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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

On May 19, 2015 a corroded pipeline, owned by Plains All American, ruptured and 
spilled up to 142,000 U.S. gallons of crude oil onto land, with much flowing into the 
ocean just north of Refugio State Beach in Santa Barbara County, California.  Line 901, 
as this pipeline is named, was 28 years old at the time of the rupture, and had just 
undergone an inspection, although the results were not back yet at the time of the 
incident. The region that was impacted by the Refugio Incident forms part of four state 
marine protected areas, and it is known for its beautiful beaches and high biological 
diversity.  This spill eventually impacted approximately 7 miles of coastline with crude oil 
and more than 100 miles with tar balls. This oil spill was unique in many ways, including 
the wildlife response, and many lessons were gleaned from all aspects of the response. 
 
From the start, the Refugio Incident presented the OWCN, the California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife – Office of Spill Prevention and Response (DFW-OSPR) and NOAA’s 
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) with challenges to be met and surmounted. 
These included, but were not limited to, mobilizing personnel to the region, supporting 
the logistical needs of a large-scale response during a busy travel period, transporting of 
affected animals to the primary care and stabilization centers in areas with very high 
traffic volumes, and the need to activate full-scale marine mammal response activities 
for the first time in California history. In the latter case, what made this incident 
especially challenging was that an Unusual Mortality Event (UME) for California sea 
lions (Zalophus californianus) was occurring at the time as the spill, which caused most 
marine mammal rehabilitation centers to be at, or over, capacity already, and staffing 
overly taxed. Despite all these challenges, the system developed in California responded 
admirably, with best achievable capture and care afforded to all animals in crisis during 
the response. 
 
As with every spill, the lessons that we learn are invaluable and help us to become 
better responders in the future. On July 20-21 2015, we invited close to 40 key 
responders from several OWCN Member Organizations and affiliated agencies for a 
workshop to celebrate what we collectively felt went well in the response, and to 
highlight where we need to improve in the future.  This document summarizes the results 
from this two-day workshop, including “positives”, “deltas”, and recommended actions. 
The comments included in this report are the impressions of the attendees of this 
“hotwash”, and all observations and suggestions were only slightly edited so that the 
reader of this report can appreciate the diversity of views on the effort. The 
recommendations provided here are those developed by the attendees and, as such, the 
OWCN Management Team is now currently weighing these in light of programmatic 
priorities and logistical feasibility. 
 
It is our hope that the lessons we learned from the Refugio Incident will help us prepare 
and respond in a more efficient and streamlined manner in the future, thereby assisting 
us in further expanding and ensuring that the mission of the Oiled Wildlife Care Network 
is met, no matter where the spill occurs. 
 
 

- The Oiled Wildlife Care Network Management Team 
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 Responding OWCN Member Organizations and  
Affiliated Agencies 

 
 

• Bird Ally-X 
• California Dept. of Fish and Wildlife – Office of Spill Prevention and 

Response  
• California Wildlife Center 
• Channel Islands Marine Wildlife Institute 
• Farallones Marine Sanctuary Association 
• International Bird Rescue 
• Long Beach Aquarium of the Pacific 
• Marine Mammal Care Center at Fort McArthur 
• Monterey Bay Aquarium 
• NOAA - National Marine Fisheries Service 
• North Valley Animal Disaster Group 
• Pacific Wildlife Care 
• Peninsula Humane Society 
• Point Blue Conservation Science 
• Project Wildlife 
• Santa Barbara Wildlife Care Network 
• SeaWorld San Diego 
• SPCA of Monterey County 
• The Marine Mammal Center 
• University of California, Davis – Wildlife Health Center 
• U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
• Wetlands and Wildlife Care Center 
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Timeline of Response Activities 

 
 
 

 
  

Incident occurs 

OWCN activated 

Arrival of OWCN 
Recovery staff 

Arrival of OWCN 
equipment and core staff 

Last bird released 

Last marine mammal 
with disposition 

May 19 
a.m. 

May 19 
p.m. 

