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“OSRI is an important organization because it continues to 

be the wakeup call to always look at technologies, research, 

and monitoring, so we’re prepared for the next oil spill.”

- Molly McCammon, Executive Director, Alaska Ocean Observing System
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LETTER FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

20 Years of Breakthroughs 

At the time of the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989, it was hard to imagine the 

advancements in technology, engineering, research, and 

education that would emerge from the incident. Oil spills in marine 

environments remain a threat, but we are far better prepared than we’ve 

ever been as a nation. This preparation is due in no small part to the 

strength of OSRI’s programming, which is bolstered by the depth of 

knowledge possessed by past and present members of our staff, Advisory 

Board, Scientific and Technical Committee, members of our local 

community, the Alaska Native community, and partners across the 

academic, federal, state, fishing, defense, and oil and gas sectors. To them, 

we are forever thankful.

Per federal legislation, OSRI is slated to exist until one year after the 

exploration or development of oil ceases to exist in Alaska, and we know 

that sort of resource development has a long-term horizon. Our goal is to 

remain on the front edge of developing response technologies to address 

incidents when they occur. Having a long-term, stable source of funding is 

a critical foundation that helps us ensure oil can be recovered to the best 

extent possible during a maritime spill. 

As we look ahead to the next 20 years, we want to ensure our work covers 

the full spectrum of ways that oil can be identified, degraded, or recov-

ered after a spill. Given the world’s oil and gas development and increased 

maritime activity, especially in Arctic and sub-Arctic marine waters, we will 

remain nimble to address the ever-evolving needs of our customers and 

collaborators. Our mission remains as important as ever.

Katrina Hoffman, Executive Director

THE PRINCE WILLIAM SOUND OIL SPILL RECOVERY INSTITUTE 
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OVERVIEW

The Front Edge of 

Research & Readiness

OSRI was born out of the Exxon Valdez oil spill and authorized by the Oil 

Pollution Act of 1990 (OPA90) to, “identify and develop the best available 

techniques, equipment, and materials for dealing with oil spills,” and to, 

“determine, document, assess and understand the long range effects 

of the Exxon Valdez oil spill on the natural resources of Prince William 

Sound.” In 1996, Congress amended the act to expand the area of 

emphasis to Arctic and sub-Arctic marine environments. 

OPA90 identifies the Prince William Sound Science Center as 

administrator and home of OSRI. OSRI receives annual interest earnings 

from the National Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund. Since 1998, OSRI has spent 

approximately $900,000 per year to support a wide range of projects, in-

cluding those that improve knowledge of how oil moves in the ocean and 

under ice, how to find it, and how to clean it up.

Today we stay true to our mission by focusing on partnerships and 

disbursement of funds to projects that improve response scenarios in 

advance of inevitable oil spills. Our Research Plan is organized around 

four strategic goals: Understand, Respond, Inform, and Partner. These 

projects are designed to help attain an interdisciplinary understanding of 

Arctic and sub-Arctic marine environments as it pertains to: the source, 

fate, and effects of spilled oil; and the recovery of those environments. 

Fundamentally, OSRI is a support organization designed to bolster the 

best thinking of talented people who are improving 

responses to oil spills in North America, and determine how 

to apply those lessons around the world. We are thankful for 

our many partners, and look forward to the decades ahead.
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PRINCE WILLIAM SOUND OIL SPILL RECOVERY INSTITUTE 

Decades 
of Impact



20 YEAR ANNIVERSARY | 9

1989  

1990  

1996 

1998

1999  

2001 

2005  

2006  

2009  

2011 

2012  

2014  

2016  

2018 

Exxon Valdez runs aground on Bligh Reef 
and spills 11 million gallons of oil into Prince William Sound.

OSRI authorized by federal Oil Pollution Act (OPA90).

OPA90 amended to include Arctic 
and sub-Arctic marine environments.

OSRI provides first funding for research.

