 

the prevention of marine pollution, including oil spills (Frank, 2006). While these 

measures have been effective in reducing the overall number of oil spill incidents, 

implementation and enforcement vary widely between countries, and compliance and 

monitoring challenges remain (DeSombre, 2006). Many other international agreements 

and initiatives target various aspects of maritime safety and environmental protection, 

with their effectiveness often linked to the willingness of states to adopt and implement 

them. At the same time, national regulations play a complementary role to international 

agreements, by adapting and reinforcing standards to specific national contexts. For 

example, the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 in the United States greatly strengthened the 

regulation of oil spills, establishing strict requirements for liability and emergency 

preparedness (Ramseur, 2010).  

 As a major maritime power, the actions of the United States can have a 

considerable influence on international standards. National regulations often need to be 

adapted to meet the unique challenges and opportunities of each country, taking into 

account economic, environmental, and social considerations. Industrial safety and 

engineering practices are also fundamental to reducing the risk of oil spills.  

 The adoption of higher standards, such as the introduction and adoption of safety 

and engineering standards in ship design and operation, can significantly reduce the risk 

of spills (Cullinane and Bergqvist, 2014). Certification processes and regular audits 

ensure that these standards are met. Innovation in oil spill prevention and response 

technology, as well as an ongoing commitment to research and development, are 

essential to maintaining and improving safety standards. In conclusion, the combination 

of international policies, national regulations, and industry practices creates a complex 

system of governance for maritime transport.  

 The cohesion and effectiveness of this system depend on collaboration and 

commitment between governments, international organisations, industry, and other 

stakeholders. Continuous evaluation and review of these elements is crucial to ensure an 

adequate response to the changing challenges of maritime transport and the protection 

of the marine environment. 

 

2.4 Policies and regulations 

Oil spill regulations and policies are essential to prevent and control oil spills from 

shipping and other sources. The effectiveness of these measures relies on a combination 

of international legislation, national regulations, and political will. This section 
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summarises research on oil spill legislation and regulations and discusses the 

effectiveness of prevention and control measures. 

 

A. Summary of research on laws and regulations 

a. International laws 

The MARPOL Convention, formally known as the International Convention for the 

Prevention of Pollution from Ships, is the key instrument in the international regulation 

of oil spills (Frank, 2006). It comprises six different annexes covering various forms of 

pollution from ships. Annex I, in particular, concerns oil pollution and contains 

provisions relating to the prevention of, preparedness for, and response to oil spills. 

Although the MARPOL Convention establishes a universal framework, its application 

and compliance vary considerably between Member States, and compliance mechanisms 

can be uneven (DeSombre, 2006; Mitchell, 1994). 

 

b. National regulations 

National regulations are designed to play a complementary role to international 

agreements, by adapting and reinforcing standards to specific contexts. For example, in 

the United States, the Oil Pollution Act (OPA) of 1990 establishes strict regulations 

concerning liability, emergency preparedness, and clean-up after an oil spill (Ramseur, 

2010). This law introduced a no-fault liability system and increased preparedness 

requirements for owners and operators of ships and oil terminals. Other nations have 

introduced similar regulations, reflecting international obligations while taking local 

conditions into account. For example, Australia's Marine Environmental Protection Act 

sets out obligations for preventing and responding to oil spills, and establishes a liability 

regime for damage (Gullett, 2011; Rothwell & Stephens, 2016). 

 

c. Regional protocols 

Beyond international and national laws, some regional protocols provide additional 

structures for regional cooperation in oil spill prevention and response. For example, the 

Barcelona Convention for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea against Pollution from 

Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter provides a framework for the protection of the 

Mediterranean Sea and coastal region (Bethoux et al., 1990). This includes specific 

measures for the prevention of pollution from oil spills and cooperation in the event of 

emergencies. Other regional agreements, such as the Nairobi Agreement for the 

Prevention, Monitoring, and Control of Marine Pollution in East Africa (UNEP, 1985), 

show how regional cooperation can offer a tailored approach to meeting the specific 

environmental challenges of a region. The regulation of oil spills is a complex area 

involving interaction between international, national, and regional laws. The 

complementarity of these levels of governance enables a more comprehensive and 

flexible response to the challenges posed by marine pollution. However, the effectiveness 

of this system requires adequate coordination, the commitment of Member States, and 

rigorous enforcement at all levels (Tan, 2006). Ongoing research and evaluation of these 

regulations are essential to ensure their relevance and effectiveness in meeting the 
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changing challenges of maritime transport and marine environmental protection (Klein, 

2007; Faure, 2008). 

