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Section 1: Oil Observations  
Reporting Guidance 

Introduction 
The Puget Sound Seabird Survey (PSSS) has a volunteer, opt-in oil spill response program. The program 

utilizes the PSSS observers’ local knowledge and familiarity with birds and the PSSS protocols to provide 

additional information during the early stages of an oil spill and official response.  

You are asked to provide three different functions for early on-scene reconnaissance in the event of a 

reported oil spill and in the event of a confirmed oil spill. These are: 

 Make observations from your regular PSSS survey site(s) regarding the presence or absence of 

oil.  

 Conduct a standard seabird survey using the PSSS protocols from your location(s) at the next 

available daylight high tide window.  

 Observe, identify, and report oiled wildlife at any point of your observations. 

The priority is to conduct the additional seabird survey since you are experts at bird identification and 

familiar with the survey procedures of the PSSS. You can also use your bird identification skills in 

identifying and reporting oiled birds and other wildlife. Identification of oiling in the water and/or on the 

beach is important if you can get to your sites early in the spill, especially if the area is remote and not 

already being surveyed. 

This information can provide substantial time-sensitive information to improve the timeliness and 

effectiveness of spill response, thus hopefully decreasing the environmental impact of an oil spill as well 

as document the potential environmental damage from the spill. 

The program will be working with local, state, and federal agencies and other responders. The Seattle 

Audubon Oil Spill Team (SAOST) will coordinate this response in association with their partners. 

Safety First! 

 
Observing and responding to a spill can be very dangerous. Oil can be explosive, produce toxic 

vapors, and is easily transferred to your clothes and skin. Therefore, the top priority is safety. You 

are not authorized to enter any contaminated area as this requires specialized training, clothing, 

and supervision. You are not to attempt recovery of any injured or oiled wildlife, whether it is dead 

or alive. You are asked to observe and inform, not participate in the physical response. If you have 

any concerns, leave the area immediately.  
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Notification 
In the event of an oil spill that, through consultation with our agency contacts, is deemed significant 

enough to elicit a response from this program, the SAOST will notify all PSSS observers who have agreed 

to be part of this program of the spill and to be on standby to respond.  

The SAOST will work with the state agencies to determine which PSSS sites could provide valuable 

information. These are the Spill Observation Sites. Sites will be divided into Primary and Secondary.  

 Primary sites are either in or near the spill area or likely to be impacted.  

 Secondary sites are outside that area but can provide valuable information.  

Team members assigned to spill observation sites, both primary and secondary sites, will be asked if 

they are available to go to their sites and make observations. The SAOST will contact additional 

observers from outside the spill area (not spill observation sites) to fill in at any spill observation sites 

not being covered by the assigned observers.  

Oil Observations  
Information on the areas being impacted soon after a spill occurs is vital for the launching of an effective 

spill response. Therefore, you will be asked to go to your assigned spill observation sites, make your 

observations, and report to SAOST as soon as possible. You may be asked to do subsequent observations 

if the spill response is extended. 

Make observations 
Once you have safely arrived at your location, use the PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form to record 

your observations (see Section 3). Use a separate form for each survey location. If you don’t have a form 

available, record the information on paper or as a voice memo and transfer that information to the 

forms when possible. Record everything you can see and do not limit your observations to the 300 m arc 

used in the PSSS observations. Make a quick estimate of birds and other wildlife you observe, both in 

the water and on the beach. Note if any appear oiled and if any are dead. Do not touch any of the 

animals but report any oiled wildlife immediately. 

If you do walk on beaches, make sure you never enter an oiled area. If you can’t safely reach your 

normal survey site, find a safe location and conduct your observations from there, noting the change of 

location on the form. 

Report observations 
Report your basic observations to SAOST as soon as possible, using your preferred communication 

method. Transfer your completed form(s) as soon as possible if you observed oil and/or oiled wildlife. 

Transfer can be done by scanning or photographing the form and returning it by email or text message. 

Contact information is shown in Section 2. If you did not observe any oil, save the form for later return 

to Seattle Audubon. Members of the SAOST may also be on site and collect the forms from you. 