Research into post-spill oil circulation in ocean currents begins.

Funding begins for oil spill education programs in regional 
classrooms.

OPA90 amendment extends OSRI programs until one year 
after end of oil exploration and development in Alaska.

Demonstration of new skimmer for recovering oil in the ice 
environment.

Research into balloon-based oil spill surveillance begins.

OSRI concept on aerostat (balloon) surveillance 
wins prize at the International Oil Spill Conference.

New project demonstrates ability to detect oil under ice using 
standard sensors.

OSRI contributes to National Academy of Sciences report, 
“Responding to Oil Spills in the U.S. Arctic Marine Environ-
ment.”

“Field Guide for Oil Spill Response in Arctic Waters” is updated.

OSRI has distributed over $14 million to fund 170 projects over 
20 years.
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PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS

20 Years of 
Innovation

10 | PRINCE WILLIAM SOUND OIL SPILL RECOVERY INSTITUTE
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PROJECT

Locating Oil Under Ice

DEVELOPING A STRATEGY FOR DETECTING 
AND MAPPING OIL SPILLS UNDER ICE USING 
UNDERWATER VEHICLES

Background 

Increases in shipping and oil and gas exploration in the Arctic 

creates a need for being able to detect and track potential 

spills in ice-covered waters. This is a daunting task when the oil 

is hidden by ice and snow.  

Approach
Existing cameras and sonar systems designed for underwater 

vehicles that are capable of operating under ice allow for direct 

detection of oil from below. We took sensors off vehicles and 

tested their ability to detect oil at the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers Cold Regions Research and Engineering Lab test 

facility. Oil was injected under sea ice grown in the facility and 

the sensors rolled under the oil.

Results 

Oil under ice was detected and its thickness measured both 

day and night using existing sensors. Cameras could be used to 

find the oil and sonar systems and then measure the 

thickness. Using underwater vehicles in the field would allow 

large regions to be searched for oil.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Jeremy Wilkinson

Scottish Association 

of Marine Science

jeremy.wilkinson@sams.ac.uk

Hanumant Singh

Woods Hole Oceanographic 

Institute

hsingh@whoi.edu

Ted Maksym

Woods Hole Oceanographic 

Institute

tmaksym@whoi.edu

RESEARCH PERIOD

2011 - 2012

FUNDING

$149,915

PARTNER

Alaska Clean Seas
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PROJECT

Dog Detection of Oil

DEVELOPING AN EFFICIENT METHOD TO DETECT 
BURIED OIL DEPOSITS WITH DOGS

Background 

Mapping subsurface oil deposits currently requires digging pits 

throughout a beach. This method is labor intensive and can 

miss deposits. What is needed is a rapid way to determine if a 

beach is clean or has oil deposits.  

Approach
Dogs have the ability, once trained, to detect subsurface oil 

while moving quickly along a beach. This reduces time and 

effort required to detect and map subsurface oil and increases 

the chances of detecting oil. A dog was used to survey beaches 

in Prince William Sound with and without known oil deposits 

to test their ability to detect subsurface oil. Professional dog 

handlers were used to interpret when the dog had detected oil 

and to ensure a complete survey of the beach.

Results 

The dog was successful in locating buried oil deposits in the 

beaches of Prince William Sound. The dog’s greatest value may 

be in determining no oil exists in a beach. The cost associated 

with using dogs is expected to be significantly lower than with 

other methods due to the efficiency of the dogs. It is realistic to 

expect to clear up to five times as much area in a day with this 

method. The dogs locate the oil where the fumes are strongest, 

not necessarily directly above the deposit. Further training is 

necessary for us to fully use the dog capabilities. We found it 

important to be willing to be flexible in survey design, and the 

technique requires a team of dog, dog handler, and oil expert 

to be effective. 

