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SPILL RESPONSE BEST PRACTICES

The action agency or project proponent shall implement the following mitigation measures and
best practices to minimize risks from spills to protected species under the jurisdiction of NOAA
Fisheries Southeast Regional Office (SERO) Protected Resources Division (PRD).

Priority Measures and Response Planning

The most critical element of spill responses for reducing impacts to protected species and
habitats are advanced planning and an understanding of the resources at risk. NOAA’s Office of
Response and Restoration provides a hub for response tools that can be used for spill response
and planning. Existing spill response plans that have been developed in coordination with the
USCG, EPA, NMFS, USFWS and other relevant agencies should be initiated immediately upon
notification of a spill. NOAA offers the Environmental Sensitivity Index maps and data that can
help identify at-risk resources to prioritize deployment of available resources to prevent or
minimize impacts to sensitive habitats. NOAA Fisheries also provides an Essential Fish Habitat
Mapper and the SERO ESA Section 7 Mapper that can provide additional information.

The responding agency should contact and coordinate with NOAA Fisheries for project specific
technical support, to help identify any sensitive habitats (e.g., hardbottom, coral reefs, seagrass,
mangroves) at risk, and to discuss specifics of the response operation in order to select measures
most appropriate to their particular response.

The responding agency should initiate the appropriate spill response plan developed in
coordination with the relevant federal agencies, including BMPs contained in that document.
Where BMPs are in conflict between the spill response plan and this document, use the BMPs in
the spill response plan.

Best Practices

In addition to the specific Best Practices described below, responding agencies and personnel
shall implement all relevant provisions of the following mitigation guidance documents:

e NOAA Fisheries Protected Species Construction Conditions, Revised: May 2021

e NOAA Fisheries Vessel Strike Avoidance Measures, Revised: May 2021

The following Best Practices are applicable to all spill responses:

e Place booms between spills and sensitive habitats as soon as practical and safe.



https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/response-tools
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/response-tools
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/resources/environmental-sensitivity-index-esi-maps
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/essential-fish-habitat-mapper
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/essential-fish-habitat-mapper
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/map/southeast-region-esa-section-7-mapper
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Protected_Species_Construction_Conditions_1.pdf?null
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-06/Vessel_Strike_Avoidance_Measures.pdf?null
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All in-water equipment (including hard and sorbent booms) must be properly secured
with materials that reduce the risk of entanglement of marine species.

Booms, lines, and other equipment must be made of materials that reduce the risk of
entanglement of marine species. Keep all in-water lines (rope, chain and cable; including
the lines to secure boom, buoys, anchors, etc.) stiff, taut, and non-looping.

Floating lines should be utilized where feasible to prevent entanglement of protected
species.

In-water equipment (including hard and sorbent booms) must be placed in a manner that
does not entrap species within a work area or block access for them to navigate around
the work area.

In shallow waters, in order to minimize the potential for propeller wash damage to
protected species, the use of propulsion systems and high RPMs should be avoided. If
this is not possible, then areas for these operations should be selected in coordination
with NMFS and based on benthic surveys of the site.

Properly tie-down or secure all equipment in designated areas to prevent accidental loss
of equipment into the water. Any debris that accidentally falls into the water during
response actions should be retrieved immediately.

Collect and submit photos and videos of protected fish and wildlife to the NOAA
Fisheries Southeast emergency consultation inbox NMFS SER Emergency Consult .

Live or dead wildlife strandings should be reported directly to the Wildlife Branch via the
incident specific Wildlife Hotline at (713) 703-5297, or the NOAA stranding hotline at
(877) 433-8299 if the incident-specific hotline is not active.

Any giant manta rays observed (live or dead) should be reported directly to the Wildlife
Branch via the incident specific Wildlife Hotline at (713) 703-5297, or NMFS Southeast
Regional Office, Protected Resources Division at (727) 824-5312 or
Manta.Ray@noaa.gov if the incident-specific hotline is not active. See below for helpful
identification guides for responders.

o For aerial/overflight operations please review the Giant Manta Ray and Devil Ray
Aerial Survey Identification Guide:
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray
-aerial-survey-id-guide.

o For vessel/observer operations please review the Giant Manta and Devil Ray
Observer Identification Guide:

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray
-fishery-observer-id-guide.



mailto:nmfs.ser.emergency.consult@noaa.gov
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray-fishery-observer-id-guide
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/document/giant-manta-ray-and-devil-ray-fishery-observer-id-guide
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SKIMMING

Juvenile sea turtles (10 inches and smaller) associate with floating Sargassum (yellow,
orange, and brown seaweed that occurs in clumps, rafts, and convergence lines). Avoid
skimming Sargassum that is not oiled or is only very lightly oiled.

