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ABSTRACT: The efficiency of an oil spill response operation depends 
very much on the response commander's knowledge, experience, and 
possibilities of analyzing and reviewing the situation. Decisions must be 
made quickly and under great pressure. 

All officers in the Swedish Coast Guard (CG) have the same basic 
training in response preparedness. During service they will utilize their 
knowledge on board in real operations and in exercises (local, regional, 
national, and international). Through different senior courses, some of 
them will be authorized to be on-scene commanders and finally response 
commanders. The possibilities for training response commanders under 
"real" conditions are limited. Weak points in the organization, decision 
procedures, command centers, and such are usually found during actual 
operations, however. The Swedish Coast Guard has decided on a strat-
egy to train the response commander and his staff in their normal 
workplaces, with their normal tools, and with the people they are used to 
working with. To accomplish this, the Coast Guard has developed a 
portable computerized exercise support system providing the command 
with necessary data and images to run an exercise. 

On July 1, 1988, the Swedish Coast Guard (associated with the 
customs administration for 350 years) became an independent civilian 
authority, under the Ministry of Defense. The Coast Guard (CG) 
services are headed by the director general and his staff (CG head-
quarters). The CG headquarters has the overall responsibility for con-
tingency planning for response to spills of oil and other harmful 
substances. 

In the four CG regions—north, south, east, and west—regional 
commanders and their staffs are responsible for CG services. Local 
organization consists of around 30 CG stations along the Swedish 
coastline as well as two air stations. Each region has at least two stations 
specially designed for response purposes, and most stations have some 
oil spill response equipment. Each region also has a 24-hour coordina-
tion and command center. (CCC). 

CG personnel number about 600, of which approximately 100 work 
in the central or one of the four regional headquarters. 

According to the Rescue Services Act, The CG is responsible for 
responding to spills of oil and other harmful substances at sea, in 
coastal waters, and in three of the larger lakes. On the shore, in 
municipal harbors, and in some private harbors, the local authorities 
are responsible (primarily the local fire brigade). 

The CG is also responsible for response actions according to the 
multi-lateral agreements to which Sweden is a party or a signatory (the 
Copenhagen agreement, the Bonn agreement, the Helsinki conven-
tion, and the OPRC convention). 

Environmental protection at sea is not the only duty of the CG. 
Their other tasks include general border and sea surveillance, customs 
surveillance in the coastal zone, inspections of restricted areas, super-
vision of fishing and shooting at sea and in the archipelagoes, surveil-
lance of sea traffic, surveillance of activities within the continental shelf 
and economic zone, and search and rescue. 

Some significant facts regarding the Baltic Sea and Sweden give 
special importance to environmental protection at sea. 

• The Baltic Sea has an average depth of only 60 to 70 meters. 
• The waters are cold as well as low in oxygen and salt content 

(salinity). 
• The air-temperature in winter is often below - 20° C. 
• The entrance to the sea is very narrow and shallow, which means 

that it takes 30 years to renew completely the waters in the Baltic. 
This makes the Baltic Sea one of the world's largest brackish water 
areas; and its organisms are very vulnerable and sensitive to all 
kind of pollution. 

Oil spills pose a special threat. Each year approximately 45 million 
tons of oil of all types—crude, bunker, diesels, to name some—are 
transported through Swedish waters. The shipping of oil in other parts 
of the Baltic Sea exceeds this figure; a shipping not subject to our 
legislation, but from time to time spilling oil that pollutes our water and 
shores. 

Sweden has a long coastline to protect: 14,000 kilometers (nearly 
9,000 miles) along the mainland plus the shores of more than 100,000 
islands. Some oil spills have contaminated more than 12,000 islands— 
some of which have large bird and seal populations, others are public 
recreation areas with many pleasure craft. 

The CG detects about 300 oil spills a year in the Swedish response 
zone; but the total amount is considered to be larger because many 
spills disolve before they are detected. Of these spills 20 to 50 a year 
require a response action from the CG. 

General counterpollution policy 

Environmental considerations are crucial, both in the general policy 
and in response operations. Priority is given to mechanical recovery. In 
case of minor pollution incidents, mechanical agitation may be suffi-
cient. If the oil threatens the coast, the strategy is to divert it from the 
most vulnerable zone, and, if possible, to contain it by booms for 
further recovery. 

Sinking agents are prohibited and dispersants are not used. Not 
because they are considered to be useless, but because their use is very 
restricted. The CG has, therefore, not found it cost effective. 