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Edward H. Owens 

Owens Coastal Consultants Ltd.

eowensocc@aol.com

RESEARCH PERIOD

2017

FUNDING

$149,915
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PROJECT

Field Guide for 

Oil Spill Response

DESCRIBING HOW TO REMOVE 
OIL FROM THE ICE ENVIRONMENT

Background 

The “Field Guide for Oil Spill Response in Arctic Waters” was 

developed in 1998 by the Emergency Prevention, 

Preparedness and Response (EPPR) program of the Arctic 

Council with support from OSRI. The field guide provides 

specific courses of action for emergency situations.  

Approach
In 2016 OSRI began supporting the update of the field guide. 

The updates incorporated findings from new research and 

added sections on wildlife and human health and safety. It was 

also reorganized to make it more cohesive, less repetitive, and 

therefore more useful. 

Results 

The revised field guide is now available from the Arctic Council 

at https://oaarchive.arctic-council.org/handle/11374/2100, 

or from OSRI at http://www.pws-osri.org/publications/avail-

able-reports/.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Edward H. Owens 

Owens Coastal Consultants Ltd.

eowensocc@aol.com

RESEARCH PERIOD

2016

FUNDING

$99,000

PARTNERS

Arctic Council – Emergency 

Prevention, Preparedness and 

Response
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PROJECT

Headwaters to Ocean 

Education Program

EDUCATING SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN ABOUT SPILL 
RESPONSE AND THE MARINE ENVIRONMENT

Background 

Involvement of school-aged children in educational activities 

associated with oil spill recovery and basic marine environ-

mental education is one method of developing an informed 

public. A K-12 education program has been run by PWSSC since 

2001 under the names of Science of the Sound, Forest to the 

Sea, and Headwaters to Ocean.  

Approach
The primary educational activities center on fourth to sixth 

grade students in Cordova, Alaska and engaging them with 

hands-on activities on a monthly basis. The program has an 

outreach component in which an abbreviated program is taken 

to communities around the state. Other components have 

included summer camp activities, working with the high school 

National Ocean Sciences Bowl program, and development 

of remotely operated vehicles for use by students. All of the 

efforts are designed to provide the skills needed to understand 

and make choices about the interconnected natural systems 

through hands-on experiences for children. 

Results 

Understanding of spill response and the environment are 

promoted by the education programs. Each year approximate-

ly 75 students are involved in the program in Cordova. Another 

100 students are involved in outreach activities in other 

communities. Hands-on activities provide lasting 

memories that carry with the students as they progress 

through school.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Lauren Bien 

Prince William Sound 

Science Center

lbien@pwssc.org

RESEARCH PERIOD

2001-2018

FUNDING

$15,000 - $60,000 Annually
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PROJECT

Observational Oceanography

OBSERVING VARIOUS CHARACTERISTICS OF OCEAN 
CURRENTS AND WATER TO IMPROVE 
UNDERSTANDING OF OIL MOVEMENT

Background 

The movement of spilled oil depends on winds and 

currents. Models of circulation that are used in spill trajectory 

models depend on having good observations of ocean 

properties and currents. The oceanographic observations also 

provide information needed to understand the recovery of 

populations of marine organisms impacted by spills.  

Approach
Moorings were used in the entrances to Prince William Sound 

to understand exchange with the Gulf of Alaska. Surveys of 

temperature and salinity provided a means to estimate larger 

scale circulation. Drifters drogued at various depths were used 

to follow the flow of water. Intensive observation periods were 

used to test the skill of the circulation model. Ship-based 

surveys were used to describe the seasonal changes in the 

surface mixed layer and the general oceanographic properties 

around PWS.

