
Atlantic Canada’s offshore oil and natural gas industry is committed to safe and 
responsible operations. While prevention is the best line of defense against oil 
spills, and therefore the primary focus of offshore operators, operators are also 
ready to respond to any potential incident. 

PREVENTING SPILLS AT OFFSHORE OIL AND NATURAL 
GAS OPERATIONS
Spill prevention measures are incorporated in all areas of the business.

SPILL PREVENTION INITIATIVES INCLUDE: 
• Designing production facilities for operation in harsh environments. 

 + During the design phase facilities undergo rigorous hazard identification  
  that is reviewed by an independent certifying authority to ensure safety.

• Incorporating specialized equipment such as: 

 + Blow Out Preventers (BOPs), which are heavy-duty valves attached to the  
  wellhead to control well pressure; 

 + Heavy-duty piping, subsurface safety valves, fire and gas detection systems  
  and deluge systems for putting out fires;

 + Spill containment devices and drainage systems; and, 

 + Emergency shut-down equipment located throughout the facilities.

• Undertaking rigorous risk assessments to ensure design and equipment integrity  
 and quality assurance programs to ensure equipment is fit for purpose.

• Conducting third-party review and assessment of facilities to ensure the  
 highest standards are met.

• Implementing extensive training and competency assessments of personnel.

• Developing comprehensive health, safety and environmental management  
 systems.

• Conducting regular tracking of icebergs and prediction of harsh weather.

SPILL PREVENTION AND RESPONSE IN 
ATLANTIC CANADA

CAPP.CA2019-0012 MARCH 2019CAPP.CA2019-0012 MARCH 2019

ACCESS TO RESPONSE EQUIPMENT 
In Atlantic Canada, response equipment is stored on offshore installations and 
supply vessels. Additional equipment is stored and maintained onshore through 
Eastern Canada Response Corporation, a local spill response provider available 24 
hours per day to provide assistance. If required, operators can access international 
resources through agreements with global spill response providers that service the 
global industry. This includes Oil Spill Response Limited – the world’s largest spill 
response organization. The Canadian Coast Guard, which has the largest inventory 
of pollution recovery equipment in Canada, is also readily available with personnel 
and spill equipment. 

REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS FOR SPILL RESPONSE IN ATLANTIC 
CANADA 
The companies operating in Atlantic Canada’s offshore adhere to robust 
environmental regulations and apply global best practices related to spill prevention 
and response.

Operators are required by law to develop spill response plans as part of the 
regulator’s approval and permitting processes. These plans include detailed 
descriptions on how companies work to prevent spills and how they would respond 
to a variety of spill scenarios in exploration, development and production phases. 
Offshore operators must also have equipment and trained personnel prepared to 
respond to an incident. Operators are required to report all spills to the Offshore 
Petroleum Boards in Newfoundland and Labrador and Nova Scotia, including spills 
of drilling fluids, hydrocarbons and diesel. 

OFFSHORE 
OPERATORS ARE 
SAFELY AND 
RESPONSIBLY 
DEVELOPING OIL 
AND NATURAL 
GAS RESOURCES 
WHILE WORKING 
TO CONTINUOUSLY 
IMPROVE OIL SPILL 
PREVENTION AND 
RESPONSE.

FOR MORE 
INFORMATION:  
Canadian Association of 
Petroleum Producers 
atlanticcanadaoffshore.ca

Eastern Canada Response 
Corporation 
ecrc-simec.ca

Oil Spill Response Limited 
oilspillresponse.com

Canada-Newfoundland  
and Labrador Offshore 
Petroleum Board 
cnlopb.ca

Canada-Nova Scotia 
Offshore Petroleum Board 
cnsopb.ns.ca

Canadian Coast Guard 
ccg-gcc.gc.ca/eng/CCG/
Home



 AVAILABLE RESPONSE OPTIONS
After identifying and shutting down the source of a spill, the size and movement of 
the spill would be assessed using specialized detection and monitoring equipment, 
and an appropriate response would be mobilized.

A number of spill response mechanisms can be used.

