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ABSTRACT: The response to the Colonial Pipeline spill in Fairfax 
County, Virginia, provided an opportunity to apply the emergency 
response concepts of the Oil Pollution Act of 1990. Protection of human 
health and the environment was the paramount goal of the response. 
This goal was successfully achieved through the establishment of a 
unified command system to coordinate federal, state, and local interests 
and activities. The major operational objectives of the response were to 
secure the source of the spill, limit its migration through the use of 
containment boom, and recover spilled oil by using skimmers and other 
mechanical means. For the most part, these operational objectives were 
achieved in an efficient manner. However, some difficulties were encoun-
tered due to the inaccessibility of the major recovery area, debris-
clogged skimmers, and insufficient supply of on-scene response re-
sources. Such problems were addressed through the use of additional 
federal resources and innovative response principles, such as the con-
struction of a temporary pipeline to transport recovered oil. Agencies 
involved in the response noted strengths and weaknesses in the areas of 
logistics, notification, communication, resource availability, and re-
sponse actions and highlighted areas for improvement. The review and 
future implementation of such lessons learned can enhance the level of 
preparedness for spills of a similar nature. 

At 8:48 a.m. on March 28, 1993, a rupture occurred in a 36 in oil 
pipeline in Fairfax County, Virginia, sending a 100 ft plume of No. 2 
fuel oil into the air. The high-pressure pipeline, owned by the Colonial 
Pipeline Company, released over 400,000 gallons of oil to the environ-
ment before it could be shut down and fully drained. The overwhelm-
ing majority of the oil affected nearby Sugarland Run, a tributary of 
the Potomac River. The spill affected approximately nine miles of 
Sugarland Run as well as the Potomac River as far south as Mount 
Vernon. The spill, one of the largest inland spills in recent years, 
prompted a full-scale emergency response that eventually involved 39 
federal, state, and local agencies. The incident and ensuing response 
provided one of the first operational tests for new emergency response 
concepts stemming from the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 (OPA 90) and 
implementing regulations, such as the National Oil and Hazardous 
Substances Pollution Contingency Plan (NCP). A review of the spill 
event and the strengths and weaknesses of the massive response effort 

provide valuable lessons for use in future responses to major inland oil 
spills. 

All aspects of this lengthy and complex response cannot be covered 
in this paper. Therefore, this case study first presents operational 
highlights of the response, focusing on the major aspects of the re-
sponse, the coordination of the players involved, and the results of key 
response decisions in terms of achieving the goal of the response: to 
limit the negative impact to human health and the environment by 
containing and recovering released oil. The paper also presents obser-
vations of key players involved in the response effort on what went 
right, what went wrong, and what should be done differently in the 
future. 

Response operations 

The success of a response to a major oil spill depends on the prompt 
mobilization and effective use of equipment designed to mitigate the 
spread of spilled oil and recover contained product, effective coordina-
tion and communication among numerous responders, and appropri-
ate personnel actions designed to safeguard human health and the 
environment. Figure 1 provides a time line of the Colonial Pipeline 
spill, showing the major activities that occurred during the emergency 
response phase. 

The key aspects of most successful responses to inland oil spills 
involve securing the source of the release, limiting the extent of prod-
uct migration through the use of containment booms, and recovering 
spilled product through the use of skimmers, vacuum trucks, sorbents, 
and other mechanical means. The response to the Colonial Pipeline 
spill involved all these aspects as well additional response techniques 
dictated by the specifics of the spill incident. Figure 2 shows a schema-
tic representation of the spill site and surrounding areas including 
Sugarland Run and the Potomac River, major highway crossings, and 
the main and forward command post. 

Among the first response actions taken after shutting down pipeline 
flow was the deployment of boom in Sugarland Run in the vicinity of 
the rupture. As the product continued to move toward the Potomac 
River; and as the extent of the release became fully known, additional 
containment areas were established along Sugarland Run including the 
Route 7 bridge, an area downstream along Sugarland Run Road, the 
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AST-Atlantic Strike Team 
GST-Gulf Strike Team 
ICS-lncident Command System 
MSO-Marine Safety Office 
NRDA-Natural Resource Damage Assessment 
NSF-National Strike Force 
O/S-On Scene 
OSC-On-Scene Coordinator 

RRC-Regional Response Center 
RRT-Regional Response Team 
SUPSALV-Navy Supervisor of Salvage 
TAT-Technical Assistance Team 
UCS-Unified Command System 
USCG-U.S. Coast Guard 
USFWS-U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
USMC-U.S. Marine Corps 

Figure 1. Time line of response operations 

bridge on the Algonkian Parkway, and at the confluence of Sugarland 
Run and the Potomac River (see Figure 2). Colonial Pipeline and 
Fairfax County mobilized heavy equipment to the scene in an unsuc-
cessful effort to construct an underflow dam. Despite early response 
efforts, the Potomac River was receiving a substantial sheen, which led 
the Fairfax County Water Authority (FCWA) to close a water intake 
on the Potomac River. 

