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Special Notes

API publications necessarily address problems of a general nature. If an event occurs local, state, and federal laws 
and regulations should be reviewed, and will take precedence.

Neither API nor any of API’s employees, subcontractors, consultants, committees, or other assignees make any 
warranty or representation, either express or implied, with respect to the accuracy, completeness, nor usefulness of 
the information contained herein, or assume any liability or responsibility for any use, or the results of such use, of any 
information or process disclosed in this publication. Neither API nor any of API’s employees, subcontractors, 
consultants, or other assignees represent that use of this publication would not infringe upon privately owned rights.

API publications may be used by anyone desiring to do so. The Institute has made every effort to assure the accuracy 
and reliability of the data contained in them. However, the Institute makes no representation, warranty, or guarantee in 
connection with this publication and hereby expressly disclaims any liability or responsibility for loss or damage 
resulting from its use or for the violation of any authorities having jurisdiction with which this publication may conflict.

API publications are published to facilitate the broad availability of proven, sound engineering and operating 
practices. These publications are not intended to obviate the need for applying sound engineering judgment 
regarding when and where these publications should be utilized. The formulation and publication of API publications 
is not intended in any way to inhibit anyone from using any other practices.

Any manufacturer marking equipment or materials in conformance with the marking requirements of an API standard 
is solely responsible for complying with all the applicable requirements of that standard. API does not represent, 
warrant, or guarantee that such products do in fact conform to the applicable API standard.

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced, translated, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the publisher. Contact the 

Publisher, API Publishing Services, 1220 L Street, NW, Washington, DC 20005.

Copyright © 2017 American Petroleum Institute
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Foreword

Nothing contained in any API publication is to be construed as granting any right, by implication or otherwise, for the 
manufacture, sale, or use of any method, apparatus, or product covered by letters patent. Neither should anything 
contained in the publication be construed as insuring anyone against liability for infringement of letters patent.

This document was produced under API standardization procedures that ensure appropriate notification and 
participation in the developmental process and is designated as an API standard. Questions concerning the 
interpretation of the content of this publication or comments and questions concerning the procedures under which 
this publication was developed should be directed in writing to the Director of Standards, American Petroleum 
Institute, 1220 L Street, NW, Washington, DC 20005. Requests for permission to reproduce or translate all or any part 
of the material published herein should also be addressed to the director.

Generally, API standards are reviewed and revised, reaffirmed, or withdrawn at least every five years. A one-time 
extension of up to two years may be added to this review cycle. Status of the publication can be ascertained from the 
API Standards Department, telephone (202) 682-8000. A catalog of API publications and materials is published 
annually by API, 1220 L Street, NW, Washington, DC 20005.

Suggested revisions are invited and should be submitted to the Standards Department, API, 1220 L Street, NW, 
Washington, DC 20005, standards@api.org.
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Introduction

Subsea dispersant injection (SSDI) was used as a response method during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010. 
The Region VI Response Team (RRT VI) had pre-authorization plans for surface dispersant use in place, but 
concluded that those plans were not applicable to a subsea, relatively continuous application of dispersant. As a 
result, incident-specific implementation policies were developed during the course of the response. Since 2010, 
several command-post exercises sponsored by industry have indicated that existing policies and guidance can be 
enhanced for operational decisions relating to the use of subsea dispersant.

To clarify what type of information may be required by RRTs to support subsea dispersant–use decisions, the API D3 
Subsea Dispersants Joint Industry Task Force developed guidelines for industry on recommended procedures for 
seeking FOSC authorization and RRT concurrence. These guidelines are based on lessons learned from the above-
mentioned exercises and valued input from RRT VI agencies, which helped to continually improve the document to 
simulate the approval and concurrence of using subsea dispersants for exercise scenarios.

Dispersant use in the United States is governed by Subpart J of the National Contingency Plan (NCP), which is found 
at 40 CFR (Code of Federal Regulations), §300.910. This guidance offers clarification on how API has interpreted 
requirements of 40 CFR §300.910 as applied specifically to subsea dispersant use, but does not in any way modify 
the roles, requirements, and procedures contained therein. At the time of preparation of this document, the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) had issued proposed revisions to Subpart J of the NCP. Some of the 
proposed revisions may alter recommendations contained in this guidance, and may be revised after publication of 
the EPA final rules.

vii
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1 

Industry Guidelines on Requesting Regulatory Concurrence  
for Subsea Dispersant Use 

1 Scope 

The purpose of this document is to provide guidelines, forms, and checklists recommended for use by industry. 

