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Loss Prevention Circular No. 14-05 
 
Global lube oil and additive supply shortage 
 
 
 
Background 
The marine lubricants industry has been walking a 
supply tightrope since the end of 2004. The industry 
is now facing a new and deepening supply crisis 
compounded by a period of unprecedented raw 
material price increases. The price of heavy base oil, 
one of the key components in the manufacturing of 
marine lubricants, has increased by over 50% in the 
past 12 months, while many of the additive 
components have increased by in excess of 40%.   

The full gravity of the situation became clear when a 
fire at the Chevron Oronite plant in Singapore caused 
a shortage of cylinder oil additives in the local area. 
Hurricane Katrina has since that time damaged 
similar facilities in the US Gulf coast and thus 
exacerbating the problem. 

Consequences 
In addition to a shortage of lube oil, shipowners will most probably be facing situations where lube 
oil with the required BN (Base Number) cannot be supplied. The low BN cylinder oil with BN levels 
of 40 - 50 - 60 will most likely be easier to obtain than the high BN level oil. A high sulphur level in 
fuel oil necessitates a high BN in lube oil. The low BN lube oils generally require a sulphur content 
of maximum 3% for proper performance.  

Loss Prevention 
The lube oil industry and the main engine manufacturers are issuing service letters and technical 
bulletins to shipowners these days. The letters and bulletins describe the shipowners’ options to 
blend high and low BN oils and adjusting the feed rates. It is also not recommended to take fuel 
with a sulphur level higher than 3%. The general assumption is that proper adjustment of feed 
rates, proper blending of lube oils and the use of low sulphur fuel will not create operational 
problems. This might be the plausible way to ensure that the industry goes through this difficult 
period with minimum disruption. 

However, the other side of the picture is that the above measures may create a slight increase in 
cylinder wear and some reduction in performance. It is therefore important from a maintenance 
point that the ship operator conduct a scavenge air port inspection before commencing operation 
on the low BN oil. A baseline reference for cylinder condition can then be established.  

Shipowners and managers must contact their lube oil and fuel suppliers – and their engine 
manufacturers – to obtain the correct guidelines for operation of their own specific equipment with 
low BN lube oil and low sulphur fuel.    

 


