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ABSTRACT: The National Preparedness for Response Exercise Pro-
gram (PREP) was developed to meet the intent of the Oil Pollution Act 
of1990 (OPA 90). PREP is a unified federal effort and incorporates the 
exercise requirements of the Coast Guard; Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA); Research and Special Programs Administration 
(RSPA), Office of Pipeline Safety; and the Minerals Management Ser-
vice. (MMS). 

Each year 20 PREP area exercises are held: six led by the federal 
government and 14 led by the industry. Five of the six government-led 
exercises are conducted in coastal areas where the Coast Guard is 
designated as the federal on-scene coordinator (FOSC). One is held in 
an inland region where the EPA is the FOSC. 

Each government-led pollution simulation typically involves more 
than 40 agencies and more than 400participants. The PREP simulations 
focus on a geographical community response to a pollution incident with 
a unified command structure. The unified command is supported by the 
four basic elements of an incident command system: planning, opera-
tions, logistics, and finance. 

Area PREP exercises create realistic situations focusing on specific 
objectives. Emphasis is placed on the realism and decision-making 
process throughout the entire 30 weeks it takes to prepare an exercise. 
The National Strike Force Coordination Center collects data from cri-
tiques and other aspects of the exercise to help create and develop a 
standard for exercise evaluation. Data collected and lessons learned at 
each exercise are disseminated throughout the oil spill industry. 

The Oil Pollution Act of 1990 (OPA 90) required industry plan 
holders to exercise all components of the entire response plan every 
three years. The National Preparedness for Response Exercise Pro-
gram (PREP) area exercises are external exercises that go outside of 
the individual organization to test the interaction of the plan holder 
with the response community. They are designed to evaluate the entire 
response mechanism in a given area to ensure adequate pollution 
response preparedness. Their primary function is to set in motion and 
evaluate interactions among government, industry, and community 
players for a given scenario, as detailed in applicable contingency and 
response plans. Area exercises identify response weaknesses that, once 
addressed, will enable more effective responses to actual, future inci-
dents. Participation in PREP exercises satisfies all OPA 90 mandated 
federal pollution response exercise requirements. 

PREP exercises are designed by a joint team made up of representa-
tives from each of the primary participants (federal, state, and indus-

1. The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and are 
not to be construed as official or reflecting the views of the Comman-
dant or of the U.S. Coast Guard. 

try) and as many secondary participants as deemed necessary (local 
government, media, environmental groups, and other interested par-
ties). The exercise is selectively designed around the 16 national objec-
tives as defined by the PREP Guidelines dated October 1,1993. The 
design team selects the objectives to be exercised; however, the appro-
priate Coast Guard district commander or Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) regional administrator makes the final determination. 

The evaluation methodology of the PREP exercises and the joint 
evaluation team members are determined by the exercise director and 
exercise design team. The joint evaluation team is normally composed 
of personnel from the same primary and secondary participating orga-
nizations as the design team. Each objective selected to be exercised is 
evaluated by the joint evaluation team. The team then submits its 
evaluations to the evaluation team leader and the results are compiled 
into an evaluation report for the exercise. Each evaluation report 
contains a list of strengths and lessons learned and comments on each 
evaluated objective. 

Listed below are the response objectives that must be exercised at 
least once every three years according to the PREP guidelines. 

• Organizational design objectives—All OPA 90 planning initia-
tives have tended towards an incident command system for oil spill 
response; however, no single system has emerged as a clear stan-
dard. This does not preclude standardizing the response functions 
of such an organization. These objectives deal with the design of 
the response organization, and are basic building blocks of an 
incident command system. 

• Operational response objectives—These objectives and subob-
jectives are based on the basic operational functions required in an 
oil spill response. Regardless of the specific elements within the 
response organization to which they are assigned, these functions 
should all be present. 

• Response support objectives—Any emergency response will re-
quire support, regardless of the duration of the response. These 
critical support functions will be common to all responses regard-
less of the operation. The efficiency and sustainability of the 
operation will be supported by these functions. 

Four PREP area exercises: strengths and lessons 
learned 

Virginia coastal area exercise, December 16, 1993. This was a sim-
ulation of a major pollution incident that occurred within the bound-
aries of the Marine Safety Office (MSO) Hampton Roads zone. The 
exercise was held in the MSO spaces in the Norfolk Federal Building, 
Norfolk, Virginia. A tabletop exercise, it focused on the spill manage-
ment teams of the participating response organizations. The simula-
tion lasted approximately eight hours. 
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Strengths 
• In general, each of the participating response organization's noti-

fication procedures were timely and according to their respective 
plans. 