The API guidelines describe the RRT concurrence request process, proposed information submission 

recommendations that are specific to subsea dispersant injection, and the use of Spill Impact Mitigation Analysis 

(SIMA) and other forms of tradeoff analyses as decision support tools. Also included are practical flowcharts and 

checklists specific to Incident Management Team (IMT) positions that are integral to subsea dispersant use, and 

guidance on the preparation of subsea dispersant operations and monitoring plans. This document provides 

operational guidelines intended for actual events or exercises and provides a basis for engagement from a range 

of relevant stakeholders. 

This document provides guidelines for the regulatory approval in accordance with Subpart J for the use of subsea 

dispersants in the United States with several U.S. references since subsea dispersants were first used for one 

incident in the United States. The lessons learned captured by numerous companies, in addition to input from 

members of IPIECA and IOGP, serve as a baseline for initial guidance to share with other countries and 

organizations to assist in developing their own guidelines. 

NOTE The main text of this document provides context, and the annexes represent the work tools and templates that can 
serve as part of a submission package. 

2 Acronyms and Abbreviations 

CERA  consensus ecological risk assessment 

DOC  Department of Commerce 

DOI  Department of Interior 

DOR  dispersant-to-oil ratio 

DWH  Deepwater Horizon 

EDMU  Environmental Data Unit 

EPA  Environmental Protection Agency 

EFH  Essential Fish Habitats 

ESA  Endangered Species Act 

EU  Environmental Unit 

EUL  Environmental Unit Leader 

FWS  Fish and Wildlife Service 

FOSC  Federal On-Scene Coordinator 

GOM  Gulf of Mexico 

ICS  Incident Command System 

ISB  in-situ burn 

IMT  Incident Management Team 

LEL  lower explosive limit 

LSC  Logistics Section Chief 
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2 API BULLETIN 4719 

MV  monitoring vessel 

NCP  National Contingency Plan 

NEBA  net environmental benefit analysis 

NMFS  National Marine Fisheries Service 

NOAA  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

NRC  National Response Center 

NRS  National Response System 

NRT  National Response Team 

OSC  Operations Section Chief 

OPS  Operations Section 

PS  Planning Section 

PSC  Planning Section Chief  

QI/IC  Qualified Individual/Incident Commander 

RAR  resources at risk 

ROV  remotely operated vehicle 

RP  Responsible Party 

RRT  Region Response Team 

SCB  Source Control Branch 

SCS  Source Control Section 

SDU  Subsea Dispersant Unit 

SIMA  spill impact mitigation assessment  

QAPP  Quality Assurance Project Plan 

SIMOPS  simultaneous operations 

SO  Safety Officer 

SSDI  subsea dispersant injection 

UC  Unified Command  

USCG  United States Coast Guard 

VOC  volatile organic compounds 

WCD  worst-case discharge 

3 Overview 

3.1 General 

The National Contingency Plan (NCP) establishes the National Response System (NRS) for oil and hazardous 

substances response actions. The NCP defines the roles of its major components, which include the National 

Response Team (NRT), the Regional Response Team (RRT), the Federal On-Scene Coordinator (FOSC), and 

Unified Command (UC), for managing incident-specific response actions of the federal government, state 

government, and the responsible party. The following section summarizes the key roles of each in authorizing and 

implementing subsea dispersant use, and proposes a concurrence process that is specific to subsea dispersant 

injection. 
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3.2 National Response Team 

The National Response Team (NRT) is responsible for providing policy and program direction to the RRTs; 

evaluating methods of responding to discharges or releases; and recommending any changes needed in the 

response organization. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) chairs the NRT; it is vice chaired by the 

United States Coast Guard (USCG) and composed of representatives of 15 federal agencies. For coastal and 

offshore incidents, the USCG serves as the chair. The NRT does not ordinarily become involved in response 

operations, but is involved in preparedness functions, such as publishing information, coordinating planning 

activities, sponsoring training, and supporting Regional Response Teams (RRTs), which can include activation 

during a response. 

