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Appendix E – Response to an Oil Spill 
in Bay Area Waters
PURPOSE

Appendix E provides information and guidance that is specific to the 
threat of an oil spill.  The overall emergency management concepts, 
policies, and procedures contained in the Regional Emergency 
Coordination Plan (RECP) and the RECP Hazardous Materials 
Subsidiary Plan remain in place.  

This appendix is designed to supplement the San Francisco Bay Area 
Contingency Plan by coordinating regional response to an incident 
resulting from the accidental or deliberate release of oil or petroleum-
based substances on or near the bodies of water bordering the San 
Francisco Bay.  Currently, the Area Contingency Plan directs response 
outside of the Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS) 
model with a single Incident Command Post coordinating both the 
tactical deployment of resources as well as facilitating local, state, and 
Federal efforts.  Should a spill incident occur as a secondary event 
following a major incident, such as earthquake or terrorist attack, 
the procedures and organizations outlined under NIMS and SEMS 
will serve as the primary mechanism for response coordination with 
the Incident Command Post reporting to the Governor’s Office of 
Emergency Services (OES) Regional Emergency Coordination Plan 
(REOC), and to the Joint Field Office, in circumstances where the 
President has declared an emergency or a disaster under the Robert T. 
Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act.

A significant hazard to ecosystems, including wildlife and 
environmentally sensitive sites, oil spills can have a serious impact 
on the environment and on natural resources both in the short and 
long term.  The extent of damage depends on the size of the spill, 
the type of oil, the direction of wind and currents, weather conditions, 
and location.  Prompt surveillance and verification are necessary in 
order to assess a threat before the appropriate response action can be 
determined.

RESPONSE PLANS

The following plans apply to an oil spill response.

National Oil and Hazardous Substances Pollution •	
Contingency Plan, which establishes the organizational 
structure and procedures for responding to discharge of oil into 
or on navigable waters of the United States. 

Region IX Contingency Plan•	 ,9 which is the Federal plan for 
an oil spill response in California, Arizona, Nevada, Hawaii, 

9	 The Region IX Contingency Plan can be obtained on the California Department of Fish and Game website at 
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/ospr/response/acp/marine/2005RCP/rcp_2005_index.html.
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and the Pacific Territories. In the San Francisco Bay Area, the 
Region IX Contingency Plan implements spill response through 
the region’s Area Contingency Plan. 

Area Contingency Plan,•	 10 which describes the strategy for 
a coordinated Federal and state response to a discharge or 
substantial threat of discharge of oil or a release of a hazardous 
substance from a vessel, offshore facility, or onshore facility 
operating within the boundaries of the state of California.  
The Area Contingency Plan is maintained by the California 
Department of Fish and Game and the U.S. Coast Guard.  
An Area Committee composed of Federal, state, and local 
agency representatives regularly reviews the Area Contingency 
Plan to ensure the effectiveness of communication systems, 
procedures, planning, coordination, training, incident evaluation, 
and preparedness. 

According to the Region IX Contingency Plan, actions are implemented 
by the most immediate level of government with the authority and 
capability to conduct such activities. Upon notification of the incident 
to the U.S. Coast Guard by the Responsible Party, the first level of 
response begins with local government agencies, then state agencies 
when local government capabilities are overwhelmed. The need for a 
Federal response beyond the U.S. Coast Guard is determined by the 
Federal On-Scene Coordinator. 

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

Responsible Party
The Responsible Party is the owner of the vessel or facility that causes 
the spill or their designated agent.  The Responsible Party participates 
in Unified Command and is responsible for the costs of cleanup. 

Federal Government
U.S. Coast Guard:•	   If an oil spill occurs on marine waters, 
the U.S. Coast Guard leads the containment and cleanup 
response operation by providing the designated Federal On-
Scene Coordinator. The Federal On-Scene Coordinator is part 
of a Unified Command and coordinates the resources of other 
Federal agencies as they are needed.

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency:•	   If an oil spill occurs 
on land or in waters outside of the navigable Bay Area, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency leads the Federal response for 
containment and cleanup and provides the Federal On-Scene 
Coordinator.

Depending on the impact of the incident on ports and natural 
resources, the Federal On-Scene Coordinator requests support from 

10	The Area Contingency Plan for the San Francisco Bay and Delta can be obtained on the California Department 
of Fish and Game website at http://www.dfg.ca.gov/ospr/response/acp/marine/2005ACPs/2005SFACPs/
sf_acp_index.html.
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Federal agencies such as the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services or the U.S. Department of Interior when public health or 
natural resources are threatened.

