
Well-trained citizen volunteers can play 
an important role in oil spill response and 
cleanup. Find out what you can do to help.

   An oil spill 
in Puget Sound  
        could happen.
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RESPONSE

RISING RISKS FROM SHIP TRAFFIC

Oil spills can have devastating consequences for the 
environment. Major disasters like Deepwater Horizon, 
as well as smaller spills that occur all too often around 
the world, poison and smother wildlife and can destroy 
fragile habitat for decades — even forever.

Increasing ship traffic leads to 
increased risk of an oil spill. 
How can citizens respond? 

HOW CAN VOLUNTEERS HELP?
In their aftermath, oil spills are often accompanied 

by outpourings of public support, as local citizens rush to 
volunteer in some way, especially where wildlife are affected. 

Community volunteers can and should be engaged in some 
elements of a spill response. They can be the closest field 
observers and provide useful information on reported spills, 
especially in areas where the coastline isn’t easily accessible. 
During the Deepwater Horizon spill in 2010, for example, 
volunteers were able to provide officials with critical real-
time information on the presence of tar balls, oiled wildlife, 
and malfunctioning booms. 

But oil cleanup brings with it many risks and hazards, both to 
the volunteers and the wildlife they may be trying to help. It 
is therefore critical that potential volunteers be well trained, 
have proper equipment, and be adequately supervised. Three 
elements of spill response where volunteers can be especially 
useful are early on-scene reconnaissance, baseline and post-
spill data collection, and oiled wildlife care.

EARLY ON-SCENE RECONNAISSANCE
One of the most important things volunteers can do is act 
as eyes on the water for regional spill response agencies. 
They can collect data on the extent of a spill, note the state 
of fish and wildlife in the spill area, and assess the general 
conditions on the ground. In Washington, several long-
term citizen science projects—the Coastal Observation and 

Seabird Survey Team (COASST) run by the University 
of Washington, and the Puget Sound Seabird Surveys 
(PSSS) run by Seattle Audubon—already send 
volunteers to area shorelines on a regular basis. 
Some volunteers with those projects have already 

been trained in oil spill observation. This helps build 
and maintain a community’s capacity for meaningful 
action in the event of a spill.

BASELINE AND POST-SPILL 
DATA COLLECTION
COASST and PSSS have years and sometimes decades 
of data from sites where their volunteers regularly 
visit. In the event of the spill, such data could be used 
to compare with post-spill surveys. Some volunteers 
with the PSSS have been trained to mobilize to survey 
sites at the first daylight high tide window following 
a spill event. Surveys during this four-hour window 
will provide real-time information and supplemental 
data to responding agencies.

OILED WILDLIFE CARE
Without proper training, volunteers can 
sometimes end up doing more harm 
than good to oiled or injured wildlife. 
The Islands Oil Spill Association recently 
provided three 2-day classes in basic 
care of oiled animals for volunteers.

Puget Sound’s ports are expected to grow rapidly in 
coming years, on pace with the region’s urban areas. 
More ships on the water could mean more accidents. 
Some management efforts can lessen the risk of a spill 
in Puget Sound. Lower speed limits for ships, more 
onboard monitoring, rescue tugs and double hull fuel 

tank protection are some of the options 
being proposed. But no efforts can 

eliminate the risk of all accidents.
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