May 20 

May 21 

Oct. 2 

Oct. 22 

Last live bird captured 
June 14 

June 22 
Last live marine 
mammal captured 
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Facilities and Mobile Equipment Activated 
 

 
A. Wildlife Recovery (Avian and Marine Mammals): 

 
a. Field Staging: OWCN Sprinter Van - staged at 4 different locations 

throughout incident, along with the Mobile Avian Stabilization 
Hospital (“MASH”):  

i. Refugio Beach State Park 
ii. El Capitan State Park 
iii. San Buenaventura State Beach (Ventura) 
iv. McGrath State Beach (Ventura) 

 
 

B. Avian Facilities: 
 

a. Stabilization (“Bricks and Mortar”): Santa Barbara Wildlife Care 
Network (SBWCN), Santa Barbara, CA 

b. Field Stabilization (Mobile): Mobile Avian Stabilization Hospital 
(“MASH”) trailer – staged at Refugio Beach State Park, El Capitan 
State Park, San Buenaventura State Beach (Ventura), and 
McGrath State Beach (Ventura)  

c. Primary Care: Los Angeles Oiled Bird Care and Education Center 
(LAOBCEC), San Pedro, CA 
 
 

C. Marine Mammal Facilities: 
 

a. Stabilization (Bricks and Mortar): Channel Islands Marine and 
Wildlife Institute (CIMWI), the Marine Mammal Care Center 
(MMCC) at Fort McArthur 

b. Field Stabilization (Mobile): Mobile Avian Stabilization Hospital 
(“MASH”) trailer – staged at Refugio Beach State Park, El Capitan 
State Park, San Buenaventura State Beach (Ventura), and 
McGrath State Beach (Ventura)  

c. Primary Care: Oiled Wildlife Care Center, SeaWorld San Diego 
(SWSD), San Diego, CA 
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Map of incident release location (black oval), 4 staging locations for field 
operations (Recovery and Field Stabilization), locations of the Member 
Organization Stabilization centers and the 2 Primary Care Centers. 
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Summary of Collected Animal Numbers 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 LIVE DEAD RELEASED TOTAL 

 
BIRDS1 

 

58 

 

197 

 

46 

 

255 

 
MARINE 

MAMMALS 

 

62 

 

106 

 

23 

 

 

168 

 

 
1 Eight additional live and seven dead birds were collected during this time and 
separately logged under the South Bay/Manhattan Beach Incident 
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Wildlife Branch ICS Organization Chart: 
Avian Strike Team 

 
 
 

 
 
 
NOTE: These names reflect those staff members that filled these roles for a 
majority of the response. On specific days, however, other individuals may have 
filled in, depending on days off. Numbers for Care, Field Stabilization, and 
Recovery staff are maximum numbers.  
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Wildlife Branch ICS Organization Chart: 
Marine Mammal Strike Team 

 
 

 
 
NOTE: These names reflect those staff members that filled these roles for a 
majority of the response. On specific days, however, other individuals may have 
filled in, depending on days off. Numbers for Care, Processing, Field 
Stabilization, Field Processing, and Recovery staff are maximum numbers. 
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ACTIVATION and MOBILIZATION 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Knowledgeable and experienced personnel were on site early, getting 
things set up and leading recovery operations.  

 
 
DELTAS: 
 

Ø There was a lack of clarity in communication about activation, both from 
OSPR to OWCN’s management staff at UCD, and from the OWCN to the 
rest of the Network.   

Ø Initial text activation from OSPR to OWCN did not go through.  
Ø There was confusion about how many recovery teams were needed 

initially. 
Ø The number of recovery teams that were initially deployed was not enough 

to cover all geographic areas (especially since oiled animals started 
showing up early in this spill). 

Ø There was initial confusion as to whether an entire Member Organization, 
the facility, or just certain individuals from that organization, was activated, 
and what the expectations/implications were of each of those scenarios.  

Ø Activation was confusing to some individuals who were activated by 
someone other than an expected contact.  

Ø Confusion as to what roles certain people played in non-spill vs. spill time, 
and what capacity they were acting under during the spill (e.g., Sarah 
Wilkin – WBD Deputy Director for marine mammals or NOAA-NMFS 
National Marine Mammal Stranding Coordinator) 

Ø Early activation of more mammal teams would have been useful since the 
region was in the middle of a marine mammal Unusual Mortality Event 
(UME).   

