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On January 1, 2005, the Panama Canal Authority (ACP) 
implemented an oil spill preparedness programme to help plan 
for and mitigate the effect of oil spills. Known as the Panama 
Canal Shipboard Oil Pollution Emergency Plan (PCSOPEP), its 
goal is to provide for the expeditious and effective response to 
an oil spill and reduce its possible impact to the Canal and local 
environment. All vessels transiting the Panama Canal with an oil 
capacity (as cargo and/or fuel) of 400 metric tonnes or more are 
required to submit a PCSOPEP at least 96 hours prior to arriving 
in Canal waters. 

Each PCSOPEP is developed by organisations or individuals 
experienced in pollution prevention and response. The PCSOPEP 
is submitted via e-mail or through regular postal mail and includes 
the following information, as a minimum:

•  Oil pollution prevention measures for Panama Canal waters;

•  Spill notification procedures in a prioritised sequence;

•  Spill response procedures;

•  Crew training programme for the reaction to shipboard and 
shore spill incidents;

•  Record of PCSOPEP notification exercises; and

•  Identification of the authorised person and telephone and 
facsimile numbers where they can be reached on a 24-hour basis.

The process to create and implement the PCSOPEP was 
broadly discussed with customers since 2003 to ensure sound 

and opportune implementation. The plan initially proposed 
incorporation of third-party Oil Spill Removal Organisations 
(OSROs). However, based on comments by international shipping 
organisations, modifications were made that enriched the content 
and final strategy, which ultimately helped meet the goal of 
protecting public health, the environment, transiting vessels and 
Canal infrastructure from oil spills. As a result, the ACP assumed 
the role of serving as the sole OSRO in Panama Canal waters.

The ACP administers valuable environmental resources that 
require programmes like the PCSOPEP to keep operations in 
harmony with human and environmental health. The management 
of emergencies at the ACP follows the organisation’s contingency 
plan, which has been published on the ACP’s intranet since 2000. 
The site’s interactive format facilitates maintenance, training, and 
fast-searching capabilities. This broad emergency contingency plan 
covers all types of hazards and can be applied to address specific 
types of emergencies, as necessary. In the case of oil spills, the 
PCSOPEP contributes to this emergency plan by tackling response 
preparedness in a tiered structure. 

Other programmes at the ACP deal with prevention and 
other risk management issues. The contingency plan created 
a new system at the ACP in which different elements interact 
to minimise the consequences of emergencies. The pursuit of 
improvements follows a systematic approach, in which the 
evaluation of each part of the contingency plan, such as policies, 
resources or the response management structure leads to the 
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identification of areas that require enhancement. Many times, this 
process has required corporate cultural changes and substantial 
investments in equipment, technology and training. 

The ACP is committed to providing excellent customer 
service and to continuing to fulfil its responsibilities to the 
environment through its strategic plans and certifications, 
such as ISO 9001 (certification for quality management) 
and ISO 14001 (certification for a well-rounded, successful 
environmental management system). Vessels at the Canal 
continue to meet tight transit schedules and emergencies can 
happen, so the ACP places priority on protecting the valuable 
natural resources that surround the waterway, such as national 
parks of natural and cultural significance, fresh water reservoirs, 
and tourism sites. Without proper preparedness, any part of the 
economic cluster of the Canal can be adversely affected by an 
emergency. In keeping the quality and environmental policies 
of the organisation and for the benefit of all, the continuous 
improvement of the ACP’s emergency preparedness and 
measures to protect those valuable resources is what ultimately 
led to the PCSOPEP project. 

The PCSOPEP’s approach is to balance response time and 
resource capabilities, prioritising areas under higher risk. To help 
manage emergency impact, response time was set to less than 
six hours, which includes: time for notification, mobilisation, 
transportation and deployment of personnel and resources to 
the spill location and the time for start-up of operation. The 
possible sizes of spills, the practical and achievable response 
time and the estimated impact within such time created the 
basis to assess the optimum amount of resources. The strategy 
was accomplished by a distribution of resources along the 80-
kilometre waterway at different storage locations in the water/
land interface. Locations were carefully chosen to allow for 
the mobilisation of resources both by water and land to ensure 
the quickest possible response time. Equipment that is harder 
to mobilise is now stored in more strategic locations and has 
been placed on trailers to tow to docks or directly to sites for 
oil recovery operations. Necessary resources were structured in 
a four-tier system, with the Canal covering three tiers with its 
own resources and the fourth managed by international support. 
Core response equipment includes protection and containment 

booms, skimmers, workboats, pumps and temporary storage 
with the capacity to confine and recover 40,000 barrels of 
oil as part of a continuous 72-hour response. The planning 
scheme ensures the arrival of international support within that 
timeframe, if necessary. 