Preparedness 

The level of preparedness is based on a risk analysis and on an 
assessment of the damage suffered. The requirements from the gov-
ernment are that the CG shall be able to: 

• start to eliminate and contain the outflow within four hours after 
alarm, 

• start oil spill recovery by mechanical response methods within 
eight hours after alarm, and 
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• be able to deal with oil spills of up to 5,000 tons using national 
resources. 

The aim of the CG activities concerning response to spills of harmful 
substances other than oil at sea is to start actions with specialized 
response teams within two hours and to start collecting the spill within 
eight hours. 

Training program 

In order to fullfill all its different duties, the CG has an extensive 
training program. All CG officers are trained to be a part of the 
response preparedness. Training regarding environmental accidents is 
included in all regular CG courses; but there are also special courses 
just dealing with response matters (Tables 1 and 2). Examples of 
course content regarding response to environmental accidents at sea 
follow. 

General CG course. This course emphasizes hands-on training with 
general equipment, but provides information on means and measures 
for responding to spills of oil and other harmful substances, risk 
assessment, safety, and physical and chemical properties of oil and 
chemicals. 

Senior officers course I. After this course the CG officer has the 
qualifications to act as OSC in response operations. Emphasis is placed 
on command and staff duties and routines, response actions (means 
and measures, equipment, and methods), legislation, information 
sources (handbooks, manuals, databases, and the like), and properties 
and effects of spilled oil and chemicals. 

Response-team course. All crews on board response vessels and 
personnel in reserve for those vessels are given special training on their 
vessel and equipment. Emphasis is placed on safety systems on board 
and limitations of the equipment. Most of the crew members on board 
these vessels also have taken the chemical response team course. 

Response commander course. This course qualifies the CG officer to 
head a response operation as a response commander. The course is 
based on senior courses I and II; and is therefore only aimed at giving 
the officer supplemental training regarding the management of an 
operation. Emphasis is therefore placed on the duties of the response 
commander, international conventions, the International Oil Pollution 
Compensation Fund (IOPC-Fund), marine insurance, rescue service 
legislation, salvage of ships, the legal privileges of the response com-
mander, practical staff work, and decision-making. 

CG headquarters is responsible for the regular and supplementary 
training programs. In addition it is responsible for Swedish participa-
tion in training and exercise programs within the different agreements 
of cooperation that Sweden is a party to. The headquarter also 
conducts regular training and exercises for all appointed response 
commanders. 

Table 1. Regular training program 

Table 2. Supplementary training program regarding environmental 
accidents 

Course title Duration Qualification 

Course titles 
CG introductory 

course 
General CG 

course (includ-
ing one year 
practical train-
ing) 

Senior officers 
course I 

Senior officers 
course II 

Total 

Total duration, weeks. 
(weeks related to 
environmental 
accidents) 
20 

140 

9 

11 

180 weeks 

(1) 

(4) 

(2) 

(1) 

(8 weeks) 

Rank after 
graduation 
Trainee 

Sub-Lieutenant, 
Lieutenant 

Lt. Commander, 
authorized as 
on-scene com-
mander (OSC), 
oil spill opera-
tions 

Commander 

Response team 
course 

Chemical response 
team course 

OSC chemical oper-
ation 

Response com-
mander course 

Higher course for 
response com-
manders 

Total 

4-10 weeks, de-
pending on type 
of vessel and 
equipment 

11 weeks 

2 weeks 

4 weeks 

6 weeks 

23-33 weeks 

Crew on response 
vessels 

Response to chemi-
cals, fire fighting, 
underwater oper-
ations 

OSC for operations, 
including harmful 
substances other 
than oil 

Response com-
mander, national 
operations 

Response com-
mander, larger 
national and in-
ternational opera-
tions 

Regional Headquarters assist in maintaining skills through local and 
regional training activities. 

Higher course for response commanders. This course stresses coop-
eration among all the different rescue services; students are a mix of 
response commander from these services. 

Program of exercise 

To maintain the knowledge and capabilities of the organization, local, 
regional, national, and international exercise take place regularly. 

Synthetic exercise. This is a "paper exercise." Its aim is to create a 
basis for discussion of matters relating to organization, communica-
tion, logistics, and the like. 

Equipment exercise. This exercise is designed to train the crews to 
handle their equipment. When carried out within any of the bi- or 
multilateral agreements, the purpose is to test cooperation between 
units of the contracting parties with respect to both communication and 
equipment. It is intended to involve staff authorities only to a very 
limited extent. This type exercise is carried out regularly on a local or 
regional basis, once a year, each, based on the Helsinki convention and 
Bonn agreement, and once a year in all the four CG regions based on 
the Copenhagen agreement. 

