
 

 

 

  

 

Oil spill response, assessment, & restoration: Marine mammals 
Notes from facilitated breakout group discussions 
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The staff of the Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary in Galveston, Texas co-hosted 

this seminar. Natural resource managers, emergency responders, non-governmental 

organizations, conservation crews, oil and gas industry reps, academics, and many others 

gathered to learn about oil spills and marine mammals. Guest speakers addressed the Natural 

Resource Damage Assessment process, new protocols for responding to marine mammals 

impacted by spills, how the Marine Mammal Stranding Network works, and what it means to 

restore marine mammals.  Speakers also shared the latest in using mathematical models to 

predict marine mammal populations, and the variety of information marine mammal health 

assessments can portray. Following the seminar, participants broke out into groups to discuss 

information needs, issues, and solutions related to marine mammals and spills. 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. 

 

1. What oil spill informational products would help you do your job better (fact sheets, 

videos, training, etc.)? 

 An acronyms fact sheet, emergency response especially 

 Ready to go fact sheets, links to websites, to give to people when they call with 

questions 

 Summary publication re: all things NRDA, and all things restoration 

 Public needs to know what to expect or what they will encounter during a spill 

on beaches or other locations (videos on social media, other products)  

 Citizen scientist opportunities, for example, master naturalists 

 Video stories or anecdotes where emergency responders describe interesting 

experiences, to help engage public in what responders and managers do 

 Radio 

 Repository of latest research free and online in one place  

https://gulfseagrant.org/oilspilloutreach/presentations/oil-spill-response-assessment-and-restoration-marine-mammals/


 Helping oiled animals fact sheet 

 Deep marine species 

 Corals 

 Ongoing oil spills pending NRDA cases 

 USCG would like documented evidence of known seeps -  map 

 Other factors that might impact marine mammals 

 Public – what to do/not to do around marine mammals in wild – what is illegal? 

 Social media – come up with catchy campaign like leave no trace 

 Chart explaining resiliency levels of different species for responders (TX GLO has 

toolkit on website) 

 

2. What data or research needs do you have? 

 Freshwater impacts on marine mammals (Barataria Bay)  

 Trophic levels, ecological role that marine mammals play 

 Local hydrology & oceanographic models so that local managers can make 

relevant decisions – public access to those models (online) 

 Much more data needed on offshore, deep sea, pelagic species/populations; as 

more drilling is proposed offshore and in deeper habitats, more info is needed 

 Updated population/abundance estimates 

 Centralized data site – GRIIDC, ERMA 

 Research of sociology of coastal residents 

 Incident Command (ICS) – how people understand their roles, research <–> 

response 

 Better communication between regulatory agencies, specifically storm caused 

spills 

o  maybe annual meeting of everyone operating in an area 

o All hazards response i.e. National C.P. 

 Incident action plans could be used for restoration data, for example Coast 

Guard logs of numbers of animals caught, cleaned, and released included in 

datasets.  

 

1) What groups, organizations, or other entities do you need help connecting with or are 

interested in partnering with? 

 Oil & gas industry – offshore questions and info gaps to be filled 

o Example: birds migrate and land on platforms and platform workers 

share that info. Could a similar model be used for marine species? 

 National Weather Service 

 Acoustic devices 

 Seminar/workshop specifically with BOEM, BSEE, oil & gas industry 



o What do they see out there? 

o How can they share their data/information? Share instrumentation?  

o Inshore areas where they operate - info is also needed 

o GOMAPPS was mentioned 

 CCA – Coastal Conservation Association 

 Academia – research assistants, student workers, interns 

 Adopt A Beach program (TX GLO) incorporated into response, restoration etc. 

 Charter fishers, for hire, commercial fishers – surveys 

 Professional photographers  

 Winter Texans, other long-time/regular tourists/visitors 

 

2) How can citizens get more involved with marine mammal response, assessment, and 

restoration? 

 Develop guidelines and training for interested volunteers 

o Permitting is an issue (can’t approach marine mammals without permit) 

but maybe special rules/ permits for citizen scientists can be developed 

o What info do we need (from cit scientists)?  

 GPS linked to photos 

 Data apps 

 Time of day 

 Long term monitoring post-spill 

 Pre-SCAT data 

 Drones – large, new community of drone users that can be tapped into  

 Beach evaluations 

 Partner/align with sea turtle programs 

 Need a Point of Contact to organize and mobilize volunteers – Sea Grant would 

be a great agency to handle this 

 Area Committee Meetings 

 Partner w/ city or county Emergency Management, and the media, to help direct 

volunteers 

 Coordinate w/ schools (K-12) to make understand importance of environmental 

activism 

 Change culture to promote conservation 

 Create stewardship opportunities 

 Encourage people to use internet/cameras/drones to document environmental 

issues (i.e. PublicLab.org) 

 Virtual volunteers to collect/document ongoing issues to assist USCG and other 

agencies 

 



3) Other notes 

 There is a state and federal disconnect when it comes to marine mammals 

o Need more high level support of marine mammals that includes 

monetary support and resources 

o Maybe more face to face workshops to connect and network state & 

federal partners 

 State agencies can integrate with schools (GLO has an education program) 

 Look up “sand management workshop” that lead to the Sand Mitigation Plan 

used by emergency response; could this be done for marine mammals? 

 Need state trustees and federal Trustees to understand that marine mammals 

are a priority –> more money for stranding and response. Marine mammals are 

not regulated by the state so they are not viewed as a priority and there are not 

enough state resources going toward them. 

 Public – there is a lack of awareness of marine mammals in the Gulf of Mexico. 

There are local/resident populations, but people don’t realize it.  Social media 

campaign, paired with posters and other materials, for the public to raise 

awareness. 
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