 

B. Discussion of the effectiveness of prevention and control measures 

a. Application and compliance assessment 

Effective enforcement of, and compliance with, laws and regulations are essential to 

achieving oil spill prevention and control objectives. Unfortunately, research has shown 

that these aspects can often be uneven, resulting in gaps in protection. Cohen's (2008) 

research illustrated this problem, highlighting significant differences in monitoring and 

compliance across different countries and regions. The reason for this variation may be 

related to factors such as institutional capacity, corruption, and the resources available 

for enforcement (Bloor et al., 2013). 

 

b. Impact of technological innovations 

Technological innovations can offer new opportunities to improve the prevention and 

control of oil spills. Remote monitoring systems, for example, can provide continuous, 

real-time monitoring of ships and oil installations (Levy et al., 2012). This can enable early 

detection of spills and facilitate a rapid and effective response (Mishra et al., 2017). The 

adoption of clean technologies and environmentally friendly ship design can also help 

reduce the risk of spills (Acciaro et al., 2014). 

 

c. Role of international agencies and bodies 

International agencies and organisations, such as the International Maritime 

Organisation (IMO), play a key role in coordinating and harmonising international 

regulations. However, their effectiveness can be hampered by political, economic, and 

jurisdictional considerations (Tsimplis, 2009; Ringbom, 2011). Conflicts of interest 

between Member States and pressure from industry can sometimes compromise the 

effectiveness of these organisations in implementing regulations (Grilo et al. 2012). 

 

d. Unexpected side effects 

It is also essential to recognise that some regulations can have unintended side effects. 

For example, strict regulation in one jurisdiction can sometimes drive operators to 

jurisdictions with weaker regulation, creating so-called flags of convenience (Alderton & 

Winchester, 2002; Yliskylä-Peuralahti, 2015). This can have the consequence of reducing 

accountability and complicating the enforcement of international regulations. The 

complexity of oil spill policies and regulations reflects the multi-dimensional nature of 

the problem. Research indicates that, although substantial progress has been made, 

challenges remain in the implementation, compliance, and harmonisation of regulations.  

The future of oil spill prevention and control requires an integrated approach, combining 

legislation, technology, regional and international cooperation, and strong political will 

(OECD, 2010). This approach requires ongoing collaboration between governments, 

regulators, industry, and other stakeholders to ensure effective and resilient governance 
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of the risks associated with maritime transport and the protection of the marine 

environment (Zhao et al., 2016; Biermann & Pattberg, 2008). 

 

3. Methodology 

 

As part of this literature review, a systematic and rigorous methodology was employed 

to examine, synthesise and evaluate existing research on the impact of oil spills on the 

economy, the environment, and maritime transport, with a particular focus on policies, 

regulations, and industry practices. The following section details the sources used and 

the selection criteria applied in this study. 

 

3.1 Sources and selection criteria 

A. Description of the databases and search criteria used 

a. Databases 

The search was conducted using several academic databases, including PubMed, Scopus, 

ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. These databases were chosen for their broad coverage 

of disciplines such as ecology, economics, maritime law, and environmental science. 

 

b. Keywords 

A combination of keywords and phrases was used to focus the search. Keywords include 

"oil spill", "maritime transport", "environmental regulation", "economic impact", 

"fishing", "tourism", etc. 

 

c. Search filters 

Filters have been applied to restrict the search to articles published in English between 

1980 and 2023, in order to capture both historical and contemporary perspectives. 

 

B. Explanation of inclusion and exclusion criteria 

a. Inclusion criteria 

The studies included in this review had to meet several specific criteria: 

● Empirical or theoretical research into the impact of oil spills. 

● Studies focusing specifically on economic, environmental, or maritime transport 

aspects. 

● Publication in a peer-reviewed journal to ensure quality and reliability. 