Alarm exercise. This type exercise tests the alarm procedure. 
Within the international cooperation agreements such an exercise is 
carried out to test agreed upon procedures and lines of communica-
tions for reporting, requesting, and providing assistance. It should also 
reflect the current response readiness of the contracting parties to 
provide assistance. This type exercise is carried out on an average of 
once a month. 

Operational exercise. This exercise tests the alarm procedure, the 
response capability, and the response time, and also trains the staff in 
operating functions and establishes cooperation between response 
units. These exercises are very time-consuming and require much 
preparation; besides this, they are very costly. As a result, they are 
becoming rarer and rarer. 

Staff exercise. The efficiency of an oil spill response operation de-
pends very much on the knowledge and experience of the response 
commander (RC) and his staff, and the possibility of analyzing and 
reviewing the situation. Decisions must be made quickly and under 
great pressure. 

The possibilities for training the RC and his staff under "real" 
conditions are limited. Weak points in such things as the organization, 
decision procedures, and command post are usually revealed during 
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real operations. To remedy this situation, many organizations have 
established special training centers. The Swedish CG has chosen an-
other solution, realizing the importance that this kind of training is 
carried out in the same workplace used in a real operation. 

An early problem with this approach was that it was difficult and 
time-consuming to prepare and perform such an exercise, as the regu-
lar workplace had no training command devices like those in a specially 
designed training center. A portable computer with specially designed 
software for simulating a response operation was needed. The Swedish 
CG has therefore developed such a training command device, called 
Spillsim. 

This simulator supports the training command with such things as oil 
drift models, logistics (including all national resources and resources of 
cooperating nations), reports from aerial reconnaissance, behavior 
and spreading of the oil slick, and weather and topographical condi-
tions. During the training, actions taken by the RC and his staff will be 
put into the Spillsim computer where calculations are made automat-
ically. Results from actions taken will be presented on the monitor in 
form of maps, tables, logs, and such things as aerial surveillance 
reports. These can also be printed out and handed over to the RC. 

Spillsim can run in real time or enhanced time; it is also possible to 
make breaks for discussions, if needed. 

In such an exercise the following five phases normally occur. 
• The starting phase includes dividing the personnel in accordance 

with the response staff organization scheme, preparing the com-
mand center for operation, collecting information, processing the 
information, and creating an adequate picture of the situation on 
site. 

• The decision-making phase includes conclusions drawn from basic 
facts such as weather and geography, estimations of available 
resources, and considerations of different strategies to fullfill the 
mission, and choice of the main strategy. 

• The order-giving phase includes breaking down the main strategy 
into orders, writing orders, and giving orders. 

• The staffwork phase includes formalized staff briefings, general 
staff work and use of computerized support systems, and staff 
reviews. 

• The debriefing phase follows the completed exercise. The training 
ends with a debriefing where such things as the outcome of the 
exercise and lessons learned are discussed. 

An exercise normally lasts for two or three days with a break during 
the night. During the break, the Spillsim computer can calculate what 

the situation will be at a decided-upon time, for example, two days 
later. On the following morning when the RC and his staff come back, 
the training command can present to them the situation two days later 
and let them continue from this new point in time. 

We all know that minimizing the effects of oil spill pollution is a 
matter of days and weeks and that it would be too time-consuming to 
perform this exercise in real time. By using a device like Spillsim it is 
possible to highlight interesting phases of a lengthy operation, to let 
people perform the exercise in their normal work places, with their 
normal tools, and with the colleagues they are used to working with. 

Conclusions 

The goal of the Swedish Coast Guard training program is to have 
well-trained personnel at all levels in the organization. All personnel 
have a basic training for a response to spills of oil or other harmful 
substances—even though in their normal Coast Guard service, they 
seldom get to use this knowledge in an operation. Response team 
specialists, such as the on-scene commander and response com-
mander, are experienced officers selected and then trained for their 
mission in special courses. 

This program provides the CG with trained personnel at all different 
levels of the response organization. To maintain skills, the CG has 
developed a program containing hands-on training, equipment exer-
cise, and response exercise on a national and an international level. To 
meet the management requirements of a response operation, the CG 
has a special training course on strategy for staff post personnel, 
supported by a mobile simulator. This combination of theoretical and 
practical training guarantees an effective response capability. 
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