Vacuum trucks were mobilized to recover oil and pump it into 
waiting tanker trucks for transport to off-site storage facilities. A 
vacuum truck recovery location was established at the rupture site to 
contain the continued pipeline drainback and eliminate any further 
discharge. Two additional vacuum trucks were stationed at bridge 
crossings on Sugarland Run to recover oil from directly behind the 
booms that had been established across the waterway. 

While vacuum truck recovery locations were achieving success up-
stream, the oil downstream remained trapped and unrecoverable be-
hind the boom at the confluence of the Potomac River and Sugarland 
Run. This location presented several challenges. Saturated soil condi-
tions combined with wooded areas hindered efforts to move trucks to 
the containment area. Moreover, heavy rains caused shifts in the 
confluence and entrainment of the oil. Because of the type of oil, the 
rapid water flow, and the heavy vegetation and debris, the most effec-
tive equipment to recover oil in this area was the small disc, drum, and 
specialized weir skimmers. Once the oil was skimmed from the sur-
face, the problem remained of transporting it to temporary storage out 
of the area. 

Because of the relative inaccessibility of the confluence, Colonial 
Pipeline made arrangements for the shipment and construction of a 
temporary pipeline to bridge the distance (approximately VA mi) from 

the Potomac recovery area to a nearby area where truck access was 
possible. A small boat ramp upstream of the confluence provided the 
closest access for tanker trucks and served as the location of the 
forward command post and a loading/staging area. Oil skimmed from 
the confluence area could then be pumped through the pipeline to tank 
trucks positioned at the boat ramp. Also, small boats were utilized to 
ferry tanks of skimmed oil recovered from behind the containment 
booms established at the confluence to the loading area at the boat 
ramp. 

Because of delays associated with construction of the temporary 
pipeline and the insufficient on-scene oil skimming capacity, the on-
scene coordinator (OSC) began to draw on other federal resources, 
such as personnel and booms and skimmers, from the U.S. Coast 
Guard (USCG) Strike Team and the Navy Supervisor of Salvage 
(SUPSALV). The additional equipment and manpower resulted in 
increased oil recovery. As the recovery increased, the remaining oil 
layer became thinner and more difficult to recover. Colonial Pipeline 
requested permission to use Elastol, a petroleum coagulant. The OSC 
considered the request and in turn, petitioned the regional response 
team (RRT) for permission to use Elastol. The RRT granted approval 
under specific criteria and conditions. 

Although the skimmers were effective in recovering oil, they fre-
quently became clogged with debris, thus decreasing their oil recovery 
capability. The difficulties encountered with skimming operations re-
sulted in an increased amount of water recovered with the oil. Because 
of the limited on-scene storage capacity, permission to decant the 
recovered water was sought. The Commonwealth of Virginia was 
consulted in conjunction with the unified command, and agreed to the 
decanting of water from the tanker trucks. The decanted water was 
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Figure 2. Schematic representation of response area 

returned to Sugarland Run above the Potomac recovery area. Decant-
ing helped to increase the rate of oil recovery. 

Upstream operations were gradually terminated as most of the oil 
was recovered. Absorbent boom was added to the containment areas. 
Periodic inspections were performed, resulting in the removal of accu-
mulated oil and the changing of soiled absorbent boom. At this point, 
work teams were dispatched to patrol the spill route along Sugarland 
Run. These teams worked to flush any trapped product from puddles 
or packets and send it downstream for collection. 

While recovery operations were underway along Sugarland Run, 
operations to recover and remove debris were also being conducted at 
selected locations along the Potomac River. To supervise downstream 
recovery operations, Marine Safety Office (MSO) Baltimore estab-
lished a Southern Sector Command Center at Boiling Air Force Base 
(AFB). As the Potomac recovery continued, sheening of the river 
eventually ceased and debris collection and removal operations were 
terminated. A work crew was dispatched to the FCWA intake to steam 
clean away any residual oil. With this completed, FCWA reopened the 
intake on April 8,1993, at a limited capacity. The reopening signaled 
the end of emergency operations. Colonial Pipeline continued cleanup 
and restoration under a Unilateral Administrative Order issued by the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The total amount of oil 
recovered was estimated at 372,498 gallons of the 407,436 gallons 
spilled. 