Results 

The moorings showed the seasonal changes in exchange 

between the Gulf of Alaska and Prince William Sound, with 

most of the deepwater exchange occurring during the sum-

mer. Drifters showed a cyclonic (counterclockwise) eddy in 

PWS during the summer. Drifters released in PWS made it to 

Cook Inlet and as far as the Bering Sea. Surface currents are 

much stronger than at 40 m. Storms were seen to change the                               

circulation pattern.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

S. Vaughan

S. Okkonen

C. Belanger

J. Ewald

M. Halverson

Prince William Sound Science 

Center

RESEARCH PERIOD

1999-2011

FUNDING

$130,000 - $160,000 per year
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PROJECT

Bering Strait 

Response Teaching Tool

MAPPING MARINE MAMMAL POPULATIONS 
IN THE BERING STRAIT

Background 

The Arctic is being affected by climate change twice as fast as 

other regions, allowing for increased use of the Bering Strait 

for shipping and interest in oil exploration. Increased activity 

comes with increased risk of an oil spill, so it is important to 

understand the resources at risk and provide visualization of 

those resources.  

Approach
Information on marine mammal distributions was gathered 

from agencies, non-profits, and existing subsistence mapping 

efforts and put into the proper format for inclusion in mapping 

software. The data is made available in the Bering Strait 

Response Teaching Tool (BSRTT), which includes other 

information for teaching about spill response in the region. 

Outreach efforts then brought the BSRTT to communities in the 

Bering Sea region.

Results 

Data on the distribution of whales, walrus, seals, and polar 

bears is visualized in a manner that can be used in educational 

tools for people of the area and for spill responders. The BSRTT 

includes information on the distribution of marine mamals, 

birds, infrastructure, shipping, and an oil spill trajectory model 

run. Using this information, it is possible to explore where a 

spill may go, what spill response resources are nearby, and the 

animals that may be affected. The BSRTT is available at 

bsrtt.defenders.org. It is linked with the Alaska Ocean 

Observing System data portal that in turn is linked with the 

Arctic Environmental Response Management Application 

designed for spill responders. 

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Karla Dutton

Defenders of Wildlife

kdutton@defenders.org

Alison Dunbar

Defenders of Wildlife

adunbar@defenders.org

RESEARCH PERIOD

2015-2016

FUNDING

$24,999
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PROJECT

Hydrological Modeling 

and Validation

ADDRESSING FRESHWATER INPUTS 
TO CIRCULATION MODELS

Background 

During a 2009 circulation model validation experiment called 

Prince William Sound Predictions, it was noticed that there was 

a difference between the observed and modeled salinity. The 

most likely source of the error came from the freshwater input 

used by the circulation model. This led to an effort to improve 

the hydrological (freshwater) model.  

Approach
Two new models were developed. One was a coarse-resolution 

model that covered the Gulf of Alaska watershed. A second 

high-resolution model included additional transport processes. 

The models were validated through the collection of existing 

meteorological data and the collection of additional snowpack 

and stream flow measurements. Snowpack and glacial 

information were used to validate the snow and ice melt 

portions of the model. Stream flow data was collected on 

streams in glacial, snow and rain, and groundwater dominated 

systems and used to validate the model output. 

Results 

The high-resolution model was able to accurately predict the 

freshwater runoff in individual watersheds. We were able to 

identify the meteorological models that provided the inputs 

that best matched the observed ice and snow loss, as well as 

the measured streamflow. The model has also been integrated 

with the ocean circulation model used in PWS and there is 

better agreement between observed and modeled salinity lev-

els. This is important because salinity helps drive the surface 

circulation that would transport an oil spill. 

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

David Hill 

Oregon State University

david.hill@oregonstate.edu 

Anthony Arendt 

University of Alaska Fairbanks

Eran Hood 

University of Alaska Southeast

RESEARCH PERIOD

2012-2016

FUNDING

$389,298

PARTNERS

Alaska Ocean Observing System
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PROJECT

Novel Skimmer Surface

DEMONSTRATING A NEW SKIMMER DESIGN 
IN THE ICE ENVIRONMENT

Background 

By adding grooves to a drum skimmer, it is possible to recover 

twice as much oil and increase the number of types of oil that 

can be recovered. However, how the skimmer would perform 

in the presence of slush and brash ice was not understood.  