Mechanical containment and recovery equipment such as booms and skimmers 
can contain and recover oil.

 
Spill treating agents can be applied to a spill, including dispersants, which help 
break up oil into small droplets that can help speed up biodegradation.

 
 
In some cases, weather conditions can limit the ability to deploy mechanical 
containment and recovery equipment. In these cases, spill treating agents are a 
useful tool. In some cases, spill treating agents may not be necessary as high wind 
and wave conditions can quickly break up oil slicks for natural biodegradation.

SELECTING APPROPRIATE RESPONSE OPTIONS 
Operators and responders must select the appropriate response option(s), such as 
containment and recovery equipment and spill treating agents, based on the unique 
characteristics of a spill. In considering response options, operators conduct Net 
Environmental Benefit Analyses (NEBA) or Spill Impact Mitigation Assessments 
(SIMA). These are evaluation tools that allow spill responders and stakeholders to 
choose the response options that will result in the lowest overall negative impact on 
the environment.

The evaluation process considers a variety of factors, including local conditions (oil 
properties, specific spill conditions, weather conditions, etc.) and potential impacts 
on commercial fisheries and other important species, such as marine birds, marine 
mammals, turtles, finfish and shellfish.

RESPONDING TO SPILLS AT OFFSHORE OIL AND 
NATURAL GAS OPERATIONS
Operators hold regular training exercises to ensure personnel are prepared to 
respond quickly and effectively to spills. 

 

TYPES OF OIL SPILLS 
There are two kinds of oil spills; batch spills and continuous release. 

• A batch spill refers to an instantaneous or short-duration discharge of oil. In  
 such situations, offshore operators would move quickly to mobilize  
 containment and recovery equipment to begin clean-up efforts. 

• A continuous release refers to a spill that lasts until an operator intervenes and  
 can stop the flow of oil. A blowout is a type of continuous release and refers  
 to the loss of pressure control and fluids at the wellhead. These types of spills  
 are extremely rare as blow out preventers (BOPs) are effective tools used to  
 maintain control of a well during drilling operations. 

WELL CAPPING AND CONTAINMENT 
A capping stack is a piece of equipment that can be installed at the wellhead to 
control the flow of oil and natural gas into the environment. This equipment is 
only deployed in the extremely unlikely event the blowout preventer (BOP) has 
failed and a blowout has occurred.  

Before deploying a capping stack operators would try to shut-in the well using 
other methods, including direct intervention using a BOP, to seal off the top of 
a well.

Capping stacks are large and complex pieces of equipment. A number of steps 
would be taken to prepare the site for deployment. Inspections would occur 
using remotely operated vehicles, debris would be removed, and the wellhead 
would be prepared. The capping stack may also have to be modified depending 
on the specific circumstances surrounding an incident. Completing these steps 
and ensuring the site is safe for responders takes time.

Offshore operators in Atlantic Canada have agreements in place with global spill 
response organizations to access capping and containment equipment. If required, 
the equipment can be transported via air or vessel. Global response providers 
have the infrastructure and resources to successfully maintain and rapidly deploy 
this equipment anywhere in the world. 

SPILL RESPONSE 
OPTIONS INCLUDE 
MECHANICAL 
CONTAINMENT 
AND RECOVERY 
EQUIPMENT AND 
SPILL TREATING 
AGENTS.

COMPANIES ARE 
REQUIRED BY 
LAW TO HAVE 
COMPREHENSIVE 
SPILL RESPONSE 
PLANS AND 
PROCEDURES IN 
PLACE BEFORE 
THE RELEVANT 
OFFSHORE 
PETROLEUM 
BOARD APPROVES 
THEIR ACTIVITIES.

OPERATORS AND 
RESPONDERS 
MUST SELECT THE 
APPROPRIATE 
RESPONSE 
OPTION(S) BASED 
ON THE UNIQUE 
CHARACTERISTICS 
OF A SPILL.

Dispersant Application by Air

Sorbent Boom

Dispersant Application by Vessel

Single Vessel Side Sweep 
System (SVSS)

Double Vessel System