Personnel actions 

Following initial detection of the release, the pipeline was shut down 
and local officials were notified. Members of the Fairfax County Fire 
and Rescue Department responded, established an on-scene incident 
command post, and commenced initial booming operations. The Na-
tional Response Center was subsequently notified, thus initiating the 
federal response mechanism. Responders from MSO in Baltimore 
were the first federal officials on scene. Representatives from EPA 
Region III, including the designated OSC for inland spills, arrived on 
scene early in the afternoon of the spill. 

The OSC encountered a fully developed incident command system 
led by the Fairfax County Fire Department. As it became apparent 
that the release extended beyond the boundary of Fairfax County, and 
potentially beyond the boundary of the Commonwealth of Virginia, 
exceeding the response capabilities of the local and state authorities, 
the OSC assumed control of the response and established a unified 
command system. The UCS included representatives from the affected 
state and local municipal governments as well as Colonial Pipeline. 
Recognizing the magnitude of the incident, the OSC requested assis-
tance from the Atlantic Strike Team, which arrived at the scene with 
specialized equipment and response personnel. Eventually, personnel 
and equipment from the Gulf Strike Team were also utilized. 

Colonial Pipeline Company, the responsible party, agreed to take all 
necessary measures for the mitigation of the release and hired several 
contractors to begin emergency containment and recovery operations. 
As the slug of oil progressed along Sugarland Run down to the Pot-
omac River, additional Coast Guard and EPA personnel were called to 
the site. Also, the RRT co-chair and the chief of EPA Region III 
Emergency Response Branch arrived at the scene and established an 
incident specific RRT to help coordinate activities. 

Other agencies and groups provided key support. 
• The U.S. Marine Corps (USMC) provided a CH-46 helicopter to 

airlift critical equipment to the scene. 
• SUPSALV provided personnel and equipment for recovery oper-

ations. 
• Representatives of the Commonwealth of Virginia were on scene 

to provide support, technical information, and equipment for 
sustained recovery operations. Additionally, representatives from 
Maryland and the District of Columbia were on scene to address 
concerns of their jurisdictions. State and local municipalities had 
representatives on the unified command. 

• The Army Corps of Engineers collected oiled debris on the Pot-
omac River. 

• Natural resource trustees were on site to offer technical support 
and conduct a natural resource damage assessment. 

• EPA's Technical Assistance Team (TAT) helped with site commu-
nications, documentation, and air monitoring efforts, and re-
sponded to citizens' complaints. 
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• The Fairfax and Loudoun County Health Departments collected 
well samples to identify any initial impact on the groundwater 
along the spill route. 

The unified command relied on information from field assessment 
teams as well as observations from regular overflights of the area. A 
communication center was established at the Algonkian Park staging 
area at the request of the OSC to facilitate information exchange 
between the field and the unified command center. 

Health and environmental impacts 

The presence of residential areas, drinking water intakes, and fish 
and wildlife and sensitive environments along the spill routes made the 
protection of human health and the environment a major goal of the 
response effort. 

The key to protecting human health was to ensure that human 
populations were aware of potential hazards and, if necessary, pro-
tected from the impacts of contaminated water or air pollution result-
ing from the spill. With respect to water quality, the presence of a 
public drinking-water intake near the confluence of the Potomac River 
and Sugarland Run was a major concern. As it became apparent that 
significant quantities of oil were reaching the Potomac River, the 
FCWA closed its Potomac River water intake because of possible 
contamination from the discharged fuel oil. Consequently, FCWA 
made arrangements to borrow water from surrounding jurisdictions. 
Testing at the drinking-water intake continued throughout the re-
sponse until it was considered safe to reopen the intake. The presence 
of local wells also raised concerns about contamination of drinking 
water. Fairfax and Loudoun County Health Departments collected 
residential well samples to identify any impact on the groundwater 
along the spill route; results of the laboratory analysis revealed no 
volatile compound contamination in the groundwater. 

Public health concerns also arose regarding the strong odor of fuel 
oil that accompanied the release. Because Sugarland Run meanders 
through residential areas, numerous citizen complaints were received. 
To address these concerns, a comprehensive air quality monitoring 
program was instituted. Where odors were particularly strong, more 
decisive actions were taken. 