You can also report your information by phone, text, or email. Phone numbers will be provided to you 

when you are notified of a spill. If you use phone or text, please follow up as soon as possible with an 

email to make sure all information is received.  
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Additional PSS Survey 
The priority of the program is to conduct a systematic seabird survey. This should be conducted at the 

next available daylight high tide survey window. The SAOST either post the time of the survey window 

on the Seattle Audubon website and send it by email or text. Follow the standard PSSS protocols using 

the PSSS Recording Form and report your observations through the usual PSSS web portal as soon as 

possible. Use the Optional Column Notes lines to specify any oiled birds or if the birds are in or near oil. 

Use the Notes and Comments section to describe any oil in the area and any oiled wildlife outside the 

survey area. If oil or oiled wildlife is present, complete a PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form if 

possible. 

If you are unable to conduct the survey in this survey window, consult with PSSS coordinators about 

rescheduling or having replacement volunteers. The SAOST will coordinate all requests from agency 

contacts for additional surveys. 

Retain the completed PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form for return to Seattle Audubon. 

Oiled Wildlife 
Whenever you can make observations, look for oiled wildlife. If you observe any wildlife during the Oil 

Observations survey, record all your observations on the PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form. If you 

observe oiled wildlife during the Seabird Survey, record the observations on the PSSS Oil Observation 

Recording Form. If you observed oiled wildlife at other times or away from your designated spill 

observation sites record the observations on the PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form or record your 

observations on paper or as a voice memo. Include the location of the oiled wildlife, using latitude and 

longitude if possible, or the location name or description. 

You must not interact with the oiled wildlife whether it is dead or alive. Trained recovery teams will be 

dispatched. Note that recovery may not be immediate as recovery teams often wait for appropriate 

conditions, such as tide or daylight state. 

Always contact the appropriate response agencies if you observe oiled wildlife. The default reporting 

number is 1-800-258-5990. You may be given different contact information for this response. Also 

report any oiled wildlife to the SAOST and to any local responders in the area. 

If local responders are recording oiled wildlife, you may offer you birding expertise. However, if this is 

declined, do not in anyway interfere with their activities. Additionally, always remember to avoid 

contamination. 

Interactions with Individuals, Authorities, and the Press 
Your position is that of a trained volunteer working in cooperation with state agencies, Seattle Audubon, 

and others to provide early on-scene reconnaissance concerning the location of oil and possible impacts 

on wildlife, especially seabirds. This volunteer program is coordinated by Seattle Audubon. You do not 

have any official authority to enter closed areas, trespass, or instruct other individuals in the area. Local 

authorities and responders may be aware of your presence and activities and may be cooperative. If you 
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are stopped by local authorities and they will not let you reach your destination, leave the area, use the 

contact information to report the interaction to SAOST, and wait for a reply. 

If you talk to the press or public, you will be representing yourself and not this program. However, feel 

free to describe the program to others. Direct people who want to help to the Washington oil spill 

volunteer website at http://www.oilspills101.wa.gov/ or to local Audubon chapters. Please do not 

distribute any of the contact information you are using to report information to the SAOST. If you see 

unauthorized individuals attempting to capture live oiled wildlife or remove dead oiled wildlife, please 

report this to local authorities as soon as possible. 

If you are asked for contact information for any official statements, provide the general Seattle Audubon 

number (206-523-8243). If you are working closely with partner organizations, you may provide their 

contact information as well. 

Spill Drill 
We will conduct at least one call-out drill during the season.  

The drill is an oiled-wildlife volunteer call-out drill. In this procedure, those that volunteer for this 

program will be notified of a one-week timeframe for the drill to take place. At the initiation of the 

actual drill, you will be contacted and asked if you would be available to make oil observations, and if 

you are, how long it would take for you to arrive at your survey site or sites. You will also be asked if you 

would be available for the Seabird Survey at the next daylight high tide survey window. 

It is obvious that not everyone will be available. We want to scope the number of available observers 

and covered sites and see if we need to make changes to the process. 