Approach
A grooved-drum skimmer was placed into a tank with either 

crude oil or a refined product (e.g., diesel) and ice was mixed 

into the oil. Three crude oils and two petroleum products were 

tested. Oil characteristics, such as viscosity, were measured as 

a function of ice content. Skimmers made with five materials 

were then tested to determine their recovery rates as a 

function of ice content.

Results 

The presence of ice had different effects on the properties of 

the oil. In some cases, the oil would rise above the ice; in 

others, they readily mixed together. The presence of ice 

reduced the efficiency of the skimmer in all cases, either due 

to ice being recovered or ice fouling the grooves. The more 

viscous oils tended to entrain the ice, and the mixture would 

be collected. There was no buildup of ice behind the skimmers 

during testing. The grooved skimmer continued to outperform 

the traditional flat drum skimmers in the presence of slush and 

brash ice. The grooved-drum skimmer has become 

commercially available.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Arturo Keller

University of California Santa 

Barbara

keller@bren.ucsb.edu

Kristin Clark

University of California Santa 

Barbara

RESEARCH PERIOD

2006

FUNDING

$81,626

PARTNERS

Coastal Response Research

Center

Cooperative Institute for

Coastal and Estuarine

Environmental Technology

Minerals Management

Service
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PROJECT

Seasonal Distribution 

of Forage Fish  

DETERMINING THE USE OF DIFFERENT NEAR-SHORE 
HABITATS IN PRINCE WILLIAM SOUND

Background 

Fish that use nearshore habitats are at risk from oil spills. By 

understanding where different fish are found and which 

habitats they prefer, it is possible to understand the poten-

tial impacts to fish communities from oil spills. By examining 

the energy content of the fish, it is also possible to determine 

which habitats are optimal for growth.   

Approach
Purse and beach seines were used to collect fish within 

different habitats as a function of season and within a day. The 

fish collected were identified by species and samples 

collected to analyze the diet- and energy-density of the fish. 

The data was then analyzed to examine the temporal use of 

different nearshore habitats, the quantity and quality of that 

habitat, the relative abundance among habitats, and the 

energy flux and relative growth of the fish.

Results 

Four fish accounted for 87 percent of the fish collected. In April, 

juvenile pink salmon dominated the catch. In July, saffron cod 

and herring were most numerous. In September, capelin were 

most abundant. The greatest fish catches occurred in 

vegetated habitats and in the fall. All of the data was

incorporated into NOAA’s Nearshore Fish Atlas of Alaska, which 

can be accessed at www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/habi-

tat-conservation/nearshore-fish-atlas-alaska. 

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Scott Johnson

National Oceanic and Atmo-

spheric Administration

scott.johnson@noaa.gov

RESEARCH PERIOD

2006-2007

FUNDING

$75,000

PARTNERS

North Pacific Research Board
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PROJECT

Updating Darkened Waters

 A DISPLAY DESCRIBING THE 
 EXXON VALDEZ OIL SPILL

Background 

The Darkened Waters display was built as a fixed and traveling 

museum display describing the Exxon Valdez oil spill. Being 

aware of the impacts of oil spills is important to institute 

changes that prevent future spills. As the event that led to the 

formation of OSRI, the display covers our past and indicates 

future direction. 

Approach
OSRI has supported two updates to the display. The first 

update was conducted by the Pratt Museum. They added 

materials describing insights learned by research, traditional 

ecological knowledge, and personal experience. The effort 

updated both the traveling and permanent (Homer) versions of 

Darkened Waters. In 2009, OSRI supported bringing the 

traveling exhibit to Cordova and the creation of a smaller 

exhibit better suited to traveling to other venues.

Results 

The traveling version of the Darkened Waters display was found 

to be extremely large and used outdated technology. The 

Cordova Historical Society chose to build a smaller display that 

not only described the spill, but also included 

information about changes that have taken place since the 

spill. That display is currently located in the Cordova Museum. 