• Mobilization and assembly of the unified command and each 
organization's respective staff was effective and timely. 

• All the response organizations met their expectations for mobiliz-
ation and assembly of a unified command response organization. 
The performance of the response organization must be qualified 
by the nature of the exercise. At the time of the simulated inci-
dent, most players were in their normal working spaces or en route 
for a normal workday. 

• Although the unified command was assembled in a timely 
manner, the combined response organization was somewhat 
disorganized in the early stages of the incident. 

• The federal on-scene coordinator (FOSC) was the initial re-
sponder to the incident and was in fact the sole incident 
commander until a unified command could be formed. 

• Within the Commonwealth of Virginia, transition of respon-
sibility, from the Department of Emergency Service's (DES) 
representative to the Department of Environmental Quality 
(DEQ) representative worked very well, and caused no disruption 
in the unified command. 

• The responsible parties (RPs) were both small companies with 
limited ability to integrate into all unified command structure 
(UCS) and incident command system (ICS) sections. 

• The Coast Guard's use of e-mail for enhancing information ex-
change between the FOSC, UCS sections, and the district was 
innovative and very effective; but it did not offer much to remotely 
located participants from the state and the responsible parties 

Lessons learned 
• Area contingency plans should identify potential command posts 

(hotels, community centers, and the like) in the event the RP or 
FOSC does not have an acceptable command post predesignated, 
or the magnitude of the incident exceeds the capacity of the 
anticipated spaces. 

• The area contingency plan and the vessel response plans were not 
consistent, although this is required by the Oil Pollution Act of 
1990. 

• Planning guidance, both for the Coast Guard and industry, should 
address the basic inconsistencies in the response organizations 
they are mandating. Unified command and its associated response 
structure, is not clearly identified in any of the guidance currently 
available. 

• An effective joint information center was not formed. The informa-
tion center was manned primarily by Coast Guard personnel. 

• The area plan should stress the need for an appropriate initial 
response. The FOSC is in a position to provide this. Additionally, 
this first response must integrate with the state and the responsible 
party. Current guidance on developing response plans does not 
address this integration. 

• The role of local governments in unified command was not well 
developed. 

• Encourage state representatives to seek input from local stake-
holders, by such means as meetings and subcommittees, and 
communicate local interests to the unified command. 

• Contingency plans did not address the integration of the responsible 
party's spill management teams into the UCS/ICS organization. 

• The planning guidance does not address the size or quality of the 
responsible party's spill management teams. This issue should be 
addressed at the highest levels. 

• The need to consider command posts and administrative spaces in 
the planning process is essential. Both the area contingency plan 
and the vessel response plan should include this information so 
that a decision on location can be made quickly and will not 
interfere with the response. 

• In the early phases of this incident, the urgency to respond created 
parallel duties. The planning section performed the same func-
tions as operations. 

• Guidance on plan development does not address a standard UCS 
for oil spill response, it merely mandates the Coast Guard and the 
industry to write plans based on UCS elements. A standard oil 
spill response UCS should be seriously considered. 

• Consider developing technological options to facilitate informa-
tion flow throughout the entire organization, including remote 

locations. Internal section updates and process checks would have 
improved downward information flow. 

• Log entries were vague and inaccurate and not consistent from 
element to element. 

• Historical record keeping and documentation requirements 
should be clarified in the response plans. 

• Status board information should be systematically gathered and 
updated. 

• The fact that the exercise required "play" to take place in each 
organization's actual spaces showed the need for inclusion of all 
responders into a single organization that can effectively take 
action. 

Galveston Bay area exercise on February 10,1994. This simulated a 
major pollution incident in the Galveston Bay Area Contingency Plan 
zone and was the second PREP exercise to occur in fiscal year 1994. A 
functional exercise, it focused on the assembly of a spill management 
team comprising members of the response community. The exercise 
was held at the responsible party's facility, which was also the scene of 
the simulated incident. Both the state of Texas and the Coast Guard 
responded to the incident and established the unified command at the 
facility. 

Strengths 
• The immediate formation of a unified command process was very 

visible. Federal, state, and responsible party management were 
committed to teamwork, which permeated the response organiza-
tion and positively influenced response performance. 

