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Each issue of Coast 4 U Quarter ly features an interv iew with an employee of the 

Cal ifornia Coastal Commission.  

 

 

This issue features Robin Blanchfield of the Cal iforn ia Coastal 

Commission’s Oi l Spi l l P rogram. Read on as Blanchfie ld discusses the 

recent BP Deepwater -Hor izon oi l spi l l in the Gulf of Mexico and how it 

re lates to Cal ifornia’s oi l spi l l p revention pol icy.  

 

 
 
C4UQ: The recent catastrophic 4.9 mill ion barrel BP Deepwater Horizon oil 
spil l in the Gulf of Mexico turns our attention to our own preparedness for 
an oil spil l off the California coast or in San Francisco Bay. Everyone is 
asking: can something like the BP Deepwater Horizon well blowout and spil l 

happen offshore California? 
 
RB: The ci rcumstances of the BP deepwater Hor izon spi l l – a mobi le oi l r ig dr i l l ing an 

exploratory wel l into an unknown high pressure oi l reservoi r in very deep water - are 

extreme conditions compared to the situation of Cal i fornia’s offshore oi l and gas dr i l l ing 

operations. The platforms offshore Cal iforn ia are stationary production platforms in 

much shal lower waters. The BP Deepwater Hor izon r ig was located 50 mi les offshore 

Louisiana at a water depth of 5000 feet. In comparison, Cal iforn ia’s deepest water 

platform (P latform Harmony) is located at a water depth of 1,198 feet. The oi l 

reservoi r pressures offshore Cal iforn ia are also much lower than in the Gulf of Mexico 

because the oi l f ie lds here are “mature” (having produced over many years), and most 

of the production wel ls requi re external assistance (e.g., water in jection) to br ing the 

oi l to the surface, because the wel ls and reservoi r s do not have enough pressure to 

“f low” on thei r own.   

 

Another difference between here and the Gulf of Mexico situation is that the spi l l 

prevention and safety systems   such as blow -out preventers  on the production 

platforms offshore Cal iforn ia are inspected and tested monthly.  They are also located on 

the platform above the water surface versus on the ocean floor as in the case of the BP 

Deepwater Hor izon wel l.   

 

Whi le this does not mean a major blowout on a new wel l or in a new oi l reservoi r f ield 

could never occur offshore Cal ifornia, the r isk is greatly reduced compared to the BP 

Deepwater Hor izon dri l l ing envi ronment in the Gulf of Mexico.  

 



On the other hand, our offshore oi l and gas platforms are located much closer to 

Cal ifornia’s coast  the farthest is 10.5 mi les and the closest is 1.2 mi les offshore – so 

any size spi l l is l ikely to have impacts to Cal ifornia’s beaches and sensitive shorel ine 

habitats.  Cal ifornia has learned from past spi l ls that even a smal l spi l l can have 

signif icant impacts on coastal resources depending on the location of the spi l l. 

 
C4UQ: Please give us a picture of California’s preparation for an oil spil l. 
 

RB: Cal iforn ia’s statewide oi l spi l l p revention and response program has some of the 

highest oi l spi l l p revention, preparedness and response standards in the nation and is a 

recognized leader in the world. The Department of Fish and Game’s Office of Spi l l 

P revention and Response (OSPR), is the lead State agency in charge of Cal iforn ia's oi l 

spi l l p revention, preparedness, response, and natural resource restoration. The OSPR 

was establ ished by the Lempert -Keene-Seastrand Oil Spi l l P revention and Response Act 

(The Act) of 1990. The Act gives the OSPR Administrator substantial author ity to di rect 

al l oi l spi l l p revention, response and clean -up activ it ies, natural resource damage 

assessment (NRDA) and restoration, as wel l as the author ity to conduct studies and 

incorporate the findings into spi l l p revention and response programs throughout 

Cal ifornia. 

 

The OSPR works with 22 other state agencies through the State Interagency Oi l Spi l l 

Committee to develop Cal iforn ia’s statewide oi l spi l l p revention, preparedness, and 

response program. The Coastal Commission, State Lands Commission, the Divis ion of Oi l 

and Gas and Geothermal Resources, the State Fi re Marshal , and the San Francisco Bay 

Conservation and Development Commission have separate oi l spi l l p revention 

responsibi l it ies and standards that requi re systems safety and oi l spi l l p revention 

technologies, inspections and maintenance programs, and personnel train ing for al l oi l 

and gas faci l it ies (e.g., pipel ines, mar ine terminals, oi l f ie lds, and offshore platforms) 

within thei r respective ju r isdictions.  

 

Cal ifornia has taken many steps to improve Cal iforn ia’s preparedness for an oi l spi l l. 

The OSPR and US Coast Guard work with local governments, industry, oi l spi l l response 

organizations, envi ronmental and non -governmental groups, Native Amer ican tr ibal 

counci ls, and other state and federal agencies to develop Area Contingency Plans (ACPs) 

to pre -p lan for joint spi l l response responsibi l it i es for San Francisco Bay and each of 

Cal ifornia’s coastal regions. These ACPs define agency roles and contain region specif ic 

detai ls that include a worst case spi l l scenar io, identif ication of sensitive habitats and 

species, strategies for shorel ine protection and cleanup, location and amounts of 

mechanical recovery, alternative response equipment plans (e.g. dispersants, 

bioremediation), and wi ld l ife protection and rehabi l itation plans. The Cal iforn ia 

regional ACPs also have enhanced electronic GIS -based maps and databases for al l 

sensitive shorel ine and mar ine habitat areas along Cal iforn ia’s 1100 mi les of coast, and 

the additional 1000 mi les within the San Francisco Bay and Delta. These sensitive site 

protection maps and strategies are updated and field tested annual ly to improve and 

val idate the effectiveness of the protective boom and oi l recovery operations.  

