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WCSS YEAR END ï 2016 SPILLS 
 
2016 was pretty ordinary in terms of WCSSô involvement with oil spills; when we look at the 5 year average 
(2012 to end of 2016) our support was required in about 14 spills per year. At December 30th, 2016 WCSS 
supported our member companies at 11 spills; the difference this year is the magnitude of involvement we 
experienced with 2 of the 11; both were complex spills in surface water that required more WCSS resources 
than usual. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                

 
   

 
 

One of the outcomes of this yearôs spills was to review our capacity to provide equipment in large complex 
spills or in situations where multiple spills could occur at the same time. We reviewed and made slight 
revisions to our capital equipment objectives and asked the WCSS Board of Directors for an additional 
$100,000 of capital in our 2017 budget for a third Boom Sea-can; approval was obtained at the Q4 Board 
meeting in early December. 
 
The WCSS capital equipment objectives are as follows: 
 
1) Increase boom inventories 
2) Accelerate the boat replacement program  
3) Look at boat storage options 
4) Upgrade air boats 
5) Increase heavy oil response equipment inventories 
6) Continue to work towards equipment standard upgrades 
7) Replace older initial spill response units 

WCSS Response Vessels 

    Boom Sea-can 
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We are happy to report progress in each of the capital equipment objectives;  

¶ adding a third Boom Sea-can in 2017  

¶ purchased two new boats in 2016 and two in 2017  

¶ examining boat storage options  

¶ upgraded the engines and propellers in two of our three airboats  

¶ purchased another 305 meters of grommet boom  

¶ continue to work towards equipment standardization  

¶ currently building four new Coop initial spill response units. 
 
In addition to our internal review we recently conducted a workshop with Coop Chairmen to identify possible 
enhancements to our programs through lessons learned from recent spill involvement. We also plan to meet 
with a member company that utilized WCSS resources to see what we can do to improve WCSSô response 
support.  
 
 

WCSS WORLD CLASS OR WORLD LEADING ï WHICH IS IT? 
 
Quite frankly we donôt know where we fit in as a Cooperative that provides spill preparedness and response 
support; world class or world leading? If there was an international standard of excellence for spill 
preparedness and response support organizations with defined criteria it might be possible to land on where 
WCSS fits.  
 
Regardless of category, we do believe that WCSS would be ranked among the worldôs best for several 
reasons including: 
 

ü The first Oil Spill Cooperatives were formed in 1972; in 2017 we will be 45 years old. 
ü WCSS is a non-profit, volunteer based organization that operates under a cost-effective model. 
ü Our members tell us that we provide excellent spill response support. 
ü We maintain a robust series of training courses including an on-line spill responder course. 
ü We conduct 20 - 22 Coop exercises/year providing hands-on training for approx. 2000 attendees.  
ü We hold training sessions for international students both here and abroad. 
ü WCSS has an abundance and variety of equipment for our members that is designed for a myriad of 

inland spill conditions. 
ü We attend, participate and monitor international oil spill conferences and training institutions that 

focus on oil spill preparedness and response. 
ü WCSS strives for continuous improvement with a field improvement program that has a great track 

record.  
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COOP EXERCISES 2016 
 
This year was a little unusual for Coop exercises in that some of the Coopôs exercise types and design that are 
planned a year in advance changed scope due to the Fort McMurray wildfires and equipment being out of 
service due to membership needs at spills. 
 
The Coops that were impacted reacted quickly with help from the WCSS Communications and Training 
Coordinator, Shannon Jarrell, and developed plans that focused on Awareness Training or discussion based 
exercises. Discussion based exercises are facilitated discussions that allow players to familiarize themselves 
with plans, policies, and procedures and explore their application in specific emergency scenarios.  
 
Most coops had planned for Awareness Training that included workshops, Oil Spill Contingency Manual 
reviews, WCSS website orientation and a hands-on dryland equipment deployment component. An example of 
a new discussion-based exercise was a seminar format in the Area E Coop that focused on spill response in 
wetland environments.    
 
Each of our Coop Areas face varying challenges in wetland environments when it comes to spill response, so 
the day was focused on building a common ground of identifying wetland environments at any time throughout 
the year; interpreting Alberta legislation with regards to impacting wetlands, and discussing different access 
tools that could be used during a spill response. Three separate case studies were presented, allowing for 
specific discussions for different types of spills in wetland environments.  Finally, the attendees were given a 
workshop wherein they could apply the awareness concepts that they had built throughout the day. Attendees 
also looked at a tracked amphibious vehicle that was showcased by Access Technologies Ltd. 
 

