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The Accident of the 'Prestige': 
Natural Catastrophe, Political Mishandling, National Emergency

Xoán M. Paredes¹

"Third world countries are news only when there is a catastrophe" 
That is our situation.

In the northwest corner of Iberia, Galicia²  struggles for survival.  For the last
years it used to be 'just' a socio-political and cultural issue. Now it became, once more, a
primal sentiment of collective endurance. 

You heard about it and you saw it: On 13th  November 2002 an oil-tanker called
'Prestige' reported a water leak  some miles  off the Galician shore. The captain of the
ship soon realised  the gravity of the situation.  Indeed, the Prestige was an obsolete
single-hulled ship, banned from entering ports in Norway and Portugal. An oil-tanker
everybody knew was a constant peril, yet it still had all the licenses to carry toxic cargo.

An accident occurred, and many are to blame: from the captain to the Bahamas
government, where the ship was registered under the shield of permissive international
regulations. In truth, a number of countries that used its services regularly are to blame
as well,  from  the  UK to Latvia, not to mention the different EU state members that
happily allowed passage through their waters, or the many harbours around the world
that allowed the Prestige to dock there without conducting proper safety checks.

That tanker should not had been sailing the Oceans.
We Galicians  know it  well.  We know it  well  because this  is  the fifth major

accident of an oil-tanker in our coasts since 1976, and the third oil-spillage. We know it
well because we are a country of sailors. We know it well because due to Galicia's
strategic location: some 122 ships like the Prestige cross our territorial  waters every
month;  and  yet  we  have  no  saying,  because  we  are  curtailed  from  international
representation and basic control over our own judisdictional waters.

Nevertheless, an accident waiting to happen did occur and the least one expects
is a proper and responsible – professional – response in such circumstances. Actually,
the captain asked for permission to immediately dock in the port of Corunna. Nobody in
Galicia needed any expert opinion in order to know that that was the best option: take it
to port, immobilise it,  put barriers around it and pump the oil  out, quickly. The port
would have been contaminated, even the bay could have been damaged to some extent,
but this is called to minimise a risk. 

The permission was denied. 
Now more than 1,000  kilometres along the Galician coast are seriously affected,

and the oil-slick has not yet stopped, reaching Northern Portugal and France.
Certainly, in a crisis situation politicians – those in the government – have the

duty to perform their role, decide and take action, based on expert opinion when they
don't know any better, and common sense.  Yet, somehow and very conveniently, the
Galician President - Mr. Fraga – was hunting when it all happened (he denied it at first
and  it  was  later  confirmed).  Following  his  example,  the  whole  of  the  Galician
Government  went  missing,  transferring  all  responsibility  to  the  Spanish  central
government. 



Where was our government? Where were our centuries of sailing experience?
Others had to decide for us. Some analysts argue that, in fact, this was a move by the
Galician  President  in  order  to  avoid  public  controversy,  since  we  are  having local
elections next Spring. Undoubtedly, if that was his intention, everything went terribly
wrong  for  him.  But  I  honestly  consider  it  simply  as  the  cowardice  of  a  decrepit
individual, who has held an iron grip on the presidency for the last 13 years. Someone
who was a minister for Franco³ – minister of information and propaganda in a fascist
regime – someone with blood on his hands who now is a newly-born democrat, expert
in practices such as clientelism, media control and nepotism.

Summarising: after the captain reported the problem on the 13th, the first of a
series of awful wrong decisions was taken by the bureaucrats in Madrid, following the
advice of (oh my!) the Spanish Navy. This came to be the most simplistic and naive of
all: "take it away", "the farther the better". This went into direct contradiction will all
technical reports, including those from the Dutch company in charge of towing the ship
away.  The  responsibility  for  that  decision  was  later  acknowledged  by  the  Spanish
Minister for Development, Mr. Cascos.

In that moment, everyone knew that it was just a matter of time until the Prestige
would sink and provoke a greater catastrophe. Yet, no official precaution was taken, and
the Spanish government is still supporting that decision. 

On the day after the Galician President went to the opening of the 5th Congress
of the Spanish Oil Dealers... The Spanish President – Mr. Aznar – remained silent. 

The Prestige was taken north, leaving a trail of fuel behind. It was obvious that
the fuel would eventually come to coast, damaging an unique and one of the richest
marine ecosystems in the world. Just to mention: Galicia is a fishing world power; for
instance, we harvest in our waters almost fifty per cent of the mussels' production in the
world, and Galicia alone probably has the largest fishing fleet in Europe.

Spanish authorities denied any problem, any complication. Galician authorities
remained  missing  in  action.  Occassionally,  some minister  would  come out  to  offer
contradictory information. Officials were banned from making any public declaration
without the authorisation of a superior.