Ø Activating personnel from Member Organizations, without direct 
coordination with managers at those organizations, left unexpected gaps 
in regular (non-spill) duties. 
 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Determine a backup activation method from OSPR to UCD OWCN staff 
and alternate methods to confirm (not just text).  Direct contact is always 
the best form of contact, as sometimes texts arrive out of order (or not at 
all) and emails are not read in a timely manner. Discuss with OSPR 
contact/activation protocols (call, text, email?). 
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Ø In a similar scenario, have more recovery teams deploy initially, especially 
mammal recovery teams if in the middle of a UME. 

Ø Clarify activation of Member Organization vs. individual activation, and 
define difference between activation and stand by, and the expectations 
for each.  This needs to be communicated (pre-spill) to member 
organizations. 

Ø Determine personnel availability early on, from areas near spill, as well as 
outside of spill region.   

Ø When an individual is activated, need to make it clear to them exactly what 
their ICS role is. 

Ø Communication for activation should be with individuals who do 
scheduling with Member Organizations, instead of with the individuals 
being activated. 

Ø Develop a better feedback loop for increased involvement by local 
Member Orgs, especially those for mammal response. Keep revisiting 
loop as spill goes on. Develop ongoing conversations with volunteer/staff 
coordinators with local groups to assess availability and capabilities as 
time progresses. 

Ø Put together a stand-by schedule, for field as well as facility, even if 
people are never activated.  

Ø Involve Member Organizations in selecting the best individuals with the 
optimal skillset for their role. 

Ø Important to be clear about which organization an individual is being 
activated under (some individuals are affiliated with several OWCN 
Member Organizations).  This would also help act as failsafe so people do 
not self-deploy. 
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STAFFING 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Pre-trained volunteers and staff in Santa Barbara region were great and 
well-prepared /trained. 

Ø High level of veterinarian involvement in care management was much 
appreciated. 

Ø This spill was a multi-organizational response, which was good for 
networking. 

Ø This oil spill had more pre-trained staff and volunteers than in the past. 
Ø Mammal field processing personnel did an amazing job under challenging 

conditions (deficiency in supplies and trained personnel). 
Ø Patriot team (“unskilled” support staff for moving animals) that worked in 

the field was great. 
 
 
DELTAS: 
 

Ø Activated individuals were not always a good fit for the required roles. 
Ø OWCN was sending out emails saying that “no volunteers were needed”, 

which was confusing regarding how much need there actually was. 
Ø In drills, the OWCN point of contact typically provides lists of qualified 

individuals to organization, although this did not happen during this spill. 
Ø A Standby list of available responders would have been useful. 
Ø Scheduling further out would have increased available responders. 
Ø There was a need for more recovery staff in the field.  Much of the time 

there was lots of down time, but when calls came in, everyone was 
needed. 

Ø Early on, there was a lack of trained staff deployed for mammal Field 
Processing.  

Ø Mammal Recovery and Field Processing teams were mixed.  This was 
good for training, but not efficient for accomplishing tasks. 

Ø A dedicated Field Processing Strike Team Leader would have been 
helpful. 

Ø The Marine Mammal Facility Processing/necropsy team did a great job, 
but there were no reserves/backup personnel; would have needed backup 
with slightly higher caseload. 

Ø Marine Mammal Field Stabilization teams could have used 3 people: 2 
handlers and 1 team lead. 

Ø The team from Patriot worked many days in a row and had some issues 
with burnout & exhaustion. 

Ø Because of the spill, a greater number of unoiled but compromised 
animals were captured than would normally have been collected.  This 
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caused extra transport logistics, since normal spill transport resources 
were being kept for spill purposes.  Also, this causes a greater burden on 
other facilities, which brings up a question of compensation for this extra 
animal caseload.  These facilities might qualify, but not through OWCN. 

Ø Some personnel who did all required OWCN trainings expressed 
disappointment that people with no or little training were hired for specific 
roles. 

Ø Pressure to stay local with recruitment hindered staffing levels. 
Ø There was not enough RVT support in avian Primary Care Facility. 
Ø There was an underestimation of pre-trained volunteers in the Santa 

Barbara region.  
Ø Guidance for first time managers would have been helpful, as they had 

questions but not always access to people to answer them. 
 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Provide a list of trained people in OWCN database to Member 
Organization at the start of a response, which may help Organization 
target certain individuals with a high skill set and determine their 
availability. 

o This would also involve Member Organization in staff 
selection/availability. 