At this time, no RRTs have approved preauthorization plans for subsea dispersant use. Each use must be 

authorized by a FOSC, utilizing their authority to mitigate hazards to human life (40 CFR §300.910(d)), or with 

concurrence from the RRT as described below. The NCP describes specific RRT roles with respect to dispersant 

use, which includes evaluating the desirability of dispersant use as a response method included in 

preauthorization plans, or in response to incident-specific FOSC requests. For coastal and offshore incidents, the 

USCG serves as the lead agency for authorizing the use of dispersants with the required concurrence and 

consultations with other relevant agencies. If an Area Committee (or the RRT) prepares a preauthorization plan 

for a specific area, the representatives from USCG and EPA, the affected state(s), Department of Commerce 

(DOC), and Department of Interior (DOI) must approve, disapprove, or approve the plan “with modifications.” A 

FOSC can authorize the use of dispersants in response to a specific incident that is not covered by a 

preauthorization plan, with the concurrence of the representatives to the RRT from the EPA, and the affected 

state(s) in consultation with the representatives from DOC and DOI.  

The Federal On-scene Coordinator (FOSC) is responsible for establishing the Unified Command (UC) for an 

incident and for determining whether to authorize dispersant use. The FOSC can authorize dispersant use without 

RRT involvement if, in the FOSC’s judgment, it is necessary to protect or substantially reduce a hazard to human 

life.  

3.3 Responsible Party 

The Responsible Party (RP) will participate in the UC through a Qualified Individual/Incident Commander (QI/IC), 

and coordinate with the FOSC to assemble a package of pertinent information to assist the RRT with their 

dispersant authorization decision making. 

4 Summary of Core Information Submitted to Regional Response Teams 

To-date, the following information has been used by RRTs to achieve concurrence on subsea dispersant injection 

(SSDI) during industry-sponsored exercises: 

a) signature page for FOSC authorization and other Incident Commanders’ approval; 

b) summary of SSDI rationale and readiness to execute; 

c) comprehensive incident data sheet; 

d) identification of resources at risk; 

e) site and incident-specific 3-D modeling information used to predict oil and dispersed oil trajectories; 

f) Subsea Dispersant Operations Plan; 

g) Subsea Dispersant Monitoring Plan;  

h) analysis of potential NEBA/SIMA and risk assessment associated with SSDI. 
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NOTE See Annex A for more detailed information and operational templates. 

5 Evaluating the Use of Subsea Dispersant Injection 

The primary goal of dispersant use is to increase the amount of oil that dissipates into the water column and is 

subject to microbial degradation, thereby reducing the amount of oil remaining on the surface. The use of SSDI 

offers an available and efficient method of achieving a high encounter rate directly at the source, thereby reducing 

the potential for floating oil to threaten worker health and safety, and to reach ecologically and economically 

sensitive shoreline environments. Research and experience has shown that hydrocarbon exposures decline 

rapidly away from the subsea source and are further mitigated by microbial degradation [24]. 

This enhanced dispersal of oil is an important factor when using SIMA as a part of the response decision–making 

process. 

Past government and industry experience with responding to open-water oil spills has shown that mechanical 

recovery alone has often yielded limited rates of recovery [24] because of low encounter rates due to oil spreading 

into a thin film, and reduced efficiency due to higher wave conditions offshore. As industry operates in deeper 

waters farther offshore, there are additional limitations posed by greater transit distances for boats supporting the 

response, and adverse weather conditions that can hamper safe operations and transits to and from port. For 

these reasons, the use of SSDI can provide an effective means of minimizing significant quantities of oil from the 

surface quickly, and reduce potential threats to sensitive near-shore, shallow-water environments. 

Several factors should be considered in making a decision about subsea dispersant injection in any given 

scenario, and the decision process should be documented for potential presentation to the RRT. Table A.2 in 

Annex A may be used to help assess the feasibility of SSDI as a response method in the context of a given spill 

scenario. Table A.2 provides overall context for addressing the evaluation and use of SSDI as a response tool or 

during preparation of a concurrence request for the use of SSDI during an exercise or actual incident.  