• The area contingency plan is a high quality response resource and 
proved to be a useful document. Equipment inventories, protec-
tion priorities, and waste disposal checklists were particularly 
helpftil. 

• Unified command's commitment to safety was clearly evident. A 
commendable pattern emerged during the day: facility safety brief 
before the start of the exercise, safety zones established until 
acceptable working conditions could be verified, and site safety 
plans completed before operations began. 

• The operations and casualty sections promoted and demonstrated 
teamwork from the onset. Stakeholders were identified, input 
solicited, and joint work plans were developed. This effective 
problem-solving process was constantly noted throughout the ex-
ercise. 

• The responsible party's command center was thoughtfully orga-
nized and fully supported responder needs. Adequate communi-
cation equipment and administrative support were on site. Status 
boards and visual aids were also available. 

• A joint information center was established to collect and verify 
information in support of joint press releases and briefings. Al-
though a new concept to most of the participants, the information 
center accomplished its tasks. The concept of a joint center is 
considered viable and preferable to several independent public 
affairs efforts. 

• The drill critique methodology improved the evaluation process. 
Participants were debriefed using a two-phase approach. During 
phase one, sections assembled in their work spaces and conducted 
an internal critique of group performance. During phase two, each 
section made a group report and discussed issues with all drill 
participants. The final drill evaluation was prepared by a three-
person evaluation team (USCG led, with state and RP representa-
tion). 

Lessons learned 
• Communication of strategic objectives would have facilitated the 

prioritization of activity and promoted the integration of team 
members. Dispersant and in-situ burn application development in 
the planning section provided an example of conflicting priorities 
and stakeholder issues. A structured initial meeting within each 
section would have streamlined work activities. This session 
should include team member introductions and work expectations 
for the team. 

• Documentation is a significant challenge in an emergency re-
sponse environment. Although key documents were developed 
(incident action plan, pollution report, press releases, in-situ burn 
application, waste disposal plan), several gaps were also noted. A 
key event chronology; requisition and cost data; and section to 
section information exchange were identified as opportunities for 
improvement. 

• The ACP was actively tested during the exercise and several things 
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needing improvement were identified. The suggestions include 
identifying potential command centers, moving Annex J to the 
front of the document to make it more prominent, specifying 
required versus supplemental information on dispersant and/or 
in-situ burn applications, and updating the state response 
organization section with flowcharts and more detailed descrip-
tions. 

• State response personnel should decide early in the incident where 
state resources (personnel and equipment) could best serve the 
overall response. Allocation of state resources should be made 
selectively based on value added to the response effort, versus a 
wholesale offering that may spread the limited staff too thin. 

Port of New York and New Jersey Area Exercise on April 14,1994. 
This simulated a major pollution incident that occurred within the 
boundaries of the Port of New York and New Jersey area. This was the 
first PREP exercise to involve equipment deployment along with a 
command post exercise; it was also the first to involve both foreign and 
domestic vessel owners. The design and execution of this complex 
effort involved the use of the unified command concept, a national oil 
spill removal organization (OSRO), two states, and two responsible 
parties. 

Strengths 
• The unified command members managed their time effectively 

and did not micromanage. They quickly identified key objectives, 
and all key stakeholders' concerns were addressed. 

• Action plans were developed for oil containment and recovery, 
and environmental protection. An aggressive effort was made to 
minimize impacts on sensitive areas. All available technologies 
were considered, including on-water recovery, dispersants, and 
burning. 

• Industry and government in the port of NY/NJ have adequate 
equipment and well-trained personnel resources capable of re-
sponding to a significant oil spill. 

• In preparation for the exercise all key players were active, 
and improved their respective plans in advance, which improved 
preparedness. This included USCG Research and Development 
Center-sponsored ICS training conducted four weeks prior to 
exercise. 

• The scientific support coordinator provided timely and pertinent 
information to the UCS/ICS members. 

• There was a good effort among the FOSC and the responsible 
parties to address financial issues. 

• The port of NY/NJ wildlife recovery response organization, 
substantially supported by volunteers, was well organized and 
prepared to respond the first day. 

Lessons learned 
• Logistics, planning, and operations should share common spaces 

to improve information flow. Using the same status boards would 
keep everyone uniformly up to date. Also need to document/ 
record decisions made in the unified command was shown. 

• The ACP should contain an internal communications plan to 
ensure that all unified command members can keep in touch with 
the command during the initial phases of a response. 