Ø Develop a mechanism for having a single OWCN Staff Coordinator 
assigned as the Point of Contact (POC) for Member Organizations and 
affiliated agencies during oil spills.   

o This would help streamline communications, especially for staffing.  
o Establish regular communication between OWCN POC and 

Member Organizations. 
Ø Have a clear ICS org chart available at all times so people have quick and 

easy access for knowing what the reporting structure is and who is in 
which role. 

Ø Develop Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for UCD OWCN staff 
mobilization. 

Ø Develop a mechanism for being able to assign assistants to each group 
supervisor, especially for Wildlife Recovery and Field Stabilization. 

Ø Have a mechanism for being able to provide one administrative person for 
each location (one for field, one for facility). 

Ø Circulate Member Organization affiliation sheets every 6 months, to 
ensure that lists match between Member Organization and OWCN 
database. 

Ø If there is a need, identify a Marine Mammal Field Processing lead as 
soon as a spill occurs, (with team to follow as needed). 

Ø There should be more training on fish handling procedures and processing 
for volunteers. 
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Ø Create a webinar/video and/or FAQ for Member Organization and 
individuals that detail expectations and activation procedures. 

o This should target Executive Director and Board members that are 
not regularly part of OWCN trainings and deployment. 

Ø Pre-identify a pool of RVTs that can be trained to OWCN protocols and 
hired during a spill response if needed. 

Ø Establish regular check-ins with local organizations regarding animal 
caseload burden as spill continues. 

Ø Prioritize more outreach and training of volunteers in Santa Barbara and 
San Diego areas. 

Ø Encourage more engagement and higher level of training among 
volunteers. 

Ø Develop more cross training between Field groups: 
o Between Bird and Marine Mammal Recovery groups. 
o Between Marine Mammal Recovery and Field Processing staff. 

Ø Develop training and detailed SOPs for Group Supervisors of the different 
streams. 

Ø Mammal processing could mirror bird processing, but it would be best if 
they are not drawn from same marine mammal care pool. 

Ø Pairing experienced with less experienced people maximizes learning 
efficiency of less experienced and ensures that the job gets done. 
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COMMUNICATION 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Group texts were great! 
Ø Organization charts that were sent around were helpful. 
Ø There was an incident website set up for dissemination of information 

(refugioresponse.com), which had some useful information about road 
closures, etc. 

Ø Sprinter whiteboard had running tallies of animals and recovery teams, 
which was a good reference for field teams, and helped communicate 
accurate information during the daily group conference calls. 

Ø It was helpful to know when field teams were done for the day.  This 
information was important for transport personnel and personnel at the 
animal care facilities. 

 
 
DELTAS: 

 
Ø Group texts were confusing at times because people that are not in a 

person’s phone contacts show up as numbers, so it was not always 
obvious who was sending texts. 

Ø Organization charts with people’s names and phone numbers were not 
always updated and available. 

Ø Spill trajectories were not available (part of this was that the oil did not 
move very much, and trajectories were not saying anything useful, so 
NOAA was not providing this information daily). 

Ø Email is a good option for communication within the Command Post, but 
field/facility responders often had little time to check email.  

Ø Multiple animal care protocols were available, with no clear distinction on 
one everyone should be using.  

Ø Topography of the search area was challenging, and the maps provided 
did not have all the information needed, such as access points, gates, 
difficult terrain, etc. 

Ø There were challenges with communication at beginning of spill within the 
avian primary care facility. 

Ø Information transfer from field to facility was a challenge. 
Ø There was sparse information getting to volunteers. 
Ø Avian primary care facility leads felt understaffed, and requests went 

unanswered. 
Ø Activated responders needed to be reminded of appropriate dress and 

gear for their role (for example, field personnel should have long pants – 
no shorts). 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Develop group texting protocols that help further streamline 
communication.  Some ideas for what should be in this protocol include: 

o Adding initials after text 
o Defining a protocol for confirmation of receipt 
o Texting "yes" or one-word answers is not always clear, so need to 

determine suggested language 
o Need to determine a way to streamline communications so that 

only essential people are on text streams; and this might change 
from the initial text messages (i.e., recovery, transport, care to later 
on where it might be transport and care) 

o When setting up a group text, let everyone that is on group text 
know who else is on the texting group (names and phone numbers) 

Ø Post organizational chart (with names and phone numbers) in a visible 
location in field and facility, and keep updated as changes are made. 

