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Briefing for PWSRCAC Board of Directors – September 2011 
 
ACTION ITEM  
 
 Sponsor: Jeremy A Robida / OSPR Committee 
 Project number and name or topic: Aerial Tracking of Spilled Oil 
  759.11.01 
 
1. Description of agenda item:  This project focused on a new and unique system 
for aerial observation involving a giant helium balloon and an attached camera system 
using both infrared and standard color cameras.  PWSRCAC interest in co-funding this 
project was both in exploring the abilities and limits of the system, but also in 
demonstrating the system to industry and the regulatory community.  The project was 
a collaborative effort between PWSRCAC, the Oil Spill Recovery Institute in Cordova, 
and BP.   
 
The project has come to a close, with field trials, public demonstrations, and the final 
report all complete.  The board is being asked to approve the final report.  This report 
details many of the lessons learned, operational protocols, and equipment 
considerations related to the “oil spill balloon”.  The final report also addresses how 
this technology compares with other aerial observation platforms and makes 
suggestions as to further testing considerations.   
 
2. Why is this item important to PWSRCAC: Aerial observation platforms such as 
fixed wing aircraft have become standard operating procedure during spill response.  
By viewing a spill from above, responders are able to judge trajectory and slick 
movement, estimate spill size, move recovery assets to optimal locations, etc.  
Platforms such as fixed wing or rotor wing craft have drawbacks such as being  
expensive to operate, requiring skilled pilots, and having limited range based on fuel 
capacities.   
 
PWSRCAC sees the oil spill balloon as being a complementary technology to aircrafts.  
The balloon will likely never replace traditional aircraft overflights, but it is fairly 
cheap to operate, requires minimal training, and can stay on scene almost indefinitely.  
During field testing, the system proved to be very promising but still needs further 
testing and refinement.  PWSRCAC hopes that industry continues to examine and 
explore a balloon based platform as an additional tool for spill response.   
 
3. Previous actions taken by the Board on this item:  
Meeting Date          Action 
Board     May 6 &7, 2010    Board approves FY2011 annual budget including project 759. 
 
4. Summary of policy, issues, support or opposition:  Details of this project have 
been relayed to the OSPR committee as the project evolved.   
 
5. Committee Recommendation:  OSPR reviewed, discussed and recommends that 
the board approve the final report.    
 
6. Relationship to LRP and Budget: This project was budgeted in FY2011 for 
$17,000.  This money has been completely spent.  No further money has been 
budgeted for the 2012 fiscal year. 
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7. Action Requested of the Board of Directors:  Approve the report titled “OSRI 
Balloon-Based Spill Surveillance System Operations and Testing Results” dated June 
2011; and direct staff to forward approved report to SERVS and Prince William Sound 
C-Plan holders with a cover letter outlining key observations and recommendations.   
 
8. Alternatives: If the board deems the final report incomplete, staff asks for 
further guidance and suggested edits. 
 
9. Attachments:  
 A: Draft report titled “OSRI Balloon-Based Spill Surveillance System Operations 
and Testing Results” dated June 2011. 
 
 B: Areal Observation Spill Balloon Fact Sheet  
 
 