6 Use of Modeling to Support Response Decision-making 

The forecast skill of oil spill trajectory models is dependent upon the accuracy and availability of the data 

requested when the model is developed, accuracy of input information, the judgment of the modeler, and the 

formulation of the oil spill model itself. Important inputs include wind and current data from meteorological and 

hydrodynamic models. For spill responses, models are recommended for 24- to 72-hour forecasts due to the 

decreased accuracy of input information for longer future projections; however, longer (>72 hours) projections 

provide valuable conceptual and predictive data for planning purposes, especially for potential resources at risk. 

Subsea 3-D models consider both vertical and horizontal transport, which depend upon many of the same factors 

as a surface spill but also include model predictions of droplet size, gas content, depth and stratification, and the 

oil constituents themselves. Current subsea deep ocean hydrodynamic models have not been verified to any 

degree of accuracy, nor are they configured to resolve local current velocities important to near-term trajectories, 

which should be considered during a subsea release. For modeling dispersed oil at depth, full water column 

measurement of current velocities near the spill site should be a priority, along with oil characteristics and droplet 

size, as well as a baseline conductivity, temperature, and depth (CTD cast) to provide inputs for the modeling. 

Predictions using this information should have a relatively high forecast accuracy within a 24- to 72-hour trajectory 

forecast.  

Oil spill modeling should be conducted well in advance of an event, using a (credible) worst-case discharge 

scenario, allowing prediction of oiling extent and character for use in response exercises, training, or planning. It 

can be modified during an event. As additional data is available or provided, such as results from lab analysis, or 

updated as conditions, such as flow rates, change, the models may be updated, which would change the initial 

model results based on either pre-incident data or initial response data. Accommodations (e.g. data, specialists, 

computing resources) should also be made to conduct operational modeling (e.g. 24–72 hours) during an actual 

response event. This will allow responders to have access to the most current trajectories and exposure 

predictions based on the specifics (e.g. location, volumes, oil type, weather/ocean conditions, etc.) of the event. 
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The outputs from the operational modeling can be used to support decisions relating to worker safety, intervention 

methods, allocation of boom, guidance for monitoring missions, and other key response decisions. 

A summary of the modeling assumptions and model findings is another critical element for submission of the 

SSDI concurrence package. Models used should be presented and described to the key response decision 

makers. In addition, illustrations should be provided to assist with helping decision-makers understand the relative 

impact of dispersants on the movement and character of the released oil. Modeling results should be presented 

for both treated and untreated releases, for the anticipated period of the release. To determine the maximum 

potential for shoreline oiling, it may be useful to extend the modeled period well beyond the anticipated period of 

the release. For example, the model could be set up to run a surface or subsea release for greater than a 72-hour 

period to simulate an extended, uncontrolled flow. Modeling should address dispersed oil in the water column, as 

well as surface slicks. Estimation of oil fate should include evaporative losses, dispersion, dissolution (important 

to oil weathering for deep-water releases), sedimentation, biodegradation, and response activities. Modeling 

should also specifically address any known environmentally sensitive areas for a given region (e.g. the Flower 

Gardens Banks National Marine Sanctuary in the Gulf of Mexico). 

Annex A.6 provides recommended model input parameters and primary model outputs for the near and far fields 

that might be used to support response decision-making. 

7 Importance of Effective Data Management Techniques 

As illustrated in Figure 3, it is worthwhile to understand the importance of the relationships between the 

Environmental Unit, Situation Unit, Operations (Subsea and SIMOPS), Monitoring Team(s), and Modeling Team 

in effectively executing high-quality SSDI (including monitoring). Clear communication, shared access to current 

and accurate information, and agreed data management practices are critical to a safe, effective, and fit-for-

purpose SSDI plan. 

It is recommended that a dedicated Environmental Data Management Unit (EDMU) be established within the 

Command System to guide and coordinate essential data management activities. These might include the 

development and implementation of a Quality Assurance Project Plan (QAPP), a requirement per EPA 

regulations, leading the development of functional and technical requirements for relevant environmental data, 

technical coordination with the Situation Unit (those responsible for operating and updating the common operating 

picture). 

8 Use of SIMA to Support Response Decision-Making 

The term “net environmental benefit analysis” and its acronym, NEBA, have been used extensively over the years 

to describe a process used by the oil spill response community for guiding selection of the most appropriate 

response option(s) to minimize the net impacts of spills on people, the environment, and other shared values.  

