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This Guide is provided by IPIECA to assist industry and 
governments in the preparation of oil spill contingency plans.  
It focuses on spills on water, primarily from ships, but also  
contains information relevant to spills from exploration and 
production activities.

The tiered response
Oil risks and the responses they require should be classified 
according to the size of spill and its proximity to a company’s 
operating facility. This leads to the concept of a ‘Tiered response’ 
to oil spills.

A contingency plan should cover each Tier and be directly 
related to the company’s potential spill scenarios.

The Tiered response:

Tier 1:  Operational-type spills that may occur at or near a 
company’s own facilities as a consequence of its own 
activities. An individual company would typically provide 
resources to respond at this Tier.

Tier 2:  A larger spill in the vicinity of a company’s facilities 
where resources from other companies, industries and 
possibly government agencies can be called in on a 
mutual aid basis.

Tier 3:  larger spills where substantial further resources will be 
required and support from national or international 
cooperative stockpile may be necessary.

Cooperation with government agencies
Governments are encouraged to ratify the IMO International 
Convention on Oil Pollution Preparedness, Response and 
Cooperation, 1990 (the OPRC Convention), and to develop their 
own laws and procedures to prepare for, and respond to, oil spills.

It is crucial that industry works with governments to develop 
a clear, common interpretation of the national requirements and 
responsibilities of government agencies, industry and others.

Information gathering and risk assessment
Historic data, oil properties, climate, local meteorology and 
environmental sensitivities are important factors in assessing the 
risk, behaviour, fate and potential consequences of spilled oil.

Oil properties
The base properties of an oil will determine the physical and 
chemical changes that occur when it is spilled onto water, and 
will account for its persistence and toxicity.

It is recommended that organizations prepare a list of the 
properties of oils commonly traded or produced in their area.

Current and wind data
Local current data and weather forecasts will assist in determining 
oil spill response strategies and allow prediction of the movements 
of a slick.

Sea conditions
Sea conditions influence the behaviour of spilled oil and 
determine effectiveness of response techniques.

Computer trajectory modelling
Oil spill computer models have been developed that can provide 
valuable support to both contingency planners and pollution 
response teams.

Sensitivity mapping of the environment at risk
Making and updating sensitivity maps are key activities in the 
contingency planning process. Sensitivity maps provide spill 
responders with essential information by showing the location  
of different coastal resources and indicating environmentally 
sensitive areas.
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The influence of 3 per cent of the wind speed combined with 100 per cent of 
the current speed results in the movement of oil from A to B.
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Strategy development
Viable response strategies should be developed. These may 
have to be adaptable to different locations, under different 
conditions and at different times of the year. They must be 
established in consultation with the relevant authorities and 
stakeholders.

Planning for response options to minimise 
damage
Ecological, recreational and commercial concerns should  
be carefully balanced and the consequences of applying  
or not applying a particular strategy should be understood by  
all parties.

Equipment and supplies
The assessment of risk, data collection and response strategies 
already described are the cornerstones for determination of 
equipment requirements.

Recovered oil and debris management
Processing and final disposal of oil and oily debris in an acceptable 
manner requires planning. Care must be taken not to create 
another environmental problem.

Management, training, exercises and plan 
review
In order to react quickly to an oil spill, response staff should be 
assigned specific roles and responsibilities. It is also vital that staff 
with an identified response role are given effective training.

Spill simulations are an excellent way to exercise and 
train personnel in their emergency roles and to test plans and 
procedures. Contingency plans will require periodic review and 
maintenance.

The report also contains Appendices giving an example of a 
contingency plan, showing functional responsibilities in a response 
organization, and indicating titles for follow-up reading.

Reprinted with kind permission from the IPIECA Oil Spill Preparedness 
and Response Report Series Summary. This summary brings together, for 
the first time, the complete IPIECA oil spill report series under one cover. 
It provides a complete overview of issues that can be referenced in the 
preparation for, and response to, oil spills at sea.

The core content of this publication is made up of report summaries which 
reference the full report series. In the printed version of the summary 
(which is available from the secretariat) the full report series is included on 
CD-ROM in English, French, Spanish and Russian.

Please visit www.ipieca.org for more details.

The International Petroleum Industry Environmental Conservation 

Association (IPIECA) was established in 1974. It is a voluntary non-profit 

organisation whose membership includes both petroleum companies and 

associations at the national, regional or international levels.

Separate working groups within IPIECA address global environmental and social 

issues related to the petroleum industry: oil spill preparedness and response, global 

climate change, biodiversity, social responsibility, fuel quality and vehicle emissions, 

and human health. IPIECA also helps members identify new global issues and 

assesses their potential impact on the oil industry.

IPIECA holds formal United Nations status, which allows it access as a Non-

Governmental Organisation (NGO) to all UN negotiations. The Association 

represents the views of its members in public fora and provides an interface 

between the petroleum industry and the United Nations Agencies.
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A spill of typical medium crude oil onto water will follow a certain pattern. The 
line length denotes the duration of each stage; line thickness denotes the most 
critical phase of each stage. Oil wastes in temporary storage near a shoreline.