It consists of several panels that describe the event and 

mechanisms that have been put in place to better understand 

the damages and prevent future spills, and it includes a small 

part of the hull that was found on Bligh Reef.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Carol Harding 

Pratt Museum

info@prattmuseum.org

Cathy Sherman 

Cordova Historical Society

infoservices@cityofcordova.net

RESEARCH PERIOD

1998, 2009

FUNDING

$17,000, $15,000

PARTNERS

Arctic Council – Emergency 

Prevention, Preparedness and 

Response
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PROJECT

Advancing Oil Spill Response

IDENTIFYING RESEARCH NEEDS TO IMPROVE OIL 
SPILL RESPONSE IN ICE-COVERED WATERS

Background 

Spill response in ice-covered waters is expected to require 

specialized tools and techniques. With potential development 

in the Beaufort and Chukchi seas, it is imperative to establish 

effective spill response capabilities.    

Approach
After the 2000 International Oil and Ice Workshop, OSRI 

contracted with D.F. Dickins Associates to screen ideas for 

improving oil spill response in ice-infested waters. This led to 

a workshop with a small group of specialists to evaluate the 

ideas and develop a prioritization of the research needs. Final-

ly, the results of the work were written up and published in 

Advancing Oil Spill Response in Ice-Covered Waters.

Results 

Subsequently, there have been several other similar efforts 

conducted by various agencies and non-governmental 

organizations that were able to build upon the concepts 

provided in Advancing Oil Spill Response in Ice-Covered 

Waters. It has also informed industry and agency sponsored 

research programs. OSRI has also supported Oil in Ice work-

shops, Northern Oil and Gas Forums, and Alaska Oil Spill 

Technology symposia to identify the work that has been 

accomplished and refine the identification of future needs.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

David Dickins 

D.F. Dickins Associates, Ltd.

dickins@cts.com

RESEARCH PERIOD

2001-2004

FUNDING

$138,300

PARTNERS

United States Arctic Research 

Commission
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PROJECT

Shoreline Biota Monitoring

EXAMINING WAYS TO AFFORDABLY 
MONITOR SHORELINE BIOTA

Background 

Understanding the effects and recovery from an oil spill de-

pends on having knowledge of the baseline before the spill. 

However, the organisms inhabiting the shoreline that may be 

impacted are continually changing due to natural processes. 

The establishment of baseline conditions therefore require a 

means to affordably detect what is present and how it changes 

over time. 

Approach
The use of photographic time series was examined as a means 

to provide information about variability in the biota of the 

shoreline. ShoreZone mapping – aerial photographic surveys 

of an entire section of coast – provides extensive spatial cov-

erage but is expensive enough that it cannot be done often. 

Photographic time series at fixed points provide another 

approach to obtaining temporal resolution and more detail 

on the organisms present. Use of time lapse and webcams 

provide greater information about short-term changes but are 

restricted in coverage. The range of photographic time series 

were considered while developing a set of protocols to observe 

shoreline biota.

Results 

Protocols were developed using a range of types of 

photographic time series to detect changes in space and 

time. The protocols are available at http://www.pws-osri.org/

wp-content/uploads/2013/05/11-10-12-Harper-3-amigos.pdf. 

Using the time series it is possible to detect rapid changes in 

coverage on the shoreline.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

John Harper

Coastal and Oceans Resources, Inc.

john@coastalandoceans.com

RESEARCH PERIOD

2011-2012

FUNDING

$29,200
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PROJECT

Circulation Modeling

IMPROVING OCEAN CIRCULATION MODELS TO 
BETTER INFORM OIL SPILL TRAJECTORY MODELS

Background 

The movement of spilled oil depends on wind speed and 

direction, as well as the ocean currents. Because direct 

measurements of ocean currents are rare, it is important to 

have good circulation models to inform oil spill trajectory 

efforts. Circulation models are also important for 

understanding how many marine species are likely to 

reestablish themselves after an oil spill.   