This new and enhanced response structure required 
considerable investments by the ACP. Some of the resources 
were gathered from within the organisation, evaluated and/
or adapted and procured with the assessment of a PCSOPEP 
service charge per transit, which varies from $200 to $750, 
according to the vessel’s tier classification. For tankers, there is a 
hull construction surcharge where the above fee is increased by 
50 percent for single hull tankers and by 25 percent for single 
side or single bottom tankers, when loaded with oil. Since May 
2005, the ACP has verified more than 5,000 PCSOPEPs and 
continues to process plans as vessels arrive to Canal waters. The 
process involves: developing large databases; providing guidance 
to customers; responding to hundreds of calls; procur ing 
equipment; developing deployment logistics; and scheduling 
training and exercises. Customers have responded well, showing 
support for the programme and complying with the PCSOPEP 
requirements ahead of schedule. 

The ACP has developed a five-hectare modern training facility 
to provide top-quality emergency response that includes practice 
with live scenarios. The facility serves the in-house needs of the 
ACP, as well as those of the Canal’s customers. It is located at the 
Pacific side of the Canal, southeast of Miraflores Locks.

Presently, the ACP oversees several projects related to the 
PCSOPEP and administers other tasks that complement the 
preparedness structure. The Canal is implementing a strong 
training programme supported by its emergency response 
training facility and the organisation has simultaneously 
increased the workforce available for oil spill response. Also, 
a recently-concluded environmental sensitivity index map is 
being used to elaborate predefined response strategies and to 
better focus training needs. The predefined response strategy 
plan constitutes a programme for training and exercises, 
encompassing field inspections and tests. All of these projects 
integrate a dynamic cycle where different teams constantly 
evaluate all features within the emergency loop, including 

Oil spill exercise conducted at the Barro Colorado National Monument in Gatun Lake of the Panama Canal.
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the response structure, strategies, the appropriate amount of 
resources, available technologies, training, and exercises. 

Near-future plans are being devised to incorporate more 
response options by conducting net environmental benefit 
analysis. Examples include the use of dispersants and designation 
of sacrificial areas with bioremediation potential. Dispersants 
are detergent-like chemicals that can be sprayed over a spill to 
break the oil into tiny droplets that can mix with water and 
disperse tri-dimensionally instead of just floating. This action 
allows micro-organisms to biodegrade the oil and, when 
appropriately evaluated, provides a net environmental benefit 
avoiding direct impact of the spill on feeding birds, shores and 
other important resources. The time frame for the effective 
application of dispersants is relatively short and requires approval 
and evaluation, which consumes valuable time. The goal of this 
project is to go through this process ahead of time by predefining 
response factors for effective decision-making right after the 
occurrence of a spill and to obtain pre-approval polygons or 

restriction zones, where dispersants can be expeditiously applied 
in a shorter process to save time. Sacrificial areas can be viewed 
as places of little environmental sensitivity where a spill could 
be deflected to and isolated for the application of alternative 
treatment methods such as bioremediation. 

While the ACP invests significant resources to prevent 
emergencies, it does recognise that they may happen. 
Consequently, we must be prepared; the PCSOPEP effort adheres 
to such a belief. This project has been a challenging experience 
for all involved, and it has been, in part, an innovative task that 
places the ACP on the leading edge of emergency preparedness, 
while strengthening the commitment for social responsibility 
and sustainable use of resources. With the implementation of the 
PCSOPEP policy, today the environment and Canal neighbours 
are true winners. Canal stakeholders and customers can feel 
confident that the ACP is prepared to face and minimise the 
consequences of oil spill emergencies.
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The Panama Canal Authority is the autonomous 

agency of the Government of Panama in charge 

of managing, operating and maintaining the 

Panama Canal. The operation of the Panama 

Canal Authority is based on its organic law and 

the regulations approved by its Board of Directors.  

The Authority’s responsibility to the Panamanian people is 

paramount. The Canal belongs to the people and benefits 

from the Canal should accrue to as many Panamanians 

as possible. The Authority will plan its future so that it will 

continually contribute to the economic development and 

welfare of the citizens of Panama.

For more information, please refer to the Panama 

Canal Authority’s Web site: www.pancanal.com.
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