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Among the facilities that are increasingly being
used in the world today, especially in deep-sea areas,
are Floating Production, Storage, and Offloading
(FPSO) units. These vessels have two opposing
characteristics: ~ first,  these  facilities  resemble
seagoing ships, and second, the activity of this
technology mainly reflects the fixed installations of
these structures, with only a few of these vessels
capable of crossing the oceans. In this research, using
the descriptive-analytical method, we have examined
these two components within the framework of
international ~ conventions on the limitation of
liability and the procedures of the hearin? authorities
in different parts of the world. As a result, it can be
acknowledged that as long as the main connection of
the Floating Production, Storage, and Offloading
unit, i.e., the riser, is connected to the seabed and is
operating, it is considered a fixed installation. After
this connection is separated from the seabed, the
vessel in question, whether it has the ability to move
or lacks this feature, or whether it is moving or
stationary, is considered a ship, and as a result, the
legal regime of ships should be applied to it.

Cite this article: Hajian, Mohammad Mahdi; Safabahar, Hannanneh (2025)* Legal regime of
Floating, Production, Storage and Offloading” Energy Law Studies, 11 (1): 99- 120. DOI:
https://doi.com/10.22059/JRELS.2025.376510.557

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tehran Press.
BY NC




Energy Law Studies, Volum 11, Issue 1, 2025 100

Introduction

In recent decades, the global depletion of onshore hydrocarbon
reserves has prompted the oil and gas industry to move increasingly
toward offshore and deep-sea fields. Among the offshore facilities
developed to address these challenges, Floating Production, Storage,
and Offloading units (FPSOs) have emerged as one of the most
flexible and cost-effective solutions. FPSOs perform multiple
functions,  producing, processing, storing, and offloading
hydrocarbons, without the need for permanent pipeline connections or
fixed platforms. However, their dual nature has generated significant
legal ambiguities: should these units be considered “ships” under
maritime law or “fixed offshore installations” under the legal regime
of continental shelf operations? This question carries profound
implications for areas such as liability limitation, pollution
compensation, ownership transfer, registration, insurance, and the
application of international conventions. The present study
investigates the legal status of FPSOs through a descriptive—analytical
approach, focusing on international conventions, IMO guidelines, and
judicial precedents from different jurisdictions.

Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical method. It
examines the dual legal nature of FPSOs by comparing their structural
characteristics with their operational behavior and legal treatment
under international maritime conventions. The key instruments
analyzed include the International Convention on Limitation of
Liability for Maritime Claims (LLMC 1976) and the International
Convention on Civil Liability for Oil Pollution Damage (CLC 1969),
as well as the MARPOL, SOLAS, and STCW conventions and related
IMO circulars. A comparative analysis of case law, notably the Slops
case, the Cossack Pioneer decision by the Australian Administrative
Appeals Tribunal, and Perks v. Clark, was undertaken to identify
practical interpretations by courts and authorities. The study also
incorporates guidance from the IMO regarding safety, environmental,
and training provisions applicable to FPSOs and FSUs (Floating
Storage Units).

Conclusions
The study concludes that FPSOs, while sharing visual and mechanical
similarities with ships, must be legally categorized according to their
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operational phase. As long as the riser is connected and production is
underway, the FPSO functions as a fixed offshore installation,
excluded from maritime conventions such as LLMC and CLC. Once
the riser is disconnected and the unit is capable of movement, whether
by its own propulsion or towing, it becomes a ship, thereby subject to
the legal regime applicable to vessels, including the conventions on
limitation of liability and oil pollution damage.

This functional and situational approach best accommodates the
complex reality of FPSO operations. It also aligns with the principle
of narrow interpretation of limitation regimes in maritime law,
ensuring that the application of LLMC and CLC remains exceptional.
Furthermore, adopting a dual legal recognition model harmonizes with
IMO’s technical guidance and international judicial practice,
promoting legal certainty and uniformity in offshore operations.
Ultimately, the research underscores the necessity of a pragmatic
hybrid regime for FPSOs, one that respects their unique engineering
and operational characteristics while ensuring accountability and
environmental protection. Legislators and contracting parties in the
offshore sector must therefore tailor their contractual and regulatory
frameworks to the dual identity of FPSOs, applying maritime
conventions only when these units operate as vessels and enforcing
offshore safety and environmental regimes when they act as fixed
installations.
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1. “...constructed or adapted for the carriage of oil in bulk as cargo...”.

2. carriage

3. Holding

4. Storing

5. Dean, P., Shaddick, S. (2012). “The legal and regulatory Trearment of FPSOs,
with a focus on limitation of liability”. London. Holman Fenwick Willan LLP. p. 5.
6. ...a ship capable of carrying oil and other cargoes shall be regarded as a ship only
when it is actually carrying oil in bulk as cargo...
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1. Guidance for the application of safety, security and environmental protection
provisions to FPSOs and FSUs

2. Annex of Guidance for the application of safety, security and environmental
protection provisions to FPSOs and FSUs. article (3).

3. International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS)

4. The International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and

Watchkeeping for Seafarers (or STCW).
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United States Coast Gard U.S Department of Homeland Security. “national maritime

center” available at:https://www.dco.uscg.mil/nmc/stcw/
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1. Load line
2. International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL)

3. Annex of Guidance for the application of safety, security and environmental
protection provisions to FPSOs and FSUs. Atrticle (6)

4. 1bid, Article (7)

5. Recommendations for the training and certification of personnel on Mobile
Offshore Units (MOUs)
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