
An eye on P&I: A marine 
podcast from Marsh
Episode 19: The X-Press Pearl – How events unfolded

In May 2021, the 
container ship X-Press 
Pearl, just three 
months old, suffered a 
catastrophic fire and 
total loss off Colombo, 
Sri Lanka.  

 

The incident began with leaking nitric 
acid containers, and despite repeated 
requests, discharge and assistance 
were denied at multiple ports, con-
tributing to an arguably avoidable 
disaster. 

Key takeaways

The incident: 

Highlights critical gaps in port assistance and 
hazardous cargo management.

Underscores the severe environmental 
consequences of plastic pellet pollution.

Illustrates the complexity and scale of claims 
arising from modern container ship casualties.

Emphasises the urgent need for improved 
international cooperation and stronger 
regulations on hazardous cargo carriage and 
places of refuge.

Environmental and operational impact

•	 Extensive pollution including approximately 
80 billion plastic nurdles spilled onto Sri 
Lankan shores. These are persistent and 
difficult to clean up.

•	 Environmental damage from chemical, oil, 
and smoke pollution, as well as the presence 
of the wreck.

Wreck removal was completed by  
January 2024.

Claims exposure

Owners face significant claims including  
hull loss and multiple P&I claims covering 
environmental damage, wreck removal,  
cargo loss, and crew-related expenses.
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