In  this  spiral  of  absurdity  the  Spanish  Minister  for  Defence  –  Mr.  Trillo  –
thought of bombing the ship in order to stop the spillage... that is to say, swaping marine
pollution for acid rain, for starters. 

Not happy with that, the authorities realised that if the Prestige sank in Spanish
waters it would be a Spanish responsibility to fix the possible legal mess so, on the 15th

of  November  (two days  later),  the  order  was  given to  take  it  south,  to  Portuguese
waters. This way it would become someone else's responsibility. The Portuguese went
furious, and they had a very good point. Portugal  proceeded to station two warships
near the Portuguese-Galician sea border in order to prevent any unauthorised entry in
their waters; who can blame them. By the way, at that stage the Portuguese authorities
had fully prepared the northern area of the country for the possible arrival of an oil
slick, mobilising all necessary resources.

The Prestige, split in two halves, sank on the 19th of November. The fuel left on
its  way  (over  7,000  tons)  would  soon  arrive  to  the  Galician  coasts  –  stubbornly
contradicting  the  Spanish  vice-president  (Mr.  Rajoy),  who  had  ordered the  oil  to
gracefully disperse, while telling the press that he didn't predict any more spillages.

This  was  simply  the  beginning,  because  when  the  Prestige  actually  sank  a
second "spot" emerged. This one was as big as the isle of Tenerife, 10,000 tons of slow
death approaching our country, and there was little we could do. Desperation appeared.



In  the  light  of the  sluggish reaction,  political  cowardice,  lack  of  means  and
co-ordination, thousands of locals and volunteers flocked to the beaches in order to help
up  in  the  cleaning  process.  Fishermen  used  their  own  resources  while  at  it,  even
attempting to block the entrance of the bays with fleets of up to 1,000 fishing boats
forming long lines as improvised barriers.

In the meantime, locals and volunteers only count with their own resources. The
Galician government did not provide any – or little – help. At some stage, the Galician
Minister for Fishing and Maritime Affairs – Mr. López Veiga – said that barriers in the
entrance of the rias were not necessary because, in case you do not know, they are very
expensive, and the risk was "not so imminent" (his words). The Galician Government
hired a cleaning company, a company that would not allow volunteers to work with
them so it  could have more benefits.  Lets add that the mentioned company had the
protection of the Spanish Army, in case anyone decided to get too bold.

 I do not need to say that there were many tense, even violent, episodes in the
Galician beaches: against that company, against the politicians who went there for the
sake of a picture or against the official media. 

Again,  contradicting  the Spanish vice-president,  the oil  slick hit  the Galician
coast on the 1st of December in full force. Did I say oil slick? Sorry, officially there was
no oil slick.

From that moment on a completely outrageous panorama developed: both the
Galician and Spanish governments again denied complications, and citizens went into
unrest, feeling they were victims of a major mockery. 

Around  300,000  outraged  people  gathered  in  a  demonstration  held  in  the
Galician capital,  Compostela,  on the 1st of December.  They were demanding stricter
laws, the consideration of Galicia as a ‘disaster area’, and the immediate resignation of
both the Galician and Spanish presidents. Those people were qualified by the Galician
president  as  "3,000 nobodies"  (he forgot  two zeros),  and the impact  on the official
media was minimised. 

We assisted in atonishment to live censorship on that official media: confirmed
lies,  contradictory  (official)  statements,  information  manipulation offering  just  the
‘bright side of things’, and so on. As the President said "all goes smoothly".

Further protests followed: a demonstration of 20,000 musicians (making noise!)
on  the  6th of  December;  a  "voluntary  blackout"  on  the  night  of  the  27th,  where  all
Galicians  and  coastal  municipalities  turned  off  the  lights  for  five  minutes;  a
demonstration of 15,000 people holding black crosses – the Wake for the Sea – on the
28th; and a myriad of different initiatives across the country. In the meantime over 100
people required medical  assistance  following the brutal  repression from the Spanish
police. But the repressive forces could not silence us.

The Spanish Government denied up to the 5th of December that the Prestige was
continuously leaking oil underwater. They denied it even though they had the pictures,
and they only admitted it when a new debate broke out on whether or not the Spanish
Government had bought the silence of the French specialists in charge of the submarine
inspection.  The social  pressure  was too  intense.  Indeed,  the Prestige is  now slowly
leaking its remaining 50,000 tons, leaking 125 tons of fuel a day from its abyssal grave.

Lets  say  that  right  know  the  protests  continue  but  no  official  reaction  is
envisaged apart from conceding a miserable grant of €1,200 a month per household.
This is only to be assured for the first six months.