• Although volatile organic compounds were not at dangerous 
levels, 41 residents in the area of Sugarland Run were voluntarily 
evacuated from their homes. 

• Sorbent fences established close to residential areas were removed 
because of the odors emanating from them. 

• EPA's TAT investigated and responded to specific residential 
concerns regarding diesel fuel odors. 

• Great Falls National Park was closed due to complaints of strong 
odors. 

In addition, the Fairfax County Health Department issued an advisory 
warning residents to avoid the Sugarland Run area. A message line was 
established for local residents to phone for regular updates. 

The spilled oil threatened fish and animal populations both in the 
immediate vicinity of Sugarland Run and along the Potomac River. Of 
particular concern was the large beaver population along Sugarland 
Run. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) found 19 animals 
adversely affected by the spill. To assist with wildlife protection efforts, 
Fairfax and Loudoun County animal control personnel searched Sug-
arland Run for injured animals and established a shelter and recovery 
location to treat the affected animals. Efforts were also undertaken to 
protect areas along the Potomac River before they could be adversely 
affected. In an effort to protect the Mason Neck Wildlife Refuge, the 
USCG deployed three deflection booms upstream at Ft. Washington. 
Despite these efforts, fish kills were reported as far downriver as the 
refuge. 

Following efforts to address the immediate threat of the released oil, 
officials turned their efforts to a more comprehensive assessment of 
environmental damage from the spill. As natural resource trustees, the 
USFWS and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
conducted natural resource damage assessments. To facilitate the 
assessments, the OSC authorized use of $15,000 from the Oil Spill 
Liability Trust Fund to reimburse trustees for expected response costs. 
In addition, the Sugarland Run Task Force, made up of county officials 
and citizens, was created to address long-term remediation of Sugar-
land Run. 

Observations and recommendations 

As one of the first major inland spills since the passage of OPA 90, 
the Colonial Pipeline release provided an excellent opportunity to 
examine the effectiveness of actions taken, the types of problems 
encountered, and the lessons learned. Issues regarding the response 
can be separated into overall coordination, notification and communi-
cation, response actions, resource availability, and health and safety. 
The discussion below reflects the observations of not only EPA Region 
III but also the USCG (MSO Baltimore and the AST), Virginia 
Department of Environmental Quality, and Fairfax County officials. 

Overall coordination Response officials generally agree that one of 
the most important elements to the success of the response was the use 
of the unified command system to direct and coordinate immediate 
cleanup operations. The unified command was able to keep response 
activities moving while ensuring that all multi-jurisdictional interests 
(federal, state, and local) were being considered. For the few disputes 
that arose, a consensus was quickly reached, and the unified com-
mand's decisions were actively enforced. Having representatives on 
scene from all levels of government as well as from the responsible 
party facilitated coordination at all levels. In addition, communication 
between the unified command and the public and media was well 
orchestrated due primarily to the resources of local government and 
the use of a joint information center. The success of cleanup operations 
following the Colonial Pipeline release and the lack of negative public-
ity—despite fact that the release affected the Potomac River bordering 
downtown Washington, D.C.—clearly indicate that all levels of gov-
ernment can efficiently function within a single group, providing timely 
and effective decisions. 

The on-scene presence of the USCG and the RRT were particularly 
important in ensuring an effective response. The first federal officials 
on scene were members of the pollution response team dispatched by 
MSO Baltimore, and the continued presence of MSO Baltimore per-
sonnel both in the field and as part of the unified command served to 
enhance the effectiveness of the response. The USCG was also essen-
tial in acting as liaison between the unified command and the SUP-
SALV, which was providing recovery equipment and personnel. Early 
and straightforward coordination with the RRT gave the OSC rapid 
access to a large supporting team and assisted in the resolution of many 
logistical difficulties. In particular, the on-site presence of the Region 
III RRT cochair was of great advantage in obtaining timely guidance 
and approval for the use of Elastol. 

Several logistical items helped to facilitate coordination efforts. For 
example, a "quiet room" was established for the unified command 
officials, a meeting place where decisions could be made free from 
distractions. Conducting meetings every 2 hours for the first 24 hours 
was crucial in ensuring progress. 

Notification and communication. The spill provided an opportunity 
to examine the importance of communication and areas where noti-
fication and communication procedures can be improved. Fairfax 
County Fire and Rescue were the first responders to confirm the 
location of the spill and began initial booming operations. The initial 
federal notifications for this incident were to the NRC, followed by 
MSO Baltimore, and the EPA Regional Response Center. 