• The ACP should address protocols to be followed in test and field 
applications of dispersants. 

• The joint information center must keep press releases up to date. 
It is imperative for unified command members meeting the press 
to have current, factual information. Use of press kits with fact 
sheets would establish a positive relationship with the press. The 
center must establish liaison with the other ICS sections to ensure 
that they are always up to date. 

• The joint information center must be fully staffed to handle the 
onslaught of press calls, VIP escort demands, and press releases 
updating. 

• The planning and execution of this exercise represents a tremen-
dous investment in time and money by all participating organi-
zations. A second day would have allowed logistics, planning, 
finance, and operations to make longer-term plans, and would 
have allowed a natural transition of overall incident management 
from the FOSC to the responsible parties. 

• The unified command and each section leader should clearly 
identify who is a member of the ICS organization, then make a 
flow chart. They must consider security to control access to the 
spaces—to minimize congestion, added confusion, and distrac-
tions. A lack of operational status information results in people 

seeking it within the ICS sections. Standard forms for status up-
date existed but were not used. 

• Significant constraints were imposed by the physical limitations of 
the space. USCG spaces should be considered only temporary. 
The ACP should identify available, adequate command space. 

• Although safety was established as a top priority by the unified 
command, field operations occasionally become overly focused on 
time frames to complete tasks, to the detriment of established 
safety procedures. 

• The ACP should address the issue of VIP visits, overflight re-
quests, and escorts. 

Port of Honolulu exercise on June 8,1994. This exercise simulated of 
a major pollution incident in the Captain of the Port of Honolulu area. 
This was the second PREP exercise to involve equipment deployment 
along with a command post exercise. The exercise was also the first to 
use an extended time frame (18 hours) with unannounced start and 
finish times. The design and execution of this complex effort involved 
the use of the unified command, a national oil spill removal organiza-
tion (OSRO), state and local agencies, and a responsible party. 

Strengths 
• The unified command members arrived in a timely manner and 

established an effective organization that used their time well. 
• Strategic response objectives were identified, concerns of all 

parties were addressed, and action plans were developed. Safety 
was always the top priority, followed by environmental protec-
tion. 

• Good communication was evident between functional groups. 
This provided for good information flow. Public affairs had 
ready access to the functional groups and command to gather 
information. 

• Resources of other industry groups were identified and coordi-
nated use was arranged. Government-owned equipment and 
means for obtaining its use was quickly identified. 

• Financial issues were addressed by the unified command, 
particularly those that concerned the responsible party. 

• Scientific support coordinators were included in the response from 
the start of the incident. They provided timely and pertinent 
information. 

• All key players and groups have been active in reviewing their 
respective plans. Tabletop exercises were conducted prior to this 
drill to uncover response areas needing improvement and industry 
conducted ICS training. 

Lessons learned 
• The unified command proved beneficial during the response. 

However, a more unified front needed to be displayed at press 
conferences. 

• Action plans need to take a sharper focus on shoreline protec-
tion—utilizing the information on sensitive areas found in the 
ACP, sensitivity maps, and other references. This will ensure that 
booming strategies will stay ahead of the spill. 

• Status boards, trajectory charts, and resource listings are invalu-
able. It is imperative that they are kept up to date and that the 
information is available to all functional groups. 

• Meetings are necessary within and between functional groups. 
However, the number of meetings, the number of people in atten-
dance, and the length need to be better controlled. 

• Oil spill response organization representation in each functional 
group is important. 

• The joint information center must be kept up to date on the status 
of the spill and response actions. Press releases need to be avail-
able at any time. Use of press kits/fact sheets as early as possible 
during the response would enhance relations with the media. 

• Guidance is needed concerning where the joint information cen-
ter will set up. The 14th CG District Public Affairs office may not 
be the best or most accessible location. 

• The Hawaii Response Center is well designed to accommodate a 
response organization. However, it is not large enough to support 
all the functional groups for an extended period of time and for a 
major pollution incident such as in this scenario. 

• Overexercising to prepare for the big exercise may have attained 
familiarity with the ACP and fellow responders, but it reduced 
the enthusiasm and dedication to the drill of a number of par-
ticipants. 

• Abbreviations, acronyms, and certain terminology need to be 
made known to all participants and responders. 
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Lessons learned from the four exercises 

The following section summarizes the lessons learned from the four 
recent exercises based upon the 16 separate and distinct objectives 
described in the PREP guidelines. 

