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APPENDIX 5.3.  OIL-ON-WATER: SOURCES,
BEHAVIOR, RESPONSE

The purpose of this Appendix is to provide the
reader with information on the sources of petroleum
hydrocarbons to the sea, to discuss activities which
may cause these inputs that are discussed in the EIS
and those sources considered in the cumulative analy-
sis.  Other topics addressed include, responses to oil
spills, how oil changes when it is spilled on water, how
various organizations respond to oil spills, and the
tools they have available in the “response tool box”.

SOURCES OF OIL

In 1985, the National Research Council’s Steer-
ing Committee for the Petroleum in the Marine Envi-
ronment Update, issued a book entitled, “Oil in the
Sea: Inputs, Fates, and Effects (NRC, 1985).  The NRC
is updating this information but it is not available for
direct citation until June, 2002; however, sources
within the document were used.  Data and informa-
tion from Pacific OCS Region (POCSR) records were
also used to ascertain the sources and amount of oil
contributed to the sea.

OIL AND GAS EXPLORATION ACTIVITIES

Exploration activities include mobilization and
operations on the drilling vessel and other associated
activities as support vessels.  Two general potential
sources exist for spills during exploration activities:

• Spills during drilling operations due to loss of
well control (blowouts), and

• Spills from other exploratory activities includ-
ing those related to support vessels.

Minerals Management Service oil spill records
do not differentiate between spills from development
operations and from exploratory operations.  In small
part, this is due to the fact that few exploratory wells
are drilled from fixed platforms.  Mainly, however, it
is because spills resulting from drilling on any facil-

ity has similar causes and risks.  Exploratory drilling
is subjected to more unknowns geologically, hence in-
creasing the inherent risks.  Recent technological in-
novations, however, that have greatly lessened the risk
from this last eventuality include:

• Increased knowledge of nondrilled geology
from such methods as 3-D seismic surveys and
improved data processing;

• A better ability to control wells by intensive
monitoring of a plethora of downhole data
while drilling is occurring; and

• Intensive training and drills by facility work-
ers, resulting in a readiness and an instant
responsiveness to unexpected events.

Spills during drilling due to loss of well
control

MMS investigates blowouts and provides reports
describing the circumstances surrounding the inci-
dents with the ultimate goal of prevention through
the use of safety alerts and other regulatory means.
Table 5.3-1 summarizes each of the blowouts for years
1992-present.  This report is based on information
contained in the MMS Technical Information Man-
agement System for the years 1995 through 2000, and
in MMS files for the years prior to 1995.  Some data
details may not be available for 1999 through 2001
because investigations have not yet been completed.
Most incidents involve everyday operations and du-
ties.  By providing brief descriptions of each blowout,
MMS is trying to prevent similar incidents from oc-
curring in the future.  A total of 38 blowouts occurred
in this 9 year period.

Of the 38 events summarized in table 5.3-1, 4
separate events resulted in a total spillage of 302 bbl
of hydrocarbons.  Twenty-six of the 38 events occurred
during drilling, and 25 occurred during development
(rather than exploration) operations.  Only two events
occurred in the POCSR, both as a result of workover
operations; during one of these, in November 2000,
approximately 1 gallon of oil was spilled.

http://www.mms.gov/stats/OCSincident.htm 
 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 
Gulf of Mexico Region 3 3 0 1 4 5 6 5 8 1 
Pacific Region 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 
Total  3 3 0 1 4 5 7 5 9 1 

Revised 3/13/01 
 

Table 5.3-1. Uncontrolled well (Blowout) information.  Compiled from MMS’s website:
http://www.mms.gov/stats/OCSincident.htm
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