Ø Have a computer at each facility with live updates (spill trajectory, 
recovery team locations, number/species of animals captured, 
transportation with ETAs to field stabilization and care, etc.). 

o Shared Google sheets or Trello might be good options for 
communicating information.  
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LOGISTICS and SUPPORT 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Great support (food and lodging) in field and facility. 
o It was great to have food provided in the field mid-day, especially 

when distant from other staging areas. 
Ø Wildlife Branch Directors and Deputy Wildlife Branch Directors were very 

helpful, patient, focused, and resourceful. 
Ø OWCN purchasing cards were helpful. 
Ø Area leads and supervisors seemed very available by phone. 
Ø Delivery and accessibility of porta-potties was essential for field teams. 
Ø NOAA’s Southwest Fisheries was a great resource for Marine Mammal 

Facility Processing (necropsy) area and provided many needed supplies, 
such as necropsy equipment, marine mammal equipment, and physical 
space.  

 
 

DELTAS: 
 

Ø Only had one Public Information Officer (PIO) for media at the facility. 
Ø Non-spill animals posed a problem with how to deal with transport, 

facilities to take them to, etc. This took time to arrange, at times when 
there was little extra time to spend on this.  

Ø Difficult and time-consuming for group supervisor at end of day to 
communicate hotel assignments to field staff. 

 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Improve process for informing logistics coordinator regarding plans/ needs 
for hotels, travel, etc. 

Ø Increase admin staff support so that all sites are covered as needed, 
including a field-based Admin person. 

Ø Activate Admin/logistics person sooner. 
Ø Clearly communicate how billing, indirect costs, invoicing, etc. work. 

o  Revise Compensation and Travel Reimbursement document and 
discuss development of a webinar targeting Executive Director and 
main contacts at Member Organizations. 

Ø Request more PIOs from the Joint Information Center (JIC) for specific 
events and areas of high need. 

Ø For facility reimbursement, consider setting a limit/ceiling ahead of time, 
so they know it will be reimbursed and equipment will be replaced or 
returned. 
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Ø Develop a plan for non-spill animals, to be enacted during spills when non-
spill animals are encountered. 

Ø Explore options for supporting or compensating third party wildlife 
rehabilitation organizations impacted by the spill response. 
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TRANSPORTATION 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Texting as main communication was very helpful for transport logistics, 
and group texts worked well for coordinating mammal transportation. 

 
 
DELTAS: 

 
Ø Late transport and inaccurate ETA's interfered with treatment choices, 

especially early in the spill. 
Ø Facility staff needed to stay late at primary care centers for late transports. 
Ø Type of vehicle used for transport is very important, and several times 

transporters showed up with inadequately sized or type of vehicle. 
Ø Flatbed trucks worked well for transporting marine mammal carcasses, but 

there is concern about biohazard draining off truck in transport. 
Ø Large U-haul type trucks were large enough for live mammal transport, but 

lacked adequate temperature/ventilation control. 
Ø There is biosecurity concern with transporting both live and dead animals 

in same truck. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Have a separate field transport coordinator and a designated transport 
contact at each site for medium to large spills. 

Ø Consider staging refrigeration trucks in field for storage and organized 
transport of carcasses. 

Ø Provide information to field stabilization and primary care on types/species 
of animals in transport. 

Ø Equip transport personnel with hands-free cellular capability, or provide 
designated second person to accompany driver. 

o Second person is also useful for getting in carpool lane. 
Ø Look into DOT rules for transport of oiled laundry and waste. 
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EQUIPMENT and FACILITIES 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Facilities were relatively calm, and provided healthy mental environments. 
Ø Marine mammal Member Organizations provided live animal supplies, 

such as kennels. 
Ø Fish handling improvements at the bird facility were great. 
Ø Water quality fixes at the bird facility were great (surface sprayer pipe). 
Ø Large, collapsible crates worked well for pelicans. 
Ø MASH and Sprinter were well supplied and worked well as staging sites. 
Ø Backup cell phone batteries were great. 

 
 
DELTAS: 
 

Ø Initial Recovery teams did not have the right equipment, such as large 
enough crates for pelicans and kennels for marine mammals. Sprinter and 
MASH had large collapsible crates that would have been useful, but these 
did not arrive until day 3. 