 
Tracked Amphibious Vehicle ï Access Technologies Ltd. 
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LOW -IMPACT SPILL RESPONSE ï Ashley Hillman, Aquality Environmental  

 

With over 400,000km of pipelines in Alberta and with 20 percent of Alberta’s landscape covered by wetlands, the 

chances that a wetland will be impacted by releases is very high. Wetlands can be very sensitive ecosystems, and with 

connections to groundwater, a release into a wetland can be both detrimental to the environment and difficult to clean up. 

Released substances can persist in the soil, resulting in destruction of the soil microbial ecosystem and long-term impacts 

to soil fertility. Substances that coat vegetation prevent gas exchange and result in plant die-off. Fish and wildlife can also 

be negatively impacted by spilled substances in their environment, through ingestion or by coating. Finally, wetlands can 

be slow to recover from spills, so timely and low-impact spill response is particularly important for these aquatic 

ecosystems and their inhabitants.   

 

Understanding the type of wetland a spill has entered is vital in response and clean-up. Wetlands are divided ecologically 

into mineral wetlands, which include what most people would think of as a typical pond, and organic wetlands 

(peatlands), which are extensive networks of bogs and fens that many may not recognize as wetlands. The hydrology of 

wetlands can vary, and it’s important that the affected wetland has been properly classified to ensure appropriate 

measures are taken. For example, bogs 

receive water only through precipitation, 

and do not have access to groundwater 

sources. Spills that occur in bogs are easier 

to contain and clean up, and the risk of 

spreading contaminants is low. Fens and 

mineral wetlands, on the other hand, may 

have outflows into other water sources, 

including groundwater. Spills that occur in 

these wetlands should be addressed 

immediately, as spilled substances become 

mobile, spread and can cause a larger 

impact to the environment. Without proper 

classification, spills in a sensitive wetland 

such as a fen may not be addressed as 

quickly as they should be. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

A bog, which may not appear to even be a wetland at first glance.  
Photo credit: Ashley Hillman, Aquality Environmental Consulting Ltd.  
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The common types of clean up procedures have varying effects on wetlands. Berms, trenches, and barriers can be set up 

to stop the spread of spilled substances which can be beneficial in stopping the spread of contaminants into sensitive 

areas, such as fish-bearing streams. However, these barriers can create a backup of oil that may permeate the soil and 

contaminate groundwater, and may cause changes in natural drainage patterns of the wetland. Sorbents can be effective in 

wetlands, however, special care should be taken to ensure that soils and vegetation in the area are not disturbed as sorbent 

materials are placed around and later collected.  

 

Flushing can be used to remove spilled materials from vegetation and shorelines, however, this practice can be 

particularly detrimental to wetlands. High pressure flushing can dislodge vegetation, kill microorganisms and disturb 

soils, with hot water having an even greater adverse effect. Special care should also be taken to ensure that flushed water 

does not spread into sensitive areas. Low pressure, cold water should only be used for flushing near wetlands, and all 

contaminated water should be recovered. Mechanical removal of affected vegetation and peat layers can be effective at 

removing contaminants; however, removal of this vegetation can decrease the water holding capacity of the wetland, and 

can alter the establishment of plants in the future.  

 

Lastly, on-site burning of 

contaminants can be used to remove 

them from the landscape. This 

practice can be particularly 

damaging to peatlands. These fires 

burn hotter than natural fires, and 

can cause permanent damage to 

plant stems and roots. Additionally, 

these fires may melt the permafrost 

below peatlands, resulting in the 

collapse of bogs and fens in 

permafrost areas. While all methods 

may have detrimental effects on 

wetlands, knowledge of wetland 

type, careful planning, and on site 

monitoring can be useful in 

reducing the impact to contaminated 

wetlands. 

 

 

 

 
One of the easiest ways to reduce impact to wetlands when cleaning up a spill is to reduce compaction of soils at the site. 

Compacted soils are unable to hold as much water as intact soils, and plants may not grow on compacted soils. Soils are 

typically compacted by machinery and excessive driving, and occur commonly at spill clean-up sites. Additionally, when 

spills occur in peatlands, compaction can drive the spilled substances further deeper into the peat, resulting in greater 

impacts to the ecosystem and making it much more difficult to clean up.  

 

 

 

 

An example of a high-impact clean-up. What could have been done to reduce impact 
here?  

