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ENVIRONMENT, 
HEALTH AND SAFETY

This report is designed to guide those who are responsible 
for developing and managing oil spill response exercises. It is 
illustrated with eight case histories of exercises that have been 
held by industries in different parts of the world.

The Guide describes four categories of exercise and establishes 
an exercise planning process that involves four steps – designing, 
developing, conducting and reviewing.

Exercises provide many advantages. Response teams can practise 
their skills, work together closely and make complex decisions 
under stressful circumstances. Plans, equipment and systems 
can be tested and improved. And government and industry can 
demonstrate their commitment to managing the risk of oil spills.

It is essential that the roles of the different parties involved are 
properly reflected in exercises.

Government representatives should be involved in industry-led 
exercises and industry representatives in government-led exercises. 
This enables all parties to explore and understand their separate 
roles and responsibilities. The final authority, however, almost 
always lies with government.

Exercise categories
A well-coordinated programme of oil spill exercises includes 
activities of varying degrees of interaction and complexity. Four 
exercise categories are identified, lasting from about one hour up 
to about 14 hours:

• Notification exercises

• Tabletop exercises

• Equipment deployment exercises

• Incident management exercises

Planning process
Exercise planning consists of four separate activities – design, 
develop, conduct and review – that collectively describe the 
process for creating and running realistic and successful exercises. 
The process cycle is illustrated in the Figure 1.

Design phase
The design phase is described in six activities:
• Appoint Exercise Coordinator
• Set objectives
• Determine exercise scope
• Establish exercise plan
• Set the date
• Obtain management approval

Development phase
The development steps covered here are common and may be 
applied to exercises of different categories, scope and objectives:

• Establish coordination/initiate Steering Group

• Develop scenario

• Finalise plans

• Select public affairs objectives

Building in realism: in this oil spill exercise, the application of 
dispersants is simulated using vegetable colouring as a substitute 
for the real thing.

Public affairs
In major oil spill incidents, handling the media and managing the 
crisis consumes much time. Exercise planners should take care 
to choose public affairs objectives that create realistic situations 
and provide public affairs personnel with practice of managing 
oil spill issues. Where exercise planners wish to test the capability 
of the response organisation to handle the media, it is best to 
employ company personnel or outside consultants to simulate 
media interjections. When involving outsiders, special care should 
be taken to ensure the boundaries of the exercise are understood 
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Figure 1. The exercise planning process.

 
GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Ensure that management from the top down supports the exercise 
activity.

Set clear, realistic and measurable objectives for an exercise.

The thrust of exercising is to improve – not to impress.

Simpler, more frequent exercises lead to faster improvements 
initially.

Do not tackle complex exercises until personnel are experienced 
and competent.

Too many activities, locations and participants can overcomplicate 
an exercise.

Evaluating the exercise successfully is as important as conducting 
it successfully.

Planning and conducting a successful exercise is a significant 
accomplishment.
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and maintained. The cooperation of the local community is 
essential. Relationships with the community, therefore, should be 
established at an early stage.

Conducting the exercise
The conduct of an exercise consists of briefing participants, 
initiating play, maintaining the exercise, evaluating activities and, 
finally, terminating play.

All participants require an exercise briefing, In the case of a 
notification exercise, when one of the objectives is to test team 
members’ availability and response times, any briefing should be 
given a couple of weeks in advance but the exact time and day of 
the exercise should not be disclosed.

Deciding how the exercise should be initiated is important for 
establishing realism and urgency. Clear responsibility for initiating 
play at a predetermined time and in a prescripted manner should 
be established. It is often worthwhile to check that lines of 
communication have been established at an early stage, rather than 
risk delays in starting the exercise.

The pace and direction of the exercise is set by the interjections 
that update information on the imagined incident. Evaluation 
should begin during the exercise and carry through until after 
completion. Orderly termination of exercise activities is critical to 
ensuring that play ends positively and tidily.

Review phase
Evaluation is critical to improving emergency and crisis response 
capabilities. This phase of an exercise consists of collecting and 
analysing data and reports, documenting the findings and making 
recommendations for improvements. Summaries of the findings 
and recommendations should be copied to exercise participants 
and to management, as feedback.

A schedule should be set for reporting and discussing the 
findings of an exercise to ensure details and opinions are not 
forgotten. A target of two to four weeks for completion of the 
process might be appropriate.

Once the reports have been discussed and conclusions drawn, 
recommendations for improvement can be made.

Pr ior ity should be given to those options that can be 
implemented quickly and easily. It is perhaps appropriate that the 
Exercise Coordinator be made responsible for implementing and 
communicating the changes. Alternatively, the individual or group 
with overall responsibility for the contingency planning process 
should effect the changes.

Exercising contingency plans, however, is a reiterative process. 
Any adaptation of the plan will need further testing. The process 
continues by returning to the design phase to start the planning 
of another exercise.

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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ABOUT THE ORGANISATION ENQUIRIES 

Beach washing involves the cleaning of pebbles and cobbles.


