Oil Tanks

This information is from The Environment Agency (Southwest)  

Is your Oil Tank safe?
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Do you have oil-fired central heating at home or at work?  Last year in our area alone there were 80 incidents reported to the Environment Agency, where pollution had been caused by lost oil. There were probably many more that we haven’t heard about.  It is a constantly recurring problem.  Just these 80 incidents have cost the Agency £23,000 for our initial response, let alone all the follow-up work to ensure that as much oil as possible has been cleaned up.  

Oil storage tanks very often break when they are full or being filled and, since most hold at least 1,000 litres, the impact on the environment can be devastating.  Remedial work is expensive and time-consuming.   

In some cases oil has flooded through gardens turning the soil toxic and ruining them; it has soaked down into the groundwater too.  It can taint the drinking water through the supply pipes. In one recent case it soaked under a house into its foundations sending fumes into the house; the owner had to move out of the house for almost a year while all the ground floors were dug out, cleared of oil, then sealed and concreted. 

When a tank starts to leak, oil can get into surface drains or ditches.  From there it often ends up in ponds, streams and rivers where it is poisonous to wildlife.

If the oil goes to ground it can follow service pipes or seep down to the groundwater and if there are abstraction points nearby for drinking water they may have to be closed.  Oil may pool underground and boreholes or sumps must be dug and pumped out regularly to remove as much oily water as possible.  Sometimes contaminated earth needs to be removed and replaced.  The cost can run to tens of thousands of pounds and not every house insurance company will pay without an argument over the policy details.

Can I take extra precautions? 
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When you get a new tank, it is worthwhile getting a “bunded” tank, which is in effect a tank within a tank.  It’s a lot safer and takes no more space than the single skinned tank.

Surely my tank won’t fail!
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Many old metal oil tanks are coming to the end of their useful life.  It is important to maintain them ensuring that they are clean and painted and that rust is not hiding weaknesses or pinholes.  Taps, gauges and pipe-work should be tamper-proof and protected from the possibility of accidental knocks.
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Plastic tanks can fail too.  Last summer’s hot weather caused tanks to expand and contract more than usual. UV in the sunlight granulises plastic and makes it more brittle.  The combined effect has caused some single-skinned tanks to split and spill their contents.

Check your tank:
It is well worth getting into the habit of checking your tank once a week or even having a good look at it every time you pass!  Always check it over before having it filled and again afterwards.
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In plastic tanks look for distortion of the tank, any areas where the colour is lighter from stress or actual tearing of the plastic; check the seams for seepage.  Look for oily marks and encrusted rust with metal tanks. 

If you can smell oil you may well have a slow leak. 

Can you see under the tank?  The ground there should be dry and clean.  If the ground under or around the tank is stained, you could be in trouble.

If the oil level is lower than you would have expected or you think you have been using more oil than normal, don’t fill the tank until you have had it and the pipes from it checked.

Also make sure your house insurance covers you not only for the loss of oil and the tank but also for the clean-up operation and third party liability after a spill.

What if I discover a problem?
If you find even a small crack in the tank, call your oil delivery firm or the contractor who installed the tank to get someone to empty it as soon as possible.  Once cracked, the strength and integrity of the tank is compromised and it won’t last long.  Get the tank replaced; if you do not, and you knew it was cracked, your insurance will almost certainly be invalid.  Any oil in the old tank can be transferred to the new one, so don’t delay.

There are spill kits available especially for dealing with oil.  Commercial premises should ensure they have them.  The smallest kits cost  £20 or so but most domestic households don’t buy them, so what should you do if the oil is spilling?  Try to stop the flow and contain the leaking oil, or to absorb it with sand, compost, sawdust or earth.  Stop it reaching the drains.  Call the Environment Agency on 0800 80 70 60 (free 24-hour hotline).  Also call the firm that services your system or, using the OFTEC link below, find a local company that installs oil storage tanks and get their help.   

The moral of the story is that you really must check your own oil tank.  If it is failing but less than 10 years old, you can probably get it replaced under guarantee. When you replace your tank, consider buying a ready bunded tank (with tank and pipe-work within an outer tank) because if one of the tanks fails the other will hold the oil until it is replaced.  It will cost a little more but is considerably safer.  A new bunded tank is much cheaper than the alternative.  It can cost many thousands of pounds to sort out an oil-pollution and that is apart from the inconvenience, the stress, the environmental damage and the legal fees and fines. 

Further information can be obtained from the links below:
Environment Agency 
Oil care advice 
Storing Oil for Home Heating  
Pollution Prevention Guidelines 
PPG 2 Above Ground Oil Storage Tanks 

