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ABSTRACT: Exercises are a means to an end, not an end in them-
selves. They provide the opportunities for repetition and practice that 
make them such an invaluable tool for operational effectiveness through 
training. Clearly, there need to be opportunities to practice and perfect 
response and response management skills, where mistakes are permiss-
ible and learning is the objective. Nonetheless, well-planned exercises 
that incorporate an equally well-planned evaluation are critical. These 
greatly assist management in determining the level of preparedness of the 
organization to respond to a spill. What are our strengths we want to 
build on? What are our weak points we have to shore up? What are our 
priority issues now? 

An exercise can be designed to maximize assessment opportunities, 
and to address the following specific issues. 

• Exercise objectives and assessment objectives: how may they differ? 
• Expectations of "success:" planning factors versus performance 

standards 
• What are the components of an effective readiness assessment-

such as selection of the optimum exercise event, composition of 
control and evaluation teams, or evaluator training? 

• Documentation of results: data collection, reduction, and analysis 
• The payoff—assessment findings and reports, a management fol-

lowup process to "focus on the fix" 

Oil spill response organizations have traditionally conducted drills 
and training exercises during the year. Their purpose has been to wring 
out the response organization, gain proficiency with response vessels 
and equipment, and build an effective response team. These periodic 
drills are also opportunities to document response systems perfor-
mance in the benign environment of an exercise, and to learn from 
those experiences. They provide significant opportunities to ensure 
that critical spill response policies, plans, procedures, and systems will 
be effective in the operational environment. The Oil Pollution Act of 
1990 (OPA 90) made it a matter of law to conduct drills and exercises. 

Tank vessel and facility response plans will "describe the training, 
equipment testing, periodic unannounced drills, and response 
actions of persons on the vessel or at the facility, to be carried out 
under the plan to ensure the safety of the vessel or facility and to 
mitigate or prevent the discharge; or the substantial threat of a 
discharge. . . . " 
Area drills: " . . . The President shall periodically conduct drills 
of removal capability, without prior notice, in areas for which 
Area Contingency Plans are required under this subsection and 
under relevant tank vessel and facility response plans. The drills 
may include participation by Federal, State, and local agencies, 
the owners and operators of vessels and facilities in the area, and 
private industry. The President may publish annual reports on 

these drills, including assessments of the effectiveness of the plans 
and a list of amendments made to improve the plans." 
(OPA 90, Sec. 4202. National Planning and Response System) 

A common framework for the implementation of the law was 
needed. The joint U.S. Coast Guard/industry effort in the draft pre-
paredness for response exercise program (PREP) guidelines document 
is one such high level effort. These guidelines specify drill and exercise 
objectives to be met in preparing for response operations. 

The general objectives for conducting exercises must be translated 
by exercise planners into the specific response capabilities to be exer-
cised, the operational context or scenario, and the participant activities 
desired. This translation will depend in part on the stated management 
purpose for conducting the exercise. If the overriding goal is training, 
then consideration of the state of training in key activities will drive 
exercise design. Such an exercise can be said to have met its objectives 
if the desired type and number of training evolutions occur. If on the 
other hand the overriding goal is assessment of critical components of 
the response, exercise design is driven by the operational capabilities to 
be assessed. The success of the exercise is determined by the complete 
and candid documentation of what went well, what went less well, and 
why, and by effective management follow up action (Figure 1). 

Clearly, there need to be opportunities to practice and perfect 
responses and response management skills, where mistakes are per-
missible and learning is the chief objective. Nonetheless, it is the 

Figure 1. Communications among the players is a key component of 
oil spill response exercises 
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Figure 2. At-sea experience is a driving force in the planning of successful response exercises—Here, 
the OSRV Caribbean Responder is skimming oil trapped by a boom. 

assertion of this article that well-planned exercises must incorporate an 
equally well-planned evaluation and documentation effort to assist 
management in improving the level of preparedness of the organization 
to respond to a spill. 

Criteria for success 

There is justified concern for the variety and complexity of circum-
stances that may actually be encountered in a given oil spill. Accor-
dingly, there has been almost universal opposition to the establishment 
of inflexible performance standards for spill response. However, when 
we say that such-and-such response activity was done well, what do we 
mean? Some expectation of what constitutes successful performance of 
any response task should be derived from operational experience 
(Figures 2 and 3). Wherever possible, these criteria for success should 
be objective and measurable. Nonetheless, not all key elements of a 
response can be accurately and completely documented in quantifiable 

Figure 3. Smaller vessels such as the MSRC 119, provide an essen-
tial element of flexibility in deploying oil spill cleanup equipment 

terms. There is a clear need for subject matter expert evaluators who 
know what to look for and what to document. 

What is an acceptable benchmark, an expectation of successful 
performance, that still considers the variety of contributing factors in 
documenting how well or badly a response task has been performed? 
Substantial effort is required to derive and document operational and 
support planning factors for assessing performance of key spill re-
sponse activities. That effort begins with the functions that response 
organizations may be required to perform during a spill response, such 
as the following. 