State Government
California Department of Fish and Game:•	   Leads the state 
response to spills in marine waters through its Office of Spill 
Prevention and Response.  The Office of Spill Prevention 
and Response coordinates the ongoing review of the Area 
Contingency Plan.  The California Department of Fish and Game 
provides technical advice on cleanup methods to minimize 
damage to the environment; arranges for and oversees the care 
and rehabilitation of injured wildlife; and investigates criminal 
and civil liability and responsibility and impacts to natural 
resources. During a major incident, the California Department 
of Fish and Game serves as part of a Unified Command and 
coordinates the resources of other state agencies as they are 
needed.

California Highway Patrol:•	   Is the state lead agency when oil 
spills occur on land. The California Highway Patrol also provides 
law enforcement for impacted areas as needed.

Department of Toxic Substance Control:•	   Provides technical 
advice regarding the handling and disposal of toxic materials. 
The Department of Toxic Substance Control’s Oil Spill 
Prevention Unit assists in the assessment, evaluation, and 
control phases of the incident. 

OES:•	   Operates the State Warning Center, which notifies county 
and local emergency services and relevant state agencies about 
the incident. Using SEMS, OES coordinates the activities of 
state agencies involved in the emergency. 

State Fire Marshal:•	   Responsible for the safety of all hazardous 
liquid pipelines in the state. Engineers from the agency respond 
to all pipeline-related incidents.

State Lands Commission:•	   Assists the Office of Spill 
Prevention and Response Onsite Commander in determining 
the cause and amount of the oil discharge. The State Lands 
Commission’s jurisdiction includes coastlines as well as marine 
terminals and offshore platforms within 3 miles of shore. 

State Department of Parks and Recreation:•	   Responds when 
a spill or release will affect State Park property.

State Water Resources Control Board:•	   Through the Regional 
Water Quality Control Board, the State Water Board is the 
trustee for surface waters and provides technical expertise 
to evaluate the impact of the oil spill on water resources. The 
Regional Water Quality Control Board sets sediment cleanup 
limits at spill sites. 
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Local Government
Cities and counties collect initial information about the spill and may 
coordinate initial response to an oil spill. Fire or law enforcement 
agencies respond initially and may provide first notification of the 
incident to the State Warning Center. 

However, unlike incident response under SEMS and mutual aid 
systems, state and Federal agencies direct the response to major Bay 
water spills.  According to the Area Contingency Plan, representatives 
from relevant local governments work within an Incident Command 
structure, under a Unified Command, and provide expertise concerning 
the impacts of the spill and response operations on the local 
environment.

CONCEPT OF OPERATIONS

Alert and Notification
Upon notification of an oil spill caused by a spill or vessel grounding, 
the responsible party will notify the U.S. Coast Guard Sector San 
Francisco Communications Center.  The U.S. Coast Guard will, in 
turn, notify the State Warning Center.  The State Warning Center will 
notify state agencies and potentially affected Operational Areas.  Local 
governments may initiate notification by contacting the State Warning 
Center.  This system is summarized in Figure E-1.

Damage Assessment
The U.S. Coast Guard and/or California Department of Fish and Game 
will make a determination of the size of the spill.  If the spill threatens 
a shoreline, an attempt at a spill trajectory analysis will be made.  If an 
analysis indicates that additional communities are at risk, Operational 
Areas or OES will alert those additional communities of the threat.  

Initial Response
Upon assessment of a significant or major spill, the U.S. Coast Guard, 
California Department of Fish and Game, and the Responsible Party 
will establish a Unified Command and execute response under the 
Area Contingency Plan.  The U.S. Coast Guard assumes the role of 
the Federal On-Scene Coordinator.   The Unified Command will initially 
focus on the employment of private sector containment and protection 
resources, including spill mapping, containment booming, protection 
booming, and oil skimming/recovery capabilities.  The Unified 
Command may augment these with Federal, state, and local assets, 
including watercraft, aircraft, hazardous materials response teams and 
technical experts.    

The Unified Command will establish an Incident Command Post near 
the area that is affected.  A Joint Information Center will be established 
at the Incident Command Post.  Affected or threatened Operational 
Areas will send one representative to the Incident Command Post 
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Figure E-1
 Initial Notifi cation
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to work with the Liaison Officer in coordinating use of resources, 
intelligence reporting, and public information efforts. 

The California Department of Fish and Game requests the support of 
additional state agencies either through OES or directly to the agency, 
as needed.  The U.S. Coast Guard requests support directly from 
relevant Federal agencies.

Local government EOCs may be activated to support the Unified 
Command in areas including public warning, intelligence, logistics, and 
communications.  In turn, Operational Area EOCs may be activated 
to provide additional support and coordinate with state and Federal 
agencies.  If needed, the Operational Area EOCs may develop and 
disseminate public health alerts.

In a large-scale incident, the REOC may be activated in accordance 
with SEMS to coordinate secondary, non-operational issues among 
the Operational Areas such as transportation, volunteer coordination, 
mutual aid, and support to affected Operational Areas.  Existing RECP 
procedures such as Regional Coordination Conference Calls may be 
used.