  

http://www.oilspills101.wa.gov/
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Section 2: Contact Information 

Activity Contact info 

Contact Seattle Audubon  Toby Ross, Senior Science Manager 
Direct line: 206-523-8243 ext. 102 
Alternative line: 206-523-4483 
Personal mobile: 206-552-3834 
Email: tobyr@seattleaudubon.org 

Report Oiled Wildlife (WA Emergency 
Management) 

1-800-258-5990 

Report Oil Observations to the SAOST Email: psss-oil-spill@googlegroups.com  

Press inquiries  Refer them to Rasheena Fountain, Seattle 
Audubon Communications Manager 
Direct line: 206-523-8243 ext. 116  
Alternative line: 206-523-4483  
Also refer them to the local Audubon chapters in 
the area of the spill. 

Volunteer Opportunities/registration  http://www.oilspills101.wa.gov/volunteer-
registration/  

Report a spill (you are not the spiller) 1-800-OILS-911 (1-800-6457-911) (WA Emergency 
Management) 

Additionally, notify the regional Dept. of Ecology 
office: 
Southwest Regional Office - 1-360-407-6300 
(Clallam, Clark, Cowlitz, Grays Harbor, Jefferson, Mason, 
Lewis, Pacific, Pierce, Skamania, Thurston, and Wahkiakum 
counties)  

Northwest Regional Office - 1-425-649-7000 
(Island, King, Kitsap, San Juan, Skagit, Snohomish, and 
Whatcom counties) 

Report a spill (you are the spiller) 1-800-424-8802 (National Response Center) plus 
1-800-OILS-911 (1-800-645-7911) to notify the 
State 

Additionally, notify the regional Dept. of Ecology 
office (shown above) 

Additional Contact Information 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:psss-oil-spill@googlegroups.com
http://www.oilspills101.wa.gov/volunteer-registration/
http://www.oilspills101.wa.gov/volunteer-registration/
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Section 3: Data Forms and Usage Notes 

PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form 
Use the PSSS Oil Observation Recording Form to record your observations. It is designed for general 

observations. Complete only the parts that are relevant. See the Oil Observation Data Form Usage Notes 

below for details on completing this form.  

Report your observations to the SAOST as soon as possible and retain the completed form for return to 

the SAOST. 

Puget Sound Seabird Survey Data Form 
The data form is the same form used in all standard Seabird Surveys. 

The data form and usage guidelines are available on the Seattle Audubon PSSS website here.  

Use the Optional Column Notes lines to specify any oiled birds or if the birds are in or near oil. Use the 

Notes and Comments section to describe any oil in the area and any oiled wildlife outside the survey 

area. 

http://www.seattleaudubon.org/sas/About/Science/CitizenScience/PugetSoundSeabirdSurvey/Toolkit.aspx


 

 
 

Date: ____________          Site Name: ____________________________________                                  Start time: _________   End time:_________ 

Location/Description if not standard site: __________________________________________ Lat: _________________  Long: ________________ 

Volunteer(s): ______________________________________ Contact phone or email: (1)__________________ 2)___________________________ 

Did you see any oil (circle one)?     Yes    No           If yes, where (circle all that apply)?           On Water          On Land              On Wildlife 

Oil Observations (skip if you did not observe oil): 

 

Estimated number of wildlife present in the area: 

Notes: 
 
 

 

 

 

Call WA Emergency Management Division at 1-800-258-5990 and also notify local responders whenever you see oiled wildlife 

Notify Toby Ross Tobyr@SeattleAudubon.org of your observations 

On the water:   Percentage coverage: __________%          How badly (circle all that apply):       Light (Sheen)         Medium        Heavy 

On the beach/shore:   Percentage shoreline oiled:  _________%          How badly (circle all that apply):       Light         Medium        Heavy 

What is oiled? (circle all that apply):   Sand/pebbles/cobble      Seaweed/grasses       Rocks      Logs/debris       Seawall/structures     Other ________ 

Birds: Seabirds________ Shorebirds_______ Raptors________ Crows________ Gulls___________ Other__________________________________ 

Mammals, others: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Oiled wildlife (Species, number live/dead): ____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Oil Observation Data Form Usage Notes 
Date: The date of your observations in the form of MM/DD/YYYY 

Site Code: Numeric code of PSSS site. If unknown or observations are not at a PSSS site, leave blank. 

Site Name: Name of PSSS site. If unknown or observations are not at a PSSS site, leave blank. 

Start Time: Time observations begin. Use the 24-hour clock in the form of HHMM. 