There are a myriad of surrealistic personal stories giving examples of the abuse
individuals are suffering and the rampant informative manipulation. It was not enough
with the avoidable  accident,  it  was  not  enough with making a  mess  of  it,  now the



problems must be silenced.  For them, Galicians must shut up, clean it up, and then
emigrate.

In summary, which are the consequences?
The ecological disaster is heartbreaking: a bird-species is already on the verge of

extinction.  All  Galician  maritime  national  parks  and  protected  areas  have  been
dramatically  affected.  The natural  life  of  the  rias could  be  partially  wiped out  and
medical reports evidence that this oil  is a risk factor in the development of cancer. It
will obviously also provoke all sort of health complications to both people and wildlife.
This has been already defined as the biggest catastrophe of its type in history, since no
other spillage has affected a human community so much. 

The  oil  slick  is  now  spreading  towards  Portugal  and  France  as  mentioned,
leaving its trail in the northern Spanish and Basque coasts.

The  economic  repercussions  are  incommensurable,  since  Galicia  is  greatly
dependant on fishing. To put it simple, this may bring ruin to thousands of people. Still,
Galicia is not considered a 'disaster area'; it seems like the priority is to keep up the
appearances. 

On the other hand, it looks as if  this major blow had awaken Galician society,
adding this social unrest to the past catastrophes we have been suffering since Galicia
was invaded at the end of the 15th century. We were a colony then and, in the light of the
economic figures and the treatment we are receiving, we still are.

The  political  consequences  remain  to  be  seen.  As  usual,  no  dismissal  or
resignation is  expected,  as  "everything  is  going  so  smoothly".  Yet,  for  many  this
absolute mess was, quite simply, the last straw of a series of negligent activities from
both the national and state governments. Two votes of no confidence against the puppet
Galician  Government  are  on  their  way  in  the  Galician  Parliament.  The  party  in
government already accepted a loss of 5 to 6 per cent of their electorate; independent
reports increase that figure to 10 or even 15 per cent.

Meanwhile,  in this apparent democracy of ours, where clientelism and media
censorship  are  rampant,  we  will  yet  have  to  thank  our  miseries'  providers.  As  the
Spanish vice-president – Mr Rajoy - said (because the President was missing for three
weeks): "it all went reasonably well".

He still is the vice-president, and he'll be so while some people is packing up
their bags and others are desperately – and pointlessly – trying to clean up the oil with
their own hands, passing away when they breath it for too long.

Fortunately,  several  judicial  causes  are  already  opened  in  order  to  clarify
personal responsibilities. The Spanish Government has become the clown of Europe,
and they deserved it indeed.

This is what is happening in my – partially dead – country.

¹ Xoán M. Paredes comes from the Galician coastal city of Pontevedra, once the main Galician port,  and a very
sensitive community in  relation  to  issues  of  sea  and  fluvial  pollution.  He  is  currently  working  at  the  Dept.  of
Geography (UCC).
² Galicia is an 'Autonomous Community' within the framework of the Spanish State. Galicia  is one of the oldest
European nations, effectively independent for centuries. However, historical misfortune and  a number of ups and
downs saw Galicia being invaded by Spain. Yet, Galicia preserves its own personality, pride and longing for freedom.
³ Franco was an insurgent general who led a section of the Spanish Army – the “Nationals” - during the Spanish Civil
War (1936-1939). After victory, he established a dictatorial far-right Spanish-nationalist regime which lasted until his
death, in 1975. He personally appointed the current Head of State of Spain, King Juan Carlos I.



Internet resources (in English):

- General information on Galicia (in English and Dutch):
www.elandnet.org/links/en/Europe/Galicia/

- Protest! (send an e-mail to both the Spanish and Galician presidents and also to Romano Prodi from the WWF+ADENA+Vieiros
servers. The website is half in Galician and half in Spanish, but the procedure is quite straightforward; passport number required):
www.wwf.es/campania_prestige01.php

- Plataforma Nunca Máis' ('Never Again' campaign ) (in Galician):
www.plataformanuncamais.org

- 'Plataforma A Burla Negra' (outraged citizens against the ‘Black Mockery’):
http://burlanegra.vieiros.com/; 
English Version:  http://burlanegra.vieiros.com/home.php?lang=ing (from here it is possible to sign a manifesto that will be later
taken to the authorities; passport number required).

- Book of condolences, and petition signing (in English, Galician and Spanish; passport number required):
www.leliadoura.com/prestige.asp

- ADEGA - Ecologist Association of Galicia (in Galician and English):
www.adegagaliza.org

- Vieiros Special: the bets fully-dedicated site, from the online newspaper Vieiros (in Galician):
http://mais.vieiros.com/desastreprestige

Xoán Paredes, Corcaigh (Éire), December 2002
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