Most responders agreed that initial notification and response efforts 
were successful. A key element was the preparedness and quick re-
sponse by the Fairfax County Fire Department. Prior to the arrival of 
the EPA OSC, Fairfax County established an incident command struc-
ture. The county's efforts were crucial in mitigating early spread of the 
release and led to a smooth transition to the unified command. The 
OSC's rapid dispatch of Atlantic Strike Team personnel to monitor 
activities in the field also ensured that the responsible party's cleanup 
efforts were being monitored. Continued use of the National Strike 
Force in the field allowed the OSC to receive direct information and 
make decisions using first-hand information. A separate command 
post dedicated to downriver cleanup at Boiling AFB (run by MSO 
Baltimore) was helpful in allowing the OSC to focus on critical re-
sponse efforts along Sugarland Run. 

Prompt notification of officials with control over downstream water 
intakes led to the closing of a nearby intake, a crucial step in protecting 
human health. However, state and local responders also suggested 
improvements in intercounty notifications to deal with product cross-
ing boundary lines. For example, in this case, the state assumed that 
Loudoun County, where Sugarland Run meets the Potomac River, had 
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been notified. The state indicated that it would broadcast regionally in 
the future to include potentially affected counties. Similarly, the RRT 
cochair noted that improvement is needed in EPA's internal notifica-
tion procedures to ensure that officials with control over downstream 
water intakes are notified in a timely manner. To expedite future 
efforts in shutting down water intakes, the USCG and EPA Region III ' 
recommended developing a directory of the locations of water intakes 
for each water basin. This could be used in conjunction with a call-
down list whereby the contact at each intake would be responsible for 
notifying the next downstream intake. EPA Region III has initiated 
such an effort for water basins in its area. 

Various response officials noted other specific areas where improve-
ments could be made in communication. 

• Improved telephone communications. Several responders noted 
the need for more lines so that all individuals would have access to 
telephones early in the response. Furthermore, as has been noted 
in other spill incidents, RRT conference calls were frequently 
characterized by poor connections and the improper use of 
speaker phones. For future releases, recommendations were made 
to acquire additional lines and urge responders to speak loudly 
when using speaker phones. 

• Better communication with forward command post. Specifically, 
radio communications between the forward command post and 
the unified command should be improved. Recommendations 
were also made to establish more immediate passage of overflight 
information to the responders on scene. 

• Better downstream information. Some response officials sug-
gested that a reconnaissance command post for the lower Potomac 
River should have been established sooner. Continuous monitor-
ing of spill containment and migration would also be useful for 
response planning. 

• Improved information on location of pipelines. EPA Region III 
has recently initiated the use of geographic information systems 
(GIS) to map the surface waterways, pipelines, water intakes, and 
highways in the region. This mapping system will provide the 
region with all the pertinent information, including 24-hour con-
tact and phone numbers, in the case of future pipeline spills. 

• Improved traffic control. Although use of a dedicated response 
unit for traffic control was very helpful, some responders noted 
that improved traffic control was needed when response efforts 
moved to new areas. 

Response actions. Although the cleanup efforts were highly effec-
tive, with more than 90 percent of spilled product recovered, response 
officials encountered a number of technical difficulties. Some addi-
tional problems, and suggestions for improvement, are listed below. 

• Initial efforts may have been hampered by underestimates of the 
amount of product released. Recommendations were made to 
establish the scope of the work early by performing ground and 
aerial reconnaissance to obtain accurate estimates. Underestima-
tion may have also resulted from lack of common terminology, 
that is, confusion between gallons and barrels. 

• Because the mouth of Sugarland Run was inaccessible to vacuum 
trucks, a temporary pipeline had to be built to transfer recovered 
product to a nearby staging area. Delays in establishing the tem-
porary pipeline significantly hampered recovery operations dur-
ing the first days of the response. Fortunately, this delay was 
mitigated by the effectiveness of the booms in preventing large 
quantities of product from entering the Potomac River. It was 
recommended that, wherever possible, primary boom contain-
ment areas be located at sites accessible by recovery equipment 
and vacuum trucks; in this case, early booming along the Algo-
nkian Parkway and Route 7 would have avoided the difficulties 
encountered at the mouth of Sugarland Run. 

• Booms were improperly placed at the four primary containment 
and recovery sites; these areas were boomed straight across the 
river instead of at angles. As a result, oil and debris collected in the 
center of the boom and had to be removed using small boats. 
Booming operations were also hampered by the floodwater and 
rapid flow of the Potomac, which widened the mouth of Sugarland 
Run and included many trees that normally were above the high-
water line. To combat this problem, series booming from the 
mouth inward was done on Sugarland Run. 