Juvenile sea turtles and other protected species often concentrate along convergence lines
or zones even in the absence of Sargassum, and floating oil also concentrates in these
locations. Therefore, when skimming, especially along convergence areas, be aware of
the potential presence of protected species and have a crew member keep a lookout
during all skimming operations, to avoid vessel/gear strikes, entanglement, and injury to
protected species.

Ensure that booms do not entrap any protected or ESA-listed species or block access for
them to navigate around the work area. To avoid entangling protected species a dedicated
trained observer or crew member is required for all skimming operations. Their only duty
can be observing for protected species. If protected species are observed trapped or
entangled in a boom(s), open the boom carefully until the animal leaves on its own.

Booming: If protected species are observed trapped or entangled in a boom(s), open the
boom carefully until the animal leaves on its own.

IN SiTu BURNING

In situ burning can be considered outside the immediate vicinity of sensitive habitats to
protect these environments. Burn residues can sink; the potential effects of residues will
depend on the composition and amount of the oil to be burned, potentially having
significant adverse impacts on sensitive habitats.

A protected species observer on the ignition vessel will monitor 3 areas prior to the burn

(the area in front of the tow boats, oil concentrated in the boom, and any oil trailing
behind the boom).

Conduct a survey in the burn area after the burn is complete and all dead protected
species should be counted, reported, and if possible, collected.

Avoid burning unoiled/lightly oiled Sargassum.

Implement the Special Monitoring of Applied Response Technologies to track the
effectiveness and impacts of in situ burning operations.

Review NOAA resources for in situ burning for more in depth information.

SURFACE DISPERSION

Estimated Dispersant System Potential (EDSP) calculator: This is a tool that oil spill
planners and responders can use to assess dispersant application system performance.



https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources/smart.html
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources/in-situ-burning.html
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/response-tools/response-system-planning-tools.html
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Dispersant Application Observer Job Aid: This is a field guide for those trained in
observing and identifying dispersed and undispersed oil, describing oil characteristics,
and reporting this information to decision-makers.

Do not apply dispersants within 2 nautical miles of sighted protected species, other
wildlife (e.g., rafts of birds), concentrations of floating Sargassum (assume
concentrations of Sargassum also include protected species and wildlife), or coastal
habitats.

Best Practices Specific to Sensitive Habitats and Protected Species

Sensitive habitats include coral reefs, hard bottom habitats, seagrass beds, floating vegetation
areas (e.g, sargassum mats), and mangroves, even if it is not designated critical habitat. Sensitive
habitats also include all areas that are designated critical habitat. NOAA offers the

Environmental Sensitivity Index maps and data that can help identify at risk resources to
prioritize deployment of available resources to prevent or minimize impacts to sensitive habitats..
If a spill occurs within a sensitive habitat, please refer to the guidance document for that specific
resource available at NOAA’s hub for oil response resources. The following BMPs apply to
activities in or adjacent to these areas:

If sensitive habitats are in danger of being impacted by spill response operations,
approval must be obtained from the NOAA trustees before proceeding. Evaluate
alternatives to minimize impacts.

If the spill response activities occur in a sensitive habitat, anchor methods and anchor and
spud locations should be selected in coordination with NMFS for all response vessels
associated with a particular response action.

Caution must be taken to prevent boom (including lines and anchors used to guide or
secure vessels or booms) from contacting and damaging sensitive habitats.

The response area should be surveyed daily by divers to ensure proper placement of
anchors, lines, and other equipment, and to remove debris and other materials to avoid
damage to ESA resources, including corals, sea turtles, and designated critical habitat.

In areas where sea turtle nesting occurs, or areas near sea turtle nesting, if spill response
/contaminant removal activities occur during nighttime, then masking of lighting as much
as is practicable should be required on all construction equipment (e.g., barge) and
support vessels. This may include the use of amber, orange, or red lighting, outside of
nesting sea turtle and hatchling visual spectrum.



https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources/dispersant-application-observer-job-aid.html
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/resources/environmental-sensitivity-index-esi-maps
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources
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For additional information, please contact NOAA Fisheries SERO
PRD at:

NOAA Fisheries Service Southeast Regional Office 263 13™ Avenue South
St. Petersburg, Florida 33701 Tel: (727) 824-5312

Visit us on the web at Protected Marine Life in the Southeast
(https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life)


https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast#protected-marine-life
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/region/southeast%23protected-marine-life
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Planning Resources

NOAA Hub for Spill Response Resources

Characteristic Coastal Habitats — Choosing Spill Response Alternatives

Characteristics of Response Strategies: A Guide for Spill Response Planning in Marine
Environments



https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources/characteristic-coastal-habitats.html
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources/characteristics-response-strategies.html
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/oil-and-chemical-spills/oil-spills/resources/characteristics-response-strategies.html
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