 

b. Exclusion criteria 

The following studies were excluded from the review: 

● Non-peer-reviewed articles, such as editorials, letters, and comments. 

● Studies not focusing directly on oil spills or their impact on areas of interest. 

● Redundant work or work that has been refuted by subsequent research. 

 The methodology employed in this literature review ensures a comprehensive and 

systematic approach to examining existing work on the complex subject of oil spills. By 

using diversified databases and applying rigorous selection criteria, this review provides 
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a nuanced and robust analysis that contributes significantly to the understanding of the 

multidimensional impact of oil spills on the economy, the environment, and maritime 

transport. The transparency and precision of this methodology reinforce the validity and 

reliability of the review's conclusions, making this research an important contribution to 

the academic literature in this field. 

 

4. Results  

 

The following section presents a summary of the main findings of this systematic review, 

which explored the impact of oil spills on the economy, the environment, maritime 

transport, and associated policies and regulations. The results are structured to 

summarise the main findings of the literature reviewed, identifying recurring themes and 

emerging trends. The discussion also serves to contextualise these findings within the 

wider academic and practical field. A review of the literature reveals a nuanced 

understanding of the short- and long-term effects of oil spills on the environment. 

Immediate damage is well documented (Leighton, 1993; VanBlaricom 1990), while long-

term impacts require further study (Peterson et al., 2003; Lin and Mendelssohn, 2012). 

The literature also highlights the need for an interdisciplinary approach to fully 

understand the extent and duration of environmental impacts, and further research into 

restoration strategies and the resilience of affected ecosystems is required (Geraci & St. 

Aubin, 1990; Culbertson et al., 2008; Duke et al., 2000). Oil spills have far-reaching and 

diverse economic consequences that affect several sectors, including shipping (Talley, 

2000), fisheries (Sumaila et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2003), and tourism (Hall & Stoffels 

2006; Moreno et al. 2011). The direct and indirect costs are enormous and can have long-

term repercussions (Vann, & Meltz, 2013). Understanding these economic impacts is 

essential for management, planning, and legislation in regions exposed to such risks 

(Frankel, 2011). Cross-sectoral coordination and proactive planning are needed to 

mitigate these impacts (Bardolet and Sheldon, 2008). The regulation of oil spills is a 

complex area involving interaction between international, national, and regional laws 

(Frank, 2006; DeSombre, 2006). The complementary nature of these levels of governance 

makes for a more comprehensive and flexible response (Mitchell, 1994; Ramseur, 2010). 

The effectiveness of this system requires adequate coordination, the commitment of 

Member States, and rigorous implementation at all levels (Gullett, 2011; Rothwell & 

Stephens, 2016). Future research should focus on assessing the effectiveness of these 

regulations and how they can be improved (Bethoux et al., 1990). Detailed analysis of 

research related to shipping and oil spills reveals the complexity of the interaction 

between economic, environmental, regulatory, and industrial issues in this sector (Talley, 

2000; Kontovas & Psaraftis 2011). The need for a holistic understanding to effectively 

inform policy and practice is highlighted (Lun et al., 2011). Technological advances, the 

implementation of strict regulations, and the structure of responsibilities are key areas 

for future research and development (Ronza et al., 2003; Wang et al., 2008; Faure and 

Heine, 2005). The literature review on oil spills provides a rich and complex overview of 

this multi-dimensional subject. Analysis of the results highlights key findings, identifies 
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gaps and challenges, and suggests directions for future research and policy. It underlines 

the need for an integrated and coordinated approach to tackling this crucial 

environmental and economic challenge. Continued research in this area will contribute 

to a more comprehensive understanding of and more effective response to oil spills, 

informing policymakers, researchers, and practitioners. 

 
Table 1: Summary of work studied 

Section Main themes Key references 

Impact on the 

environment 

- Short- and long-term effects of oil 

spills 

- Consensus and debate in the 

literature 

Leighton (1993); VanBlaricom (1990); 

Geraci & St. Aubin (1990); Peterson et al. 

(2003); Culbertson et al. (2008); Fleeger et 

al. (2003); Heintz et al. (1999); etc. 