Ø Need to have a plan for “first responder” supplies before OWCN core staff 
gets to site with additional equipment.  

Ø Smaller Personal Protective Equipment (PPE; tyvek and gloves) is needed 
for smaller responders. 

Ø Need to provide a map of the facility and trailer locations. 
Ø There were ice shortages within the first week in the field, which was 

needed for marine mammal carcass temporary storage and transport. 
Ø Freezer space for carcasses quickly ran out at SeaWorld. 
Ø Ice machine at the bird facility was too small. 
Ø Freezer space was not sufficient (for ice and fish) at bird facility. 
Ø MASH required maintenance/upgrades - inverter/battery issues, water 

pump, ceiling lights, tail lights, insufficient heat for keeping birds overnight. 
Ø There was an under utilization of available trailers (e.g., requested OWCN 

RAT rig). 
Ø Wi-Fi access was poor/bad/intermittent at MASH/Sprinter and at bird 

facility. 
Ø Trash and laundry issues at all satellite facilities, including SeaWorld. 
Ø Computers for check in and out were insufficient, leading to difficulties in 

personnel tracking.  
Ø OWCN’s zodiac had engine problems and trailer did not allow water 

launch. 
Ø Needed additional large kennels for marine mammals. 
Ø In general, field teams were constantly undersupplied.  Requests to the 

Incident Command (IC) were slow to be fulfilled. 
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Ø Forceps and other sampling equipment were a challenge to clean 
between uses in the field. 

 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Develop ice-handling procedures. 
Ø Increase ice making capacity and freezer capacity at primary care 

facilities. 
Ø Need alternate means to warm gavage fluids (e.g., water bath) to reduce 

water use.  
Ø Consider purchasing another trailer, similar to the MASH, for use with 

marine mammals.  
Ø Outfit MASH to be able to accommodate housing large birds overnight, if 

necessary. 
Ø Develop a plan to deal with laundry and trash at satellite sites (MASH, 

Sprinter, field stabilization centers). 
Ø Develop a plan to “over-deploy” equipment at the start of a spill and do not 

use if not needed. 
Ø Create portable signs /caution tape to block beaches when performing 

captures. 
Ø Consider purchasing tablet computers for multiple purposes, such as 

personnel check-in. 
Ø Stockpile large crates at more local facilities. 
Ø Label/mark all field equipment and develop a way to record equipment 

brought into spill service from Member Organizations. 
Ø Maintain mobility of Field Operations – ability to move/tow equipment to 

new sites on short notice.   
Ø Compile multiple sets of field processing supplies to reduce need for 

frequent cleaning in the field.   
Ø Develop a plan for “first responder” supplies before OWCN Management 

Team gets to site with additional equipment. 
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PROTOCOLS 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø None noted. 
 
DELTAS: 
 

Ø Filling out Field Processing forms took time from Field Stabilization staff 
and delayed animal care. 

Ø Mammals were processed twice (field and facility), which was very 
inefficient.  

Ø Individuals need to understand that there is a difference between the 
protocols that are used during spill times and those used by the individual 
organizations during non-spill times.   

Ø Many dead mammals (even old carcasses) were transported to SeaWorld, 
which taxed Facility Processing (necropsy) staff. 

 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Develop protocol to ensure mammal processing happens only once. 
Ø Set up a shared online resource (e.g., Google docs) to communicate 

which protocols are being used. 
Ø Develop policy for live and dead fish and inverts that are found during a 

spill. 
Ø Modify Marine Mammal Field Processing protocols to include lessons 

learned 
o Make a checklist for the Marine Mammal Field Processing: a quick 

reference for all required tasks. 
o Need a waterproof bag with string hole for attaching tag to kennel 

or carcass for mammal field processing. 
o Use clipboard/tablet for Field Processing to hold forms in wind. 
o Include a code for freshness of carcass in Field Processing 

protocol, so that packaging would not have to be opened each time.  
Ø Establish separate area/office for Field Processing that is not in way of 

Stabilization or other Wildlife Recovery Ops. 
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SAFETY 
 
 

POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Field teams were able to get much of the necessary PPE from the Oil Spill 
Response Organization (OSRO) at Refugio State Beach.  This helped 
augment our small stock from the MASH and Sprinter, and made it very 
convenient. 