• Because of the type of oil spilled, the high volume of debris, and 
the heavy vegetation of the river, small disc, drum, and specialized 
weir skimmers were most effective. Sorbent belt, rope mop, vac-

uum type, and submersion plan skimmers would have been less 
effective. Nevertheless, debris caused by rain showers and flood-
ing waters clogged the skimmers. As a result, workers were contin-
ually forced to tend to the skimmers to remove obstructing debris. 
Moreover, once oiled, the debris had to be removed and disposed 
of as hazardous waste. The application of Elastol appeared to 
compound the problem by binding the debris with the oil, making 
separation difficult. 

• Use of an underflow dam would have been the most effective 
means of stemming the flow and enhancing manageable recovery; 
however, it was impossible at this site. The OSC has recommended 
the development of a portable underflow dam system much like 
the Harbor Boom "boom in a box" that is used for rapid deploy-
ment for coastal spills. 

Resource availability. The OSC tasked the National Strike Force 
(NSF) to coordinate with the responsible party to ensure that adequate 
supplies of response equipment were available. The NSF was vital in 
rapidly obtaining additional resources to augment the responsible 
party's efforts. For example, although the use of skimmers to recover 
oil was effective, local supply was extremely limited and the responsi-
ble party was forced to go outside the region to get additional skim-
mers. The OSC was forced to request the deployment of NSF oil spill 
response equipment to augment equipment provided by the responsi-
ble party until additional skimmers became available. It was recom-
mended that, for future spills of this type and magnitude, dispatch of 
SUPSALV equipment and personnel be accomplished early in the 
response to provide an alternative solution to those proposed by the 
responsible party. 

The NSF's expertise was crucial in dealing with other resource 
issues. For example, with the help of MSO Baltimore, the NSF identi-
fied facilities willing to receive the recovered oil. The NSF was also 
invaluable in identifying nontraditional sources of equipment, such as 
the USMC CH-46 helicopter to airlift heavy pumps and recovery 
equipment to areas inaccessible by road. 

Response officials indicated concern about the availability of con-
tractor resources. In particular, the responsible party had problems 
with contractors arriving unprepared (with the wrong equipment or 
insufficient resources). It was suggested that more effort be given to 
developing comprehensive databases of response action contractors 
and their resources. 

Health and safety. In any response, it is vital to integrate personnel 
and equipment from a variety of sources into a safe operation. In the 
Colonial Pipeline release, the Atlantic Strike Team established a site 
safety plan and assumed responsibility of site health and safety coor-
dinator. Designation of an NSF representative as site safety officer 
ensured that contractors were following the Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration requirements set forth in 29 CFR 1910. 120. 
NSF enforced such requirements as use of life jackets and hearing 
protection, and designated smoking and eating areas. 

Response officials noted several areas where safety could be 
improved. 

• Better chain of command for site safety among work crews was 
needed at the forward command area. 

• Contractor personnel should have been better trained. Concerns 
were raised about laborers not speaking English, using boats that 
they did not know how to operate properly, and running out of 
gas, which resulted in the need to rescue boats in the Potomac 
River. 

• Improved efforts were needed to monitor the fatigue of 
responders. 

Conclusion 

The unified command system used at the Colonial Pipeline spill was 
the key to effective response operations. Fast and frequent coordina-
tion by all members of the response structure greatly enhanced the 
recovery of product and allowed for a more cost-effective response. 
The success of operations at the Colonial Pipeline spill demonstrates 
that all levels of government can efficiently function within a single 
group, providing timely and effective decisions. To ensure that such 
interaction becomes second nature, there is a continuing need to 
practice responses through drills and exercises, such as those envi-
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sioned under the National Preparedness for Response Exercise Pro-
gram. Although unable to simulate the stress associated with respond-
ing to a real-life spill, drills and exercises provide a valuable way to test 
procedures for interacting with the numerous other response entities 
that may be involved in a given spill incident. In addition to using large-
scale drills and exercises to improve and hone response effectiveness, 
response officials can also take advantage of smaller spills to practice 
critical communication and coordination procedures. Despite the 
overall success of the Colonial Pipeline response, room exists for 
improvement through the review and implementation of lessons 
learned. In summary, the key to being prepared for a response is to 
establish sound response procedures, obtain a level of comfort with 
implementing such procedures through drills and exercises and actual 

spills, and maintain flexibility to improve and upgrade such procedures 
in response to lessons learned. 
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