Photo credit: Dave Noseworthy, Alberta Energy Regulator 
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Reducing compaction at spill sites is a common-sense approach. Using the same access point each time a spill is accessed 

will help ensure that additional roads and pathways are not created unnecessarily. Minimizing the use of heavy machinery 

at sites will also help reduce compaction. If heavy machinery must be used, the use of specially designed and constructed 

rig matting can reduce compaction of soils and peatlands. Rig matting can be laid down along access points and where 

heavy machinery is operated in order to disperse the weight of the machinery and reduce compaction and impact on 

peatlands.  

 

Specialized equipment that minimizes soil compaction should be considered. When walking around spill sites in 

peatlands, care should be taken to shuffle or walk gently, as any heavy footsteps could compact the peat and push the 

spilled substance deeper into the water table. When cleaning up spills in wetlands, and peatlands in particular, removal of 

trees in the area should only be done if necessary. Tree removal can decrease soil stability and alter the hydrology of 

wetlands. Peatlands take hundreds of years to form, and any compaction or unnecessary destruction of peatlands could 

take years to regenerate, and may significantly alter the hydrology of the peatland.  

 
                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
                                          Use of rig matting to reduce impact of spill clean-up in a peatland.  
                                                       Photo credit: Dave Noseworthy, Alberta Energy Regulator 

 
Wetlands are important ecosystems for fish and wildlife habitat, water quality improvement, and carbon sequestration. 

Spills in or near wetlands can have huge impacts on ecosystem health and water quality, but a low-impact clean up can 

reduce the damage caused by spilled substances. Knowing what type of wetland you’re dealing with is key in knowing 

what type of clean-up approach will have the lowest impact, and using a common sense approach to accessing and 

working in wetlands will reduce clean up costs, compaction and destruction of sensitive wetland habitats. ♦  
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WCSS OIL SPILL CONTINGENCY MANUAL  
 
WCSS is currently developing an app for its Oil 
Spill Contingency Manual that you will be able 
to access with your smartphone. The goal is to 
design the app so that it is easy to navigate, 
quick to open and simple to use. It is 
anticipated that the app will be available in Q1, 
2017; watch for details on the WCSS website. 
www.wcss.ab.ca  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.wcss.ab.ca/
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WCSS Open Registration Courses 2017 

Course Name Date(s) 

Spill Responder 100 April 19 

Spill Responder 100 October 3 

Spill Responder 200 July 12 ï 13     

Spill Responder 300 February 15 

Spill Responder 400 July 26 ï 27  

Spill Responder 500 October 4 ï 5   

Marine Emergency Duties MED A3 June 5 ï 6   

Boat Handling: Oil Spill Containment & Recovery June 7 ï 9   

Boat Handling: Recertification June 5, June 6 

                        
                                  To register please call Leona Boisselle at (403) 516-8160 
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Online Registration for Coop Exercises is now open: Coop Exercise Schedule.  Please contact Shannon Jarrell at (403) 516-

8019 for information regarding customized in-house contract training. 

 

COOP Exercise 2017 Schedule  
Zone 1 Type of Exercise Date 

P OSCAR in a Small Water Body September 13 

Q OSCAR in a Small Water Body September 20 

S OSCAR in a Large River September 6 

Zone 2 Type of Exercise Date 

H OSCAR in a Water Body with an Ice Sheet January 31 

M OSCAR in a Small Water Body June 28 

N OSCAR in a Lake June 21 

O OSCAR in a Small Water Body September 27 

U Awareness Training September 5 

Zone 3 Type of Exercise Date 

G OSCAR in a Lake (same exercise each 
day) 

August 29 & 30 
I/J 

Zone 4 Type of Exercise Date 

D OSCAR in a Lake and Small Water Body  September 27 

W OSCAR in a Lake  September 12 

Zone 5 Type of Exercise Date 

VR-1 OSCAR in a Water Body with an Ice Sheet March 8 

VR-1 OSCAR in a Small Water Body August 23 

Y OSCAR in a Small Water Body August 9 

Zone 6 Type of Exercise Date 

A Awareness Training May 10 

C (FSJ) Awareness Training October 11 

C (FN) OSCAR in a Wetland July 5 

E (south) OSCAR in a Small Water Body July 19 

E (north) OSCAR in a Small Water Body September 20 

T OSCAR in a Small Water Body August 16 

http://www.wcss.ab.ca/training/coop-schedule.asp