Ø Site Safety Plan (SSP) was easily accessible to all Wildlife Recovery and 
Field Stabilization personnel, and safety briefings were conducted daily in 
the field, for the majority of the spill.  

 
 
DELTAS: 

 
Ø Safety Data Sheet (SDS) on oil product was not available at avian facility.  
Ø Daily safety meetings did not always happen at facilities and stopped 

happening in the field toward the end of the spill. 
Ø Lots of safety challenges in field: cliffs, railroad tracks, rough terrain, 

beach access at certain tidal cycles, etc. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø The SSP needs to be made available at all times in the field and at the 
facility. SDS needs to be available and accessible to all staff/volunteers. 

Ø Develop a standard template for morning safety communications/briefings.  
Ø Standardize disposal containers/bags for sites and vehicles (particularly 

vehicles), such as clear plastic bags for oiled waste and dark bags for 
unoiled waste.  

Ø Develop a short overview presentation for contractors providing 
assistance to wildlife operations in the field. 

Ø Develop a mechanism for holding large pinniped nets in the back of a 
truck such that handles are not sticking far out. 

Ø Develop protocol for double-checking mammal crate locks or use fail-proof 
locks for when transporting live animals. 

Ø Create more signs for spill, i.e., slip area, PPE by task, etc. 
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DEACTIVATION and DEMOBILIZATION 

 
 
 
POSITIVES: 
 

Ø Demobilization of equipment in the field was relatively quick. 
 

 
DELTAS: 
 

Ø Planning for deactivation caused staffing pinch. 
Ø Documents and equipment were misplaced and/or lost during 

demobilization.  
Ø Local organizations not fully supported or informed of expectations after 

demobilization. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION: 
 

Ø Extend hotel stays by one day for demobilizing staff and encourage 
responders to stay overnight before going home to reduce late night 
drives. 

Ø Develop a list of all Field Stabilization and Wildlife Recovery equipment 
that is brought on site and its storage location for when demobilization 
occurs. 

Ø Ensure that an OWCN core staff person is on site during demobilization. 
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CONCLUSIONS and NEXT STEPS 
 
As the old adage goes within spill response, “every spill is different”. That 
certainly is true, but it was especially true for the Refugio Incident. Having a 
concurrent marine mammal Unusual Mortality Event (UME) at the time of the spill 
considerably changed the complexity of the response and made it one of the 
most unique spills within California, North America, and perhaps the world. It 
certainly provided the opportunity to test response systems within the Network, 
and like every spill, it helped us to identify and prioritize additional features that 
can be improved upon in the future. 
 
Since the end of the Refugio Incident and the After Action Review meeting that 
this report summarizes, many people within the OWCN and OSPR have already 
begun to implement changes and find new tools to address many of the lessons 
learned within this document. These efforts include refining plans and protocols 
for communication, transport of affected animals, marine mammal field 
processing, staffing, and more. Additional field equipment has also been 
purchased to increase local caches and to make these more readily available to 
first responders that may need to capture large birds, marine mammals, or deter 
animals away from oil in the first few hours after a spill occurs. OSPR and the 
OWCN Management Team at UC Davis have instituted regular meetings to 
identify and address preparedness and response issues before the next spill. 
There certainly is more work to be done as we continue to sort through the 
issues identified in this document, consider their root causes, and prioritize 
solutions to address them, but we have made progress during the past year.  
 
From the many issues highlighted in this document, we have identified five key 
areas for prioritization and continued focus and refinement:  

• Activation and mobilization of organizations and personnel 
• Communication, both internal and external 
• Logistics and support  
• Transportation of wildlife 
• Equipment and facilities  

 
The OWCN Management Team and OWCN Member Organizations have already 
made a number of improvements and are continuing to work to do even more. 
Many of these were implemented at the OWCN’s annual “full deployment drill”, 
which was held in March 2016 in Morro Bay. This annual event provides us with 
a regular opportunity to test new solutions to lessons learned. In the coming year, 
the OWCN will continue to work with Member Organizations and Affiliated 
Agencies to further refine our spill response capabilities, including formalizing a 
regular evaluation and discussion of protocols and Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOP’s).  
 
A huge thank you to everyone who participated in the Refugio Incident response 
and the After Action survey and meetings. 


