
  

 

 

  
 

 
 

Oil Spill Science for Healthy Island Communities regional workshop 
Notes from discussion and breakout groups 

U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico  
August 10th and 11th, 2017  

 
In partnership with the Caribbean Regional Response Team and the University of Puerto Rico 

Sea Grant College Program, the Gulf Sea Grant Oil Spill Science Outreach Program offered two 

workshops for the Puerto Rico and U.S. Virgin Islands region. Members of the team shared 

lessons learned from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010, focusing on spill impacts relevant 

to island life, such as science about coral, beaches, sea turtles, birds, fish, fishermen, seafood, 

and tourism.  Partner organizations addressed planning, response, and community perspectives 

from past Caribbean spills and ship groundings. After presentations, team members facilitated 

discussions between stakeholder groups about oil spill preparedness for island communities. 

These are the raw notes from those discussions. Input from our audiences is used by the Sea 

Grant team to develop and deliver useful informational products. Contact chris.hale@tamu.edu 

with questions. 

 

St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands 
August 10th 2017 
 
General commentary: 

 Create a one-pager on the topic of dispersants and coral, and the decision making 

process related to the use or non-use of dispersants near coral 

 OSRL (Oil Spill Response Limited) participated in a lot of town hall meetings based in 

Louisiana during Deepwater Horizon, and one OSRL employee feels that “science saved 

us”. Meaning, when people were unsure and arguing over various things, the only thing 

that settled arguments was the science. 

 S.I.M.A. [Scenario specific Spill Impact Mitigation Assessment (SIMA) is the future of oil 

spill response decision making. This is a process in which responders compare the 

effects of different response actions, e.g. observation and no intervention, responding 

with dispersant, or using controlled burning. Biological impact assessment is 

fundamental to minimizing impact to human and environmental health. –from 

https://www.oilspillresponse.com/news--

media/blog/oil_spill_biological_impact_assessment/] 

https://gulfseagrant.org/oilspilloutreach/presentations/oil-spill-science-for-healthy-island-communities/
mailto:chris.hale@tamu.edu
https://www.oilspillresponse.com/news--media/blog/oil_spill_biological_impact_assessment/
https://www.oilspillresponse.com/news--media/blog/oil_spill_biological_impact_assessment/


  

 Funding for oil spill prevention is decreasing. Prevention is an important area of focus. 

 Nothing is set in place before a spill – no group or team assembled in the islands to 

collect much needed baseline data 

 Data needs to be readily accessible during a spill. Local information needs to be relevant 

to response decisions. Data needs to be packaged and ready before a spill occurs. Data 

collection tools, sampling kits, need to be ready to go before a spill. People that 

want/need to be involved in collecting data during a spill should be identified and 

trained before a spill so that they are ready to go. 

 Pull relevant info from available data for local planning – create one electronic database 

 Long term studies – need to keep it going 

 Maintain local workshops and connections during “peace time”  

 

Questions 
1. What are the key oil-spill related information needs for your community? Are there 

preparedness or response-related needs? How can these needs be addressed now, and 
by whom? 

 “Know your oil” – what kind of oil is being responded to? The type of oil and 

where it comes from impacts response decisions.  The public needs to be 

aware of this.  

 Fingerprinting and weathering – when does the ability to identify oil source 

end due to the weathering of oil? 

 Mangroves impacts? Mangroves response? What is the best method for 

cleaning mangroves? In some cases, responders have been advised to leave 

the oiled mangroves alone as nothing can be done and they would create 

more harm to the mangroves if they attempted to clean them. Every spill is 

unique so response is variable. 

 More information about impacts to benthic organisms (deep and shallow) as 

well as seagrass beds. 

 Calcifying organisms – what is the impact from oil and does oil play a role in 

the impacts of ocean acidification?  

 Tarpon studies?  After the spill there was a lot of talk about impacts to 

tarpon. What is the situation now? Follow up studies? 

 Make our [sea grant team] information more locally relevant. Smaller vessel 

incidents and effects. 

 Surface washing agents – What is the approval making process for using 

available countermeasures [such as surface washing agents?]. The 

emergency response community needs know, but so does academia, and so 

does the public. There is an approval process for response decisions. 