Impact on the 

economy 

- Economic effects on shipping, 

fishing and tourism 

Talley (2000); Kontovas & Psaraftis (2011); 

Sumaila et al. (2012); Granger et al. (2016); 

Linden and Palsson (2013); Buckley et al. 

(2009); Hannesson (1998); etc. 

Maritime 

transport 

- Research into maritime transport 

and oil spills 

- Policies, regulations, and industrial 

practices 

Talley (2000); Wang et al. (2008); Frank 

(2006); Cullinane and Bergqvist (2014); 

Cohen (2008); Faure and Heine (2005); 

Levy et al. (2012); etc. 

Policies and 

regulations 

- International laws, national 

regulations, regional protocols  

- Effectiveness of prevention and 

control measures 

Frank (2006); DeSombre (2006); Ramseur 

(2010); Rothwell & Stephens (2016); 

Gunningham and Sinclair (2002); 

Morrison et al. (2008); etc. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

5.1 Interpretation of results 

The results of this review highlight the complexity inherent in the study of oil spills. 

Environmental impacts, while widely recognised, present challenges in terms of 

understanding long-term effects and restoring affected ecosystems (Peterson et al., 2003; 

Lin and Mendelssohn, 2012). The economic consequences, while substantial, require a 

more nuanced assessment of direct and indirect costs (Talley, 2000).  

 Regulation, while essential, presents challenges in terms of coordination and 

enforcement (Frank, 2006; Gullett, 2011). Maritime transport, as a key sector, requires 

particular attention in terms of liability, technology, and risk management (Talley, 2000; 

Kontovas & Psaraftis, 2011). 

 

5.2 Implications 

The implications of this review are wide-ranging and touch on a number of areas. 

Environmentally, it highlights the need for continued research into restoration and 

prevention methods. Economically, it calls for a more comprehensive assessment of the 

costs and benefits of different mitigation strategies.  

 On the regulatory front, it suggests greater coordination between the different 

levels of governance. In industrial terms, it highlights the need for responsible 

management and technological innovation in the maritime transport sector. 
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5.3 Limitations and future challenges 

As with any literature review, this article has certain limitations. The availability and 

quality of studies may influence conclusions. In addition, the interdisciplinary nature of 

the subject requires careful integration of various disciplines, which may present 

methodological challenges. Future challenges include the need for more robust empirical 

research in certain areas, such as long-term environmental and economic impacts, and 

assessing the effectiveness of existing regulations. 

 

6. Conclusion  

 

This paper undertook a comprehensive and multi-dimensional literature review on oil 

spills, exploring the environmental, economic, regulatory, and shipping-related impacts. 

The results of this review revealed the complexity inherent in the study and management 

of oil spills, highlighting the need for a holistic understanding and an interdisciplinary 

approach (Talley, 2000; Frank, 2006; Peterson et al., 2003). The contributions of this paper 

lie in its ability to integrate various disciplines and provide a comprehensive analysis of 

the multiple facets of this global problem. It has highlighted the short- and long-term 

challenges associated with oil spills, the direct and indirect costs, the regulatory 

challenges and opportunities, and the implications for the shipping industry (Lin & 

Mendelssohn, 2012; Gullett, 2011; Kontovas & Psaraftis, 2011). The implications of this 

review go beyond a simple academic understanding of the subject. They have 

repercussions for politics, management, industry, and society as a whole. The need for 

effective coordination between the various players, the importance of technological 

innovation, and the urgency of responsible management are themes that emerge clearly 

from this study. In terms of future directions, this article calls for more robust empirical 

research in key areas, such as the assessment of long-term impacts, the effectiveness of 

restoration methods, and the analysis of the costs and benefits of different prevention and 

management strategies. It also highlights the need for ongoing collaboration between 

researchers, decision-makers, industry, and communities to create sustainable and 

effective solutions. In conclusion, this literature review on oil spills makes a significant 

contribution to the understanding of this complex and pressing issue. It provides a sound 

basis for future research, policy, and practice, and highlights the need for an integrated 

and coordinated approach. Oil spills are a global challenge that requires a global 

response, and this paper helps to light the way towards more responsible and sustainable 

management of our precious marine resources. 
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