Organizational design objectives 
Notifications. The notifications in each exercise were timely and 

complete. 
Staff mobilization. All mobilizations were effective and timely, 

however the area contingency plan should identify predetermined 
command post sites large enough to facilitate all stakeholders, their 
personnel, and the necessary equipment and accoutrements in the 
event of a major incident. 

Unified command system. There was a lack of standardized UCS 
organization and comprehensive training in UCS implementation. 
Area contingency plans lack clear definition of the UCS organizational 
structure and functions. They do not explain how to establish the 
organizations or describe lines of authority, responsibility, and com-
munication. The local community lacked knowledge of how they fit 
into the UCS structure. States must recognize and accept their respon-
sibilities to represent local interests in the unified command. 

Incident command system. Many of the supporting elements of the 
ICS organization did not understand their functions, nor how to com-
municate internally. The functional sections of the ICS need to be 
continuously updated as to what the other sections and the unified 
command are doing. Various types of communication can be used; 
however, the advantages of the faster, more technologically advanced 
communications cannot be overemphasized. 

Operational response objectives 
Discharge control. Of the exercises that evaluated this objective, the 

response organization effectively demonstrated discharge control. 
Assessment. Assessments were made in an effective and timely man-

ner. However, dissemination of this information was slow and ineffec-
tual mainly due to lack of efficient and technologically compatible 
forms of communication. 

Containment. The exercises that evaluated containment discovered 
no shortfalls in the response organization's ability. 

Recovery. The response organizations effectively demonstrated 
their ability and knowledge of the recovery process. 

Protection. Identifying boom deployment strategies for extremely 
sensitive areas in advance would have been very helpful in the ACPs. 
The issues of dispersant use and bioremediation caused considerable 
debate. Preapproved plans for their use would greatly facilitate the 
assessment of these options. 

Disposal. None of the exercises lasted long enough for disposal to be 
an issue, however all stakeholders had plans in place. 

Response support objectives 
Communications. Lack, inefficiency, and incompatibility of the 

communications used by the stakeholders both on scene and in the 
command post caused the majority of slowdowns and problems experi-

enced by the involved parties. Communications is a continuing and 
major problem. 

Transportation. The exercises that evaluated this objective successfully 
identified resources for land, water, and airborne transportation. 

Personnel support. Use of badge coding, vests, or other means of 
identification, and the use of security, is critical in controlling person-
nel traffic in the command post, and for media events. Identification 
also helps players identify their roles. 

Equipment maintenance and support. One exercise evaluated this 
objective and determined the response organization had effective 
plans in place for maintenance and support of their equipment. 

Procurement. In most cases, procurement of necessary personnel 
and equipment was effectively accomplished. 

Documentation. The role of historical record keeping and documen-
tation was not clarified in response plans and led to inaccurate and 
incomplete records. The lack of an integrated information system was 
the source of some of the documentation problems. 

Conclusions 

The national PREP exercises have provided an invaluable process 
for gathering the various lessons learned from each simulation of a 
pollution incident. Each of the lessons is a vital tool in both contingency 
planning and preparedness for those who have not had the experience 
provided by participation in a real-life spill or an exercise simulation. 

Each of the operational response objectives was met in each exer-
cise. This area appears to be the one in which participants are the most 
comfortable and best prepared. Evaluation comments were over-
whelmingly positive and demonstrated that each organization can 
meet the operational requirements of a response. However, other 
areas have been identified for improvement. 

The PREP exercises have revealed that more time and consideration 
should be devoted to training and implementation of the UCS and ICS 
to avoid confusion during the initial stages of organization. All partici-
pants (federal, state, and local) had some degree of difficulty in assem-
bling the basic elements of an UCS/ICS. In addition, integration of 
all stakeholders into the unified command needs to be addressed by 
each ACP. 

In each exercise, another area identified as needing improvement is 
communications. Internal and external communications need to be 
addressed and improved in the ACPs. Effective communication is 
crucial to the success of the UCS/ICS, and to the overall response. 

Each PREP exercise provides a unique opportunity to collect and 
disseminate valuable information on a national basis. The exercises 
greatly improve intergovernmental relations and organizational deci-
sion-making in a nonthreatening environment. The exercises help 
improve the overall preparedness of the nation to respond to oil and 
hazardous material releases 
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