 Ecological Risk Assessment workshops – look up the reports regarding the 

drivers for using dispersants especially considering sensitive wildlife (i.e. sea 



  

turtles, coral). What are those drivers? Would make a good outreach 

publication. Look up the 60 recommendations the workshops put out 

 Gulf specific issues vs. other regions. Consider making outreach products 

more relevant to the region, but could be based on what’s been learned from 

the DWH 

 Window for making operations decisions is very tight; communities need to 

understand that time is key when response is actively making those 

decisions.  

 Logistics is a challenge and resources are limited in the islands 

 It’s important to document the decisions being made during response, as 

well as who is acting in which jurisdiction (fed., state, territorial) 

 DWH lessons learned for quick response, risk assessment re: biological and 

ecological so we can apply these lessons to other incidents. Do this for 

Caribbean resources. 

 See Florida workshops re: baseline/inventory 

 Dispersant application and its impacts re: surface vs. subsurface. Separate 

the science. The subsurface application of dispersants is so rare. But what is 

more common is surface application. What do we know about dispersants at 

the surface vs. the deep? Separate this information so that it’s more useful to 

responders.  Make it applicable to other situations. What are the conditions 

and factors that lead to the decision to use or not use dispersants. 

 

San Juan, Puerto Rico 
August 11th 2017 
 

1. What are the key oil-spill related information needs for your community? Are there 
preparedness or response-related needs? How can these needs be addressed now, and 
by whom? 

 Emergency/event that impacts body of water inland – i.e. river to the sea.  
Inland concerns, transportation concerns  

 Inland & watershed – information network that is readily available for 
everyone (responders and public) 

 Public mechanism for reporting accurate, real-time information, like a citizen 
science method for sharing data, observations, other info to biologists, 
ecologists, and others, during and after a spill. (eyes on the ground) 

 Existing management plan does not include ecosystem services 

 Identifying the level of the situation, info regarding location and what 
resources (including human & community) are being immediately threatened 
at the time of the spill. 

 The way the situation is reported causes conflict and obstructions between 
agencies. Information flow needs to be better facilitated. 



  

 Which fishery resources are key? – Know which are most at risk before a spill 
event. Know the stakeholders. Know the different needs of different groups 
of people before spill/event. Also, which natural resources are important to 
each group/community? 

 Expand the key information on all species/resources of importance. 

 How to control spill? – what equipment is available for containment and how 
do you access it. 

 Modeling – need to learn about currents to determine spill and fate of 
oil/contaminant 

 Identifying type of spill – this is crucial to responders, if they do not know 
what type of spill it is then they do not know what type of equipment is 
needed and what plans to execute 

 ESI maps are out of date (2000) –  Need to have something similar and 
updated so responders know which areas need to be protected and which 
ones do not 

 First response plans  

 NOAA models – need something similar for their area 

 Contacts – who to contact and who is responsible for specific response 
actions, this would be extremely helpful for all those involved 

 More information on all oil spill topics, our products are helpful 

 More opportunities for hands on training would help provide more man 
power for larger events  

 Need more equipment and manpower (training) for larger events (FEMA) 

 Coast Guard + FURA, would be the ones involved with big spills 
 

2. How can communication between and among island communities be improved before, 
during, and after spills?  

 CariCOOS – it’s a common online tool used by all island communities that is 
freely available to the public 

 Hot lines between agencies (management) are needed. 

 CERT – Community Emergency Response Team – not only for oil spills 

 NOAA, Coast Guard, and FEMA would coordinate among islands, 
communication with these agencies would be helpful 

 
3. What resources can Sea Grant provide to help prepare your community or respond to a 

spill? 
 

 Focus on life and property  

 Why can I not use soap to clean up spills? 

 Techniques on how to manage and dispose of spill related materials; training 
of the managers is needed 

 Communicate protocols between agencies 

 Publications, seminars specifically for Puerto Rico would be helpful 



  

 Very simple one-pager with steps on how to report a spill 

 Maps indicating most important areas to protect, this goes back to having 
something similar to ESI maps 

 
4. What other questions related to oil spills in the Caribbean region do you have? Themes: 

fate & transport, environment, chemical/toxicological, human health, technology, policy 
& regulations 

 Human health- especially emergency responders 

 Long-term impacts 

 Communicating engagement, education for responders and locals 
 
Other questions and comments posed during the wrap up: 

 Radio frequency coordination needed. There are radio professionals 
(certified) trained to communicate the situation. Engage them.  Look up 
A.R.T.E.S. 
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