End Time: Time observations end. Use the 24-hour clock in the form of HHMM. 

Location/Description if not standard site: Use the common name or a description of where you 
conducted observations if not at a standard PSSS site.  

Lat: Latitude of observation if not at a standard PSSS standard site. Leave blank if unknown. Enter in 
form DDMM.mm. 

Long: Longitude of observation if not at a standard PSSS standard site. Leave blank if unknown. Enter in 
form DDDMM.mm. 

Volunteers(s): Name of primary observer/reporter. Add second name if needed. 

Contact number or email (1) and (2): Enter best immediate contact phone number, email, or other 
method in case follow up information is needed. Use the Notes section to provide additional 
information if needed. 

Did you see any oil: Circle Yes if oil was seen and No if no oiling was observed. Do not leave this entry 
blank. 

If yes, where: Complete only if oil was observed. Circle each location where oil was seen 

Oil Observations. Skip if you did not observe oil. Complete the boxed section if you observed 
any oil on the water or on the shore. Skip the boxed section if you did not observe any oil. 

On the water Percentage coverage. How much of the visible area has oil present? Use the visual guide in 
the reference section. 

Appearance: Circle all that apply. Us the visual guides in the reference section. 

On the beach/shore Percentage shoreline oiled: How much of the area of the beach, from the high tide 
line to the water has oil present? Include all types of shore, including rocks and bulkheads. Use the 
Notes section and back of form for additional descriptions if necessary. 

How Badly: Circle descriptor for overall impression of the level of oiling. Circle only one item.  

What is oiled? Circle all appropriate descriptions of what has been oiled. 

Estimated number of wildlife present in the area. Complete the boxed section, if possible. This 
will provide a rough idea whether an area is at high or low risk for wildlife contamination.  

Birds: Make a quick estimate of the birds that you can see in the whole area. Do not restrict the 
estimate to the PSSS parameter of birds observed on the water within 300m. Instead, estimate all that 
are visible in the area, including those flying and on land. 

Mammals, others: Specify the name and number of mammals, both marine and terrestrial, that are in 
the area. 

Oiled wildlife (Name, number live/dead): Complete is you observe any oiled wildlife. Specify the name, 
number that are alive and the number dead. Provide any additional details in the Notes section or on 
the back of the form. Alert authorities immediately if you see oiled wildlife. Do not attempt to recover 
any oiled wildlife. 

 





 

13 | P a g e  
 

Section 4: Reference and Training 
Materials 

The following links provide additional resources. Some of these links contain materials that are not 

necessary for completing your oil observations but provide insight to the response process. 

Acronyms, abbreviations, and glossary of terms used in oil spill response 

Find out what response professionals are talking about with these extensive lists of terms. Available in 

the PSSS Toolkit on the Seattle Audubon website here.  

WA Department of Ecology Spills web page 

This page has a huge number of links to oil spill prevention, preparedness, and response. In the event of 

a substantial spill, you will find a link to a special webpage dedicated to that spill. 

https://ecology.wa.gov/Spills-Cleanup/Spills 

WA Department of Fish & Wildlife Oil Spill Preparedness, Response & Restoration web page 

Information about oiled wildlife, natural resource protection, and natural resource damage assessment 

plus contact information. https://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/habitat/oil_spill/  

Northwest Area Committee webpage 

This has a vast amount of information, including the entire Northwest Area Contingency plan and all the 

geographic response plans. There are also printable fact sheets on numerous oil spill related issues. 

http://rrt10nwac.com/  

Oil Descriptions 

Descriptions of oil appearance and methods to differentiate oil spills from natural phenomenon (false 

positives) are provided in a separate document Oil Descriptions—supplemental available as part of the 

online PSSS Toolkit on the Seattle Audubon website here.  

http://www.seattleaudubon.org/sas/About/Science/CitizenScience/PugetSoundSeabirdSurvey/Toolkit.aspx
https://ecology.wa.gov/Spills-Cleanup/Spills
https://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/habitat/oil_spill/
http://rrt10nwac.com/
http://www.seattleaudubon.org/sas/About/Science/CitizenScience/PugetSoundSeabirdSurvey/Toolkit.aspx