• Response initiation and callout 
• Mobilization and staging of equipment 
• Planning for dispersant and/or in-situ burning applications 
• Offshore and nearshore containment and recovery operations 
• Temporary storage and transfer of recovered product 
• Shoreline protection 
• Management, command, and control of committed resources 
Further, what are the discrete but major tasks included in the perfor-

mance of each of these functions? Then, what are the criteria for 
success by which we can objectively assess whether we have performed 
these tasks satisfactorily? The answers to these questions constitute a 
working hypothesis in the form of operational and support planning 
factors by which we can conduct meaningful assessments. 

Admittedly, these planning factors constitute our best professional 
judgment at this time. At this point in our operational experience, what 
are the functions and tasks that will have to be performed during a spill 
response, and what must be accomplished for us to judge that the task 
was completed successfully? The planning factors need to be updated 
and refined as our operational experience in exercises and spill re-
sponses dictates. Nonetheless, there has to be a target, an objective. 
Otherwise, we can never know if we have succeeded or failed in our 
efforts. More importantly, we will not be able to redirect resources and 
make necessary changes intelligently to remedy deficiencies. 

Components of readiness assessment 

Given that the need for readiness assessment is a desirable compo-
nent for any exercise, what then must we do? Who should conduct the 
evaluation? Based on what criteria? What expertise, if any, is required 
of the evaluator? How are evaluators to be distributed among the 
various sites where spill response activity will be taking place? 
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There must be top management level buy-in for the concept and 
objectives (and attendant costs) of the exercise. The approved con-
cepts and objectives must be expanded eventually into a detailed plan 
for participants. Thereafter, specified assessment objectives drive the 
development of a detailed scenario for the operational requirements to 
be evaluated. Not all spill response functions need be evaluated in 
every drill. Time available, funding, participation levels, the state 
of training, equipment availability, and operational lessons learned 
from past drills all impact on the assessment objectives and detailed 
scenario. 

The assessment objectives and detailed scenario become the basis 
for evaluation team composition and disposition: who needs to be 
where, to see what, when? Subsequently, data collection forms are 
developed for each assessment objective to document actual perfor-
mance on the associated functions and tasks, applying the operational 
planning factors as the criteria for success. Finally, subject matter 
expert evaluators are trained on their responsibilities and reporting 
requirements. 

Documentation of results 

During the conduct of the drill or exercise two separate functions of 
the assessment team are simultaneously performed: exercise control 
and data collection. Exercise controllers' primary responsibility is to 
ensure exercise play provides the observation opportunities to docu-
ment performance, and to adjust play (speed up, slow down, inject 
activity) accordingly. The exercise evaluators, on the other hand, are 
not responsible for the flow of events in play. They focus instead on the 
documentation of what actually occurs during the performance of the 
response tasks associated with their assigned assessment objective. 
When anyone is required to accomplish both controller and evaluator 
functions, experience shows they will perform the one and neglect the 
other. Nonetheless, the size of the assessment team may dictate such 
dual assignments of responsibility. 

The importance of complete and accurate documentation of perfor-
mance cannot be overstated. It begins with the data collection sheet 

developed for the spill response tasks being evaluated (primarily a 
listing of planning factors). The evaluator's task ends with the subject 
matter expert documenting the cause or causes for performance that is 
not in accordance with the identified operational planning factors. 
Accurate and complete documentation of operational shortfalls as 
seen in exercises can have a predictable downside as well. 

Because of the very real threat of litigation, many response organiza-
tions are concerned that documentation of deficiencies is discoverable 
and potentially damaging in a court of law. However, the weight of the 
law is on the side of systematically doing internal audits to discover 
and—most importantly—correct weaknesses in the organization's re-
sponse effort. The law has recognized that it is in the public interest 
that there must always be a focus on the fix: what processes need to be 
remedied, what needs to be changed in order to bring performance to 
acceptable levels? 

The payoff 

Exercise reports cannot be allowed to be just another hefty dust-
gatherer on management's shelf. Documentation of performance dur-
ing exercises, however complete and accurate, is only half-way home. 
Indeed, for the reasons cited, such documentation will be a potential 
liability if a program for systematic followup to correct discovered 
operational problem areas is not in place and vigorously pursued. 

What should such a program for remedying shortfalls consist of? 
I offer the following characteristics of a successful program: 

• It has top level management support, 
• It has the discipline to prioritize findings by the effect of the 

shortfall on effective spill response, 
• Accountability for corporate followup is assigned at the outset, 
• It is kept current by continued input, by the consolidation of 

related findings, and by the closing and archiving of completed 
actions, 

• It highlights corporate progress made in remedying the deficiency, 
through regular reports to management, and 

• It constitutes a direct input to the budget process for the provision 
or redirection of necessary resources. 
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