 

Cal ifornia’s Oi led Wi ldl ife Care Network is a recognized leader in the nation and the 

wor ld for its expertise on oi led wi ld l ife care and recovery methods and for the 

organization of its network for immediate activation dur ing an oi l spi l l response.  



 

Cal ifornia also has an active oi l spi l l dr i l l and exerc ise program that requi res ships and 

oi l and gas faci l it ies to ver ify the capabi l ity of thei r faci l ity personnel and oi l spi l l 

response organizations to provide rapid response in the event of an oi l spi l l. As a result 

of OSPR’s high regulatory requi rements Cal ifornia’s oi l spi l l response industry has one 

of the largest inventor ies of oi l spi l l response equipment, vessels, and trained people in 

the nation.  

 

In conclusion, Cal iforn ia is better prepared for an oi l spi l l – no matter what size - than 

many of the other coastal states in the U.S.  But, Cal ifornia is always improving its 

preparedness and learning valuable lessons from spi l ls l ike the BP Deepwater Hor izon.  

 

C4UQ: What is the Coastal Commission’s role in the review of offshore oil 
and gas development projects for the assurance of safe operations and 
prevention of spil ls? 

 

RB: The Coastal Commission has responsibi l ity for the review and approval of al l 

offshore oi l and gas development pro jects proposed in state and federal (e.g., outside 3 

mi les) waters to ensure that a pro ject is consistent with the resource protection and oi l 

spi l l p revention and response pol ices of the Cal iforn ia Coastal Act.  As part of its review, 

the Commission requi res a proposed project to provide detai led oi l spi l l p revention and 

response information, including: system safety technologies (e.g. blow out preventers, 

wel l casing and cementing), spi l l p revention and response procedures and train ing (e.g. 

pipel ine and wel l emergency shutdown procedures) to prevent and stop an oi l spi l l ; 

worst case oi l spi l l r isk analysis (e.g., volume and duration); analysis of potentia l 

coastal resource impacts; and analysis of shorel ine protection and on-water oi l spi l l 

containment and clean -up capabi l ity. If there are gaps in the protection provided in the 

pro ject’s oi l spi l l information the Coastal Commission can and has requi red an appl icant 

to provide additional systems safety features, oi l spi l l p revention and response 

equipment, personnel train ing, or operational procedures. 

 
Cur rently, there are 23 oi l and gas production platforms operating in Federal waters 

offshore Cal ifornia. The Coastal Commission has reviewed and approved 13 of the 23 oi l 

and gas platforms cur rently operating in federal Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) waters 

offshore Cal ifornia. The other 10 platforms were instal led pr ior to the Coastal Act.  Any 

new or revised plans for offshore oi l and gas development in either State or Federal 

waters wi l l requi re Coastal Commission review. 

 

In addition to the 23 platforms in Federal waters, there are four oi l and gas platforms 

and two man -made oi l and gas is lands operating within Cal iforn ia’s State waters, under 

the ju r isdiction and oversight of the Cal iforn ia State Lands Commission. The Coastal 

Commission works closely with the State Lands Commission (the lead state agency) in 

the review and approval for al l modif ications to these offshore platforms and is lands in 

State waters. 
 



C4UQ: Where can the public learn more about offshore oil dr il l ing and 
California’s oil spil l prevention and response programs? 
 

RB: The Cal iforn ia State Lands Commission (SLC) recently released a report on August 

20, 2010 entitled Production and Marine Terminal Operations in State Waters and the 
California State Lands Commission’s Oil Spill Prevention Programs Protecting State 
Waters. This report and much more information about SLC can be downloaded from the 

SLC website at:   http://www.slc.ca.gov/.  

 

Information about the oi l and gas platforms in the federal outer continental shelf waters 

offshore Cal ifornia can be obtained from the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, 

Regulation and Enforcement- Pacif ic OCS Region (former ly named the Minerals 

Management Serv ice) website at http://www.boemre.gov/omm/pacif ic/.  

 

Information about the Coastal Commission’s Oi l Spi l l P rogram, which also has l inks to 

information about the BP oi l spi l l and other state and federal agencies, is avai lable on the 

Coastal Commission website at: http://www.coastal.ca.gov/oi lspi l l /ospndx.html.  

 

Information about Cal ifornia’s oi l spi l l p revention and response laws, regulations, and 

statewide programs is avai lable on the Department of Fish and Game – Office of Spi l l 

P revention and Response website at: http://www.dfg.ca.gov/ospr/.  

 

Information about Cal ifornia’s Oi led Wi ldl ife Care Network (OWCN) is avai lable on the 

OWCN website: http://www.owcn.org. 

 

C4UQ: What can the public do to help in the event of a spil l on the California 
coast or in SF Bay? 

 
RB: Cal iforn ia OSPR has a brochure “Oi l Spi l l Response Volunteers: What You Should 

Know and How You Can Help.”  You can obtain this brochure and more information at the 

“Volunteer ” tab l ink at the bottom of the OSPR home webpage 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/ospr/ or by cal l ing thei r Volunteer hotl ine 1 -800 -228 -4544.  

 

The Cal iforn ia Oi led Wi ldl ife Care Network also has information about volunteer 

opportunities to help with the rescue and rehabi l i tation of oi led wi ld l ife on thei r website 

http://www.owcn.org/volunteer - info.   
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