
In the immediate aftermath of the explosion and fire on the 
Deepwater Horizon (DWH) oil rig, BP activated its two Oil 
Spill Response Organisations (OSRO). Without delay, both 
organisations mobilised the equipment they had available in 
the Gulf of Mexico, including offshore recovery equipment, 
considered to be the best in the US, in the hope that these 
resources would be able to contain and recover the oil from the 
MC252 well before it could affect sensitive areas of the shoreline. 

Rapidly, as the spill escalated and vast quantities of oil 
escaped from the offshore recovery system, the efficiency of the 
equipment deployed was called into question. Recovery at sea 
was considered less effective than anticipated. The sea state, even 
when fair, hindered operations. Encounter rates were low, with 
some skimmers being unsuitable for the type of oil or unable 
to operate in the large, thick slicks of fresh oil around the well. 
When modern devices were eventually imported from Europe, and 
deployed alongside the American devices, they proved to be capable 
of operating in rough seas and recovering larger quantities of oil. 

For slick containment and recovery, in total over 6,000 vessels 
were mobilised, forming a fleet including tugs, barges and oil spill 
response vessels fitted with specialised equipment (floating booms 
and skimmers), as well as a fleet of fishing vessels contracted by 
BP. The extensive involvement of fishermen partially compensated 
for their loss of revenue. Some of them directly contributed to 
in situ burning operations, but the majority were tasked with 
supporting containment and recovery operations at sea, as well 

as towing sorbent booms in inshore waters. Mechanical recovery 
resulted in the collection of around 224,000 metres cubed of oil-
water mixture representing, after settling, 3 to 4 per cent of the 
crude oil spilt and according to estimations, between 8 and 15 per 
cent of the emulsified oil present at the sea surface. 

Difficulties encountered 
Offshore competition with dispersant application and in situ 
burning and inshore competition with the protection of sensitive 
sites penalised recovery in a number of ways: by not always allowing 
access to areas where it could have been the most efficient option 
(thick slicks treated by other methods); by not always providing 
appropriate aerial guidance means (to remain in contact with the 
thickest parts of slicks, to work for as long as possible each day); 

by not providing optimal logistics, in particular in terms of 
vessels of opportunity (VOO). 

Offshore recovery 
A week after the rig sank, the offshore recovery branch consisted 
of 26 vessels capable of working in deep water, seven dedicated tug 
boats and three offshore oil storage barges. In total, over 60 offshore 
skimmers were used at the height of the response, mainly deployed 
by 12 specialised vessels and several US coast guard vessels. 

This capacity to mobilise resources is seen as a resounding 
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GULF OF MEXICO - Crewmembers from U.S. Coast Guard Cutter Harry Claiborne observe the operation of a Vessel of Opportunity Skimming System that they placed 
into the Gulf, May 8, 2010
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success by the oil industry, yet the offshore response faced 
several limitations. For safety reasons, operations could not be 
implemented less than nine kilometres (five nautical miles) from 
the source, meaning that vessels were responding to thin slicks 
and therefore performed relatively poorly. Operations were 
also limited by the sea state, with most skimmers, as well as the 
associated booms, unable to operate beyond sea state three. 

Equipment management 
The large-scale influx of equipment rapidly required it to be 
identified, inventoried, deployed and monitored. The lack of an 
exhaustive database updated in real time for all the equipment 
available to the OSROs in the US was a limiting factor for the 
organisation of operations. 

Mobilisation and performance of skimmers 
In total, 750 skimmers were mobilised, including 72 offshore 
skimmers, 155 near shore skimmers and 522 inshore skimmers. 
The efficiency of the offshore skimmers is difficult to quantify. 
Throughout operations, reports only indicated the quantities 
of oil-water mixture recovered and not the quantities of pure 
oil. Furthermore, given the lack of basic data, it was difficult to 
compare the efficiency of the various skimmers deployed. 

Until this spill, the effective daily recovery capacity (EDRC) 
introduced in 1993 in the wake of the 1990 Oil Pollution Act 
(OPA), was the reference used in terms of response preparedness 
to assess the capacity to treat a given size of spill by recovery at 
sea. This assessment was based solely on the expected performance 
of skimmers, taken either from values measured during tests or 
simply from a certain percentage of the pump's flow rate. 

The DWH spill appears to have highlighted the fact that many 
other parameters affect the efficiency of recovery operations at 
sea. This explains why the performances obtained for this spill 
were far poorer than what could have been expected. 

Storage of recovered oil at sea
Mechanical recovery operations were technically restricted by the 
limited oil storage capacity at sea and initially, by regulations in 
force on acceptable contamination levels for water released into 
the environment after settling. 

Vessels of opportunity 
In terms of mechanical recovery, the rapid mobilisation of a fleet 
of VOOs – fishing vessels (shrimp and oyster boats in particular) 
fitted out and adapted for pollution response (skimming arms, 
pumping/storage equipment) – constitutes one of the key lessons 
in terms of their integration within the overall response at sea. 

A few lessons learned
Among the lessons learned by the US authorities and the oil industry, 
the following points can be highlighted. There is a need to improve 
containment/recovery capacity, in particular in rough seas. There 
is a lack of research on large recovery systems and on increasing 
encounter rates. There is a requirement to revise the EDRC 
calculation method and improve systems and tools for guiding 
recovery operations, in particular by determining slick location 
and thickness. Regulations prohibiting oil release at sea should be 
revised to improve the efficiency of operations, but also to be able 
to conduct experiments at sea. It has been requested that US coast 
guards organise updating of the inventory of available equipment. 
There is also a need for training by the US coast guard for all levels of 
responders on the optimal use and efficiency of recovery equipment 
in near shore waters and its limitations in the case of use in non-
ideal conditions. There has been a recommendation made that the 
US coast guard should request that IMO establishes an international 
inventory of the equipment that could potentially be made available 
in the event of a major incident. Great benefits could be created by 
setting up a national VOO policy with integration in contingency 
plans, training, mobilisation, coordination and compensation. 

This article is based on a bibliographic survey carried out by Cedre (Ivan 
Calvez, Loic Kerambrun and Georges Peigné) on the various operations 
conducted to control the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico
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