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ENVIRONMENT, 
HEALTH AND SAFETY

This report explains the waste generation implications of different oil 
spill clean-up techniques and describes best practice options for oiled 
waste management, which in many countries is strictly regulated.

The importance of waste management
There is a constant risk of oil spills in almost every environment 
worldwide. If a spill occurs at sea, the action of currents, winds 
and tides will often result in the spilt oil impacting a shoreline. 
This has many implications but one of the most difficult problems 
to deal with is the quantity of waste generated in a very short 
period. Historical data show that oil spills impacting the shoreline 
can, in extreme cases, produce up to 30 times more waste than 
the volume of oil originally spilt. Although there may be different 
reasons for the amount of waste generated, it is also evident that 
a significant number of smaller spills have created large amounts 
of waste. The management of all waste in any spill should be 
regarded as a high priority.

Waste management considerations
The waste hierarchy
A useful model when dealing with a waste stream originating 
from any source is the ‘waste hierarchy’. This concept uses 
principles of waste reduction, reuse and recycling to minimise 
the amount of waste produced, thus reducing environmental and 
economic costs and ensuring that legislative requirements are met. 
It provides a tool for structuring a waste management strategy and 
can be used as a model for all operations.

Segregation
In the event of a spill and the subsequent clean-up operation, 
oil and oiled debris collected becomes a waste that should be 
segregated, stored, treated, recycled or disposed of. Assuming 
segregated disposal routes are available, an important process in 
the first stages of an oil spill response is to classify and segregate 
waste streams at source. Waste should be channelled into separate 

storage dependent upon type, taking into consideration the most 
suitable containment for that material.

Minimisation
Minimisation is a method of reducing the amount of waste entering 
the waste stream. This is essential to reduce the amount of waste for 
final disposal, thus limiting environmental and economic impacts.

Secondary contamination
Secondary contamination is the spread of oil via people, transport 
and equipment to otherwise unpolluted areas. This should be 
avoided to control the overall impact of the spill, and can be 
achieved in a number of ways.

Health and safety
All hydrocarbons potentially pose some degree of health risk and it 
is therefore essential that a health and safety plan is drawn up before 
any activity commences. Risks from physical hazards, e.g. storage 
pits, should not be overlooked. Each stage of the management 
process should be assessed to establish any potential health and 
safety risks together with appropriate mitigating methods.

Waste generated by different oil recovery 
methods
The nature of the environments in which spills occur and the 
clean-up techniques used all determine the waste type and 
quantity generated. The key is to ensure that each waste type is 
segregated at source and the amount of waste kept to a minimum. 
This will facilitate recycling as well as the environmental and 
economic efficiency of disposal. Examples are given of the types 
of waste generated by different recovery methods.
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Examples of temporary storage on the shoreline and at sea (clockwise from 
top left): portable tanks; barrels; sacks; inflatable barges; in-built vessel tanks; 
lined pits.

The ‘waste hierarchy’ provides a tool for structuring an efficient waste 
management strategy. (Modified from Williams 2000).
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On-site/near-site temporary storage
Location of the storage site should be carefully planned and 
should, ideally, be above high-water, spring tide and storm wave 
limits to avoid being washed away. In regions subjected to extreme 
heat certain storage containers, especially plastic bags, should be 
protected from prolonged exposure to direct sunlight as this can 
cause breakdown of their material. Storage containers should be 
labelled with the contents, quantities and relevant hazard labels 
before transportation, and relevant documentation passed to the 
driver or waste manager. In some countries this is enforced by 
legislation. The appropriateness of different storage methods is 
discussed in the report for a variety of spill situations.

Intermediate/long-term storage and transfer
It is essential that all long-term storage sites be set up as soon as 
possible after a spill in order to facilitate efficient transfer of waste 
from the spill site. Storage sites should be strategically placed at 
locations which are suitable for the storage of contaminated waste. 
Effective management of these sites is also important in order to 
ensure that the waste is correctly handled, stored and prepared for 
final disposal.

If possible waste transfer, storage and disposal issues should 
be addressed at the contingency planning stage when different 
authorities can discuss the situation rationally without the pressure 
of an emergency situation. It is also essential that contingency 
plans be kept up to date with organisational or legislative changes.

Treatment, recycling and final disposal of 
oiled waste
The objective of any oil spill clean-up operation is ultimately to 
treat, recycle or dispose of the oily waste in the most efficient and 
environmentally sound manner. The disposal option chosen will 
depend upon the amount and type of oil and contaminated debris, 
the location of the spill, environmental and legal considerations 
and the likely costs involved: the merits of various options are 
explored in the report.

Conclusions
An oil spill inevitably leads to numerous difficult decisions having 
to be made with regard to the supply of resources, prioritising 
of resources, best practice clean-up techniques, and the safety of 

those involved, to name just a few. The issue of waste management 
can be one of the most significant aspects, in terms of both the 
operational impact, and the environmental and financial burdens. 
For successful management of these problems it is essential that 
the issues are well understood in advance so that they can be 
planned for, and ultimately mitigated. This should be possible 
through the use of the best practice techniques which are 
described in greater detail in the report and the implementation 
of an effective contingency plan that includes waste management.

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.
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Beach washing involves the cleaning of pebbles and cobbles.


