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My Perspective and Background

• Career practitioner in the spill response and incident 
management fields

– 23 years as Coast Guard civilian, supporting Northeast field 
units, and later nationally at HQ

– 3 years at NOAA as Emergency Response Division (ERD) 
Chief in the Office of Response & Restoration
• ERD has for 40 years provided the Scientific Support Coordinators 

and Team to Coast Guard spill leadership

• DOC/NOAA National Response Team representative, and NOAA 
ICCOPR representative/vice chair

• My own perspective, based on roles in the system
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Disclaimer

The views, findings, and conclusions expressed 
in this presentation are those of the author and 
do not necessarily represent the views of the 
Department of Commerce / National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).
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OPA 90 - General

• Enhanced National Response System with stronger 
prevention, response, liability, and compensation

• Solidified environmental response as principally a 
regulated private endeavor vs. public function as 
compared to other emergencies

– Regulated polluter prepares, responds, pays

– Stronger federal response oversight and resources in 
unified approach with states (Unified Command, 
minimal pre-emption for issues relating to vessel regulation)

• Natural Resource Damage Assessment: Trustee 
agencies assess and restore injuries to natural 
resources including lost public use 4



Prevention (international): 
Tanker Spills (>7 tonnes) vs. Crude/Petroleum/Gas loaded 1970-2016
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OPA / National Response System:

Science, Research Operations 

and Needs
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National Response System: Scientific Support

• Scientific Support first emerged during the 1976 Argo Merchant spill
– A DOC/NOAA Spilled Oil Research Team was asked by the Coast Guard for 

assistance in interfacing with the scientific community
– “The DOC/NOAA response in providing scientific investigations was invaluable to 

the OSC during the actual response efforts and in providing public information.” … 
“Each OSC should be assigned a scientific advisor … for the duration of the 
response action to interface with the scientific community on scene…
The Argo Merchant Oil Spill On-Scene Coordinator’s Report 1977 

• The Scientific Support Coordinator first incorporated in 1980 NCP
– It now states: Scientific Support Coordinators (SSCs) may be designated by the 

OSC … as the principal advisors for scientific issues, communication with the 
scientific community, and coordination of requests for assistance from state and 
federal agencies regarding scientific studies. The SSC strives for a consensus on 
scientific issues affecting the response, but ensures that differing opinions within 
the community are communicated to the OSC… 

- NCP Special Teams section, 40 CFR 300.145
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NOAA Scientific Support since 1976

8





Science at a Spill: 
Operational, Injury Assessment, Knowledge
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Investigates specific
solutions to operational 
problems in real or near-
real time.  Direct input to 

the response.

Provides information to 
state and federal trustees 

who are determining 
environmental injury and 
restoration requirements

Investigation involving 
incident in the field yields 
a better understanding of 

issues applicable to the 
next emergency event.
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Small / Simple Spills

Moderate 
Spills

Large 
Spills

Complex
Spills

Size of 

Spill

Academic 

Coordination & 

Involvement
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phone call 
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OPA 90: Approach to Research

Interagency Coordinating Committee on Oil Pollution Research (ICCOPR)

• Title VII of OPA: Brought together 15 
member agencies conducting 
research on oil spills. 

• Purpose: (1) Prepare coordinated 
federal oil pollution research and 
technology plan (OPRTP); and (2) to 
promote cooperation with industry, 
universities, research institutions, 
state governments, and other 
nations through information sharing, 
coordinated planning, and joint 
funding of projects. 
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• Regional grants 1991-1995

• Research & Technology Plan 
1992, 1997, 2015

• Coordination rekindled 2009+

• Individual agency funding only



Research Needs: Research & Technology Plan
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• ICCOPR R&T Plan: establishes priorities; 
agencies fund based upon appropriations during “peacetime”



Challenges:

• Sustaining investment

• Centers of Research (industry, federal, grants)

• Federal research selection based upon appropriations

• Striking appropriate balance of investments in 
prevention and response

• Synthesizing and incorporating immense amount of 
new science across response ↔ restoration continuum
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Challenges:

• Deeper Human Health considerations 

• Engagement, communication, transparency

• Driving best available science and technology

• Mechanisms for funding and coordination to 
learn during spills without disrupting response

• Appetite for change
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Actions within the system

• Scientific Support: strengthening and sustaining 
connections, sharing information on roles and expertise
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