Approach
A numerical ocean circulation model – based on the 

Princeton Ocean Model – was developed to provide high-

resolution current estimates in Prince William Sound, the goal 

being to provide real-time currents. The model was forced by 

real-time measurements of winds and sea level, and bimonthly 

averages of surface heat flux. The model results were com-

pared to observations to validate the model performance. The 

model was then linked to the SINTEF Oil Spill Contingency and 

Response model. 

Results 

The high-resolution model provided detailed spatial 

information on currents, temperature, and salinity through-

out Prince William Sound. The modeling effort led to several 

papers written by Mooers, Bang, and Wu describing the model 

and model validation. Xinglong Wu’s Ph.D. dissertation also 

describes the model and modeling effort.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Chris Mooers

University of Miami

RESEARCH PERIOD

1999-2003

FUNDING

$723,000

PARTNERS

United States Arctic Research 

Commission
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PROJECT

North Pacific Research Board

PARTNERING TO FUND ECOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Background 

Because of the high expense of conducting research, it is 

beneficial to partner with other organizations with overlapping 

missions. The North Pacific Research Board (NPRB) provides 

funding for research related to fishery management issues and 

important ecosystem information in Alaskan waters. 

Approach
OSRI and NPRB established a funding agreement in 2005 that 

outlined an approach to selecting and jointly funding research 

projects. Over the years that agreement has been modified to 

improve the number and quality of projects being considered. 

OSRI has committed $100,000 per year to projects that both 

organizations consider worthy of funding. Some proposals 

submitted to NPRB are selected by OSRI for consideration. 

Those proposals are reviewed by the OSRI Scientific and 

Technical Committee and they provide a recommendation on 

whether OSRI should consider funding the proposed work. If 

projects that OSRI find worthy are funded by NPRB, then we 

negotiate OSRI’s contribution. The projects are administered 

by NPRB.

Results 

Several projects have been jointly funded by NPRB and OSRI. 

A few of the projects that have been supported include the 

survey of nearshore fish in Prince William Sound, improving the 

bathymetric maps in the Chukchi Sea, examining the effects of 

oil on mussels, and polar bear distributions. The partnership 

has allowed both organizations to support more projects that 

address their missions.

Project Summary

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATORS

Various 

RESEARCH PERIOD

2005-present

FUNDING

$100,000 per year

PARTNERS

North Pacific Research Board
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SPOTLIGHT

Lifecycle of the Balloon-Based 

Oil Spill Surveillance Project

FROM CONCEPT TO COMMERCIAL PRODUCT

In 2008, OSRI partnered with the Alliance for Coastal Technologies to 

sponsor the “Detecting Hydrocarbons in the Marine Environment” 

workshop. It brought together researchers, manufacturers, and resource 

users to explore the status of oil detection in the marine environment and 

provide suggestions on future needs. During the workshop there was a 

discussion on aerial platforms, and people lamented the difficulty of getting 

permits to fly drones. A participant suggested that tethered balloons had 

very simple permitting regulations, and the concept of using balloon-based 

surveillance for oil spills was born.

The following year, OSRI sponsored a demonstration of a tethered balloon 

carrying a visible and infrared camera system that transmitted images via 

wireless technology. Over the next couple of years, there were 

demonstrations of the technology in partnership with the Cook Inlet Spill 

Prevention and Response, Inc., Alaska Clean Seas, BP, and the Prince 

William Sound Regional Citizens’ Advisory Council to further identify 

how such a system could be used to meet the remote sensing needs of                          

spill responders.

The lessons learned were then presented in a poster at the International Oil 

Spill Conference in 2011. The poster was given a best poster award at the 

conference. This led to three commercial systems being offered at the 2014 

International Oil Spill Conference. The lifecycle of the project demonstrated 

how information from spill responders is used to quickly develop new 

capabilities and convert them into commercial use.  
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