Given that the selection of the most appropriate response action(s) has, in practice, been guided by more than 

just environmental considerations, the oil and gas industry is seeking to transition to a term that better reflects the 

process, its objectives, and the suite of shared values that shape the decision-making framework, including 

ecological, safety, socioeconomic, and cultural aspects. Industry has consulted directly with non-industry 

stakeholders who have expressed support for transitioning to a more appropriate term.  

Industry is thus introducing the term “spill impact mitigation assessment” (SIMA) as a replacement for NEBA. We 

recognize that the transition to SIMA (formerly known as NEBA) will take some time, but we believe it is important 

to begin the process of more accurately describing this longstanding practice and its objectives. For purposes of 

this document, all references to SIMA should be understood to mean NEBA in its broader context. At appropriate 

points in time, other publications will be updated to replace the term NEBA with SIMA. Our aim is that other 

stakeholders will adopt a similar approach to institutionalize this more accurate and descriptive term over time. 

SSDI, and all other response methods, are tools that can be used to assist in attainment of the UC’s operational 

objectives. Typical response objectives that are targeted by using SSDI, in order of priority, are protection of 
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worker safety, protection of human health, and the mitigation of environmental impacts. In selecting the optimum 

mix of response methods available to combat a spill, the extent to which each method can accomplish the 

incident objectives, while minimizing any associated negative impacts are compared. Methods traditionally used 

for evaluating the relative net environmental benefits of various response technologies include NEBA and 

consensus ecological risk assessment (CERA). Such analyses are typically conducted in support of planning 

activities, but the principles and some of the methods employed can also be used during response actions, or 

response simulations and exercises. During exercises, unless a SIMA has been conducted through applicable 

planning activities that consider the release scenario, an incident-specific SIMA should be conducted and 

included as part of the RRT concurrence package.  

The objective of using SIMA as an SSDI decision support tool is to evaluate the potential net environmental, 

socioeconomic, worker safety, and human health benefits of using SSDI within the context of the overall response 

strategy, and help make specific recommendations to help inform decisions. While the period for conducting a 

SIMA during a response action is compressed, the factors being considered are largely the same as for “pre-

event” SIMAs. 

9 Regional Response Team Concurrence Request Process 

The QI/IC notifies the FOSC, and delivers as much of the information required for completion of the incident data 

sheet as possible. The FOSC assembles the UC, and determines whether or not dispersant use is appropriate 

based on incident-specific considerations. If the FOSC authorizes subsea dispersant injection, based in part on a 

SIMA, he/she must seek concurrence, as provided in 40 CFR Subpart J, from representatives to the RRT from 

the Coast Guard, EPA, and the relevant state agency (if applicable), in consultation with DOI and DOC natural 

resource trustees. This is typically accomplished by means of a conference call, which is scheduled by the RRT 

co-chair from the USCG. Information needed to support the incident-specific RRT call may be provided to RRT 

members by the USCG RRT Coordinator, and can include the forms described above, which collectively are 

referred to in Annex A. 

During the incident, the members of Unified Command should conduct an RRT conference call in which an 

overview of the incident-specific information is provided. The QI/IC would typically provide the incident summary, 

and the FOSC would typically explain the factual basis and need for authorizing subsea dispersant use. Incident-

specific RRT member agencies, as appropriate, would determine whether to concur with the FOSC authorization. 

If concurrence is obtained, the RRT may request actions, including modifications or additions to the plans 

provided, data reporting procedures, and additional coordination requirements. As the response progresses, the 

FOSC and RRT can schedule additional coordination calls, enhancing data exchange and update/review of 

dispersant application and monitoring practices. Changes in application and monitoring strategies or tactics can 

result based on these reviews/updates. 

The operational decision-making process for authorizing the use of subsea dispersant is illustrated in Figure 1. A 

flow diagram for determining the viability of dispersant use, as well as implementing aerial, vessel, or subsea 

dispersant operations, is provided in Figure 2. 
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Key 

FOSC—Federal On-Scene Coordinator 

RP—Responsible Party (Plan Holder) 

RRT—Regional Response Team 

SIMA—Spill Impact Mitigation Analysis 

Figure 1—Subsea Dispersant Use Decision-making Process 
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