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Abstract: Oil extraction platforms are potential sources of oil spills. For this reason, an oil spill
forecasting system was set up to support the management of emergencies from the oil fields in the
Italian seas. The system provides ready-to-use products to the relevant response agencies and optimizes
the anti-pollution resources by assessing hazards and risks related to this issue. The forecasting system
covers seven working oil platforms in the Sicily Channel and middle/low Adriatic Sea. It is composed
of a numerical chain involving nested ocean models from regional to coastal spatial scales and an oil
spill model. The system provides two online services, one automatic and a second dedicated to possible
real emergencies or exercises on risk preparedness and responding. The automatic service produces
daily short-term simulations of hypothetical oil spill dispersion, transport, and weathering processes
from each extraction platform. Products, i.e., risk maps, animations, and a properly called bulletin, are
available on a dedicated web-portal. The hazard estimations are computed by performing geo-statistical
analysis on the daily forecasts database. The second service is activated in near-real-time producing oil
spill simulations for the following 48 h.

Keywords: oil spill; Italian seas; numerical forecasting tool; emergency management

1. Introduction

The success of oil spill mitigation actions is closely dependent on the time necessary to detect
the slick and predict its fate (i.e., slick displacement and dispersion), in order to permit governmental
response agencies in planning and providing a specific and timely intervention at sea. The oil slick
detection can be done in situ or by satellite, while its forecast is usually performed through more or
less complex systems of numerical simulation with the application of empirical and semi-empirical
algorithms, or the estimate of a surface water masses path starting from the intensity of winds [1–6].
The most advanced systems currently used incorporate both the weather–marine physical forcing
and a Lagrangian module that reproduces trajectories, diffusion, and transformation processes of the
oil slicks [7,8]. The knowledge of the marine and the weather components is essential to treat any
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kind of oil pollution, like that coming from maritime accidents with relative spillage of hydrocarbons,
or chronic pollution as a continuous release from punctual or diffuse sources. Numerical models are
strictly deterministic and based on “primitive equations” for the reproduction of water circulation with
a good reliability [9,10]. This approach provides an essential basis for a realistic numerical simulation
of the complex processes of transformation and transport of “active” tracers, subject to change as a
function of space and time. Therefore, oil spill transport and weathering processes can be provided
through the use of numerical models suitably coupled with hydrodynamic ones [7,11–13]. Such a
structured system, composed by a three-dimensional hydrodynamic model plus transport simulation
and processing of the oil slick, allows users to obtain a space and time evolution of a potential
spillage, and then provides important information for the management of a possible emergency.
This integrated modelling system permits obtaining maps of potential hazard estimations (i.e., net of
the coastal vulnerability) of the stranding/concentration of hydrocarbons in a stretch of coast as well
(e.g., References [3,14]).

The Italian seas are subject to oil spill emergencies because there exists hydrocarbons exploration,
extraction, and transport within them. In particular, the Sicily Channel and the low/middle Adriatic
Sea have seven working oil extraction sites that are potential sources of pollution through accidental
oil spills.

Due to an increasing sensibility of the Italian public opinion on marine oil pollution, the Italian
Ministry of the Environment and Protection of Land and Sea (MATTM) recently planned to provide an
oil spill forecasting system for the Italian seas. Starting from the experience gained in previous national
and international projects [15,16], the Italian Research Council (CNR) has developed a forecasting tool
regarding the dispersion and transformation of oil at sea and for the estimation of the “riskiness” do to
possible oil spillage in the Sicily Channel and in the medium–low Adriatic Sea (Figure 1a,b, respectively).
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The purpose of the system is two-fold: (a) To provide the responsible authority with possible
indications on the spatial/temporal evolution of oil spills at sea in near-real-time in case of emergency
events or planned exercises. This is important for optimizing both the resources and the management
of the emergency. (b) To determine hazard estimations, based on statistics of the simulated dispersions,
of a hydrocarbon slick virtually issued (i.e., simulated) using individual platforms according to
different weather and sea conditions from the forecasting system. Such a system wishes to answer
to three of the four priorities of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015–2030) [17],
adopted by United Nations (UN) Member States in March 2015. These priorities are the first, the second,
and the fourth based on oil spill risk assessment, preparedness, and response, but focusing on the
management of oil spill events at sea. Specifically, the first priority is on understanding the disaster
risk, the second on strengthening disaster risk governance to manage it, and the fourth on enhancing
disaster preparedness for an effective response.



J. Mar. Sci. Eng. 2019, 7, 1 3 of 14

In this paper, we describe the forecasting numerical system realized in the framework of the
ministerial project “SOS-Piattaforme e Impatti Offshore” and highlight the main features of the service
realized at this stage via CNR. Section 2 presents the study area and the oil rigs covered by the system,
followed by its components in Section 3. In Section 4 we describe their processes of validation and
show resulting products, i.e., the daily bulletin and the hazard assessment. Finally, in Section 5, we give
our conclusions and future perspectives.

2. The Oil Fields in the Italian Seas

The oil spill model predicts the fate, i.e., transport and weathering processes, of possible slicks
from seven different areas of oil extraction in the Italian seas (see Table 1).

Table 1. The oil fields in the Italian seas covered by the forecasting system (data from the Italian
Ministry for the Economic Development—MISE [18], updated on 31 December 2016).

Area Oil Field Platforms Storing
Facility Wells Distance from

Land (Km) Depth (m)

Sicily
Channel

Prezioso 1 Pipeline 9 12 45
Perla 1 Pipeline 4 13 70

Gela 1 1 Pipeline 11 2 10
Vega A 1 FSO 20 20 124

Central
Adriatic

Sarago 2 Pipeline 1 + 5 3–4 12
Rospo 3 FSO 9 + 10 + 12 19–21 80

Southern
Adriatic Aquila 2 FPSO 1 + 1 40–45 820

In these areas we have a variety of extraction facilities, from a single to multiple wells, collecting
at a single platform, to wider extraction fields populated by nearby but separated platforms.
Once extracted, the oil is stored on FPSO or FSO (floating production storage and offloading) units or
moved to the land by underwater pipelines when the platform is near the mainland.

This variety in configurations, described in Table 1, is taken into account in setting up the
forecasting system. Therefore, multiple well configurations are simplified by considering a single well
with a geographically averaged position, as the distance between platforms in multi-platform fields is
comparable with the resolution of the coastal model’s grid.

3. The Numerical System

The numerical system developed for the project “SOS-Piattaforme e Impatti Offshore” is based on
what was experienced in past projects like Development of TEcnologies for Situational Sea Awareness
(TESSA) [19,20], Mediterranean Decision Support System per la Marine Safety (MEDESS-4MS) [8]
and SOS-Bonifacio [1,2,15]. It is composed by nested hydrodynamic numerical models at different
spatial scales, from the regional to the coastal, through a methodology known as downscaling [21–23].
Daily forecasts from regional scale models are used by sub-regional numerical systems as initial, lateral
boundary, and surface boundary conditions for the air–sea interface [24,25]. This repeats from the
sub-regional to coastal models then increasing the resolution of the forecasts to a limited area [2,26].
The whole forecast system is presented in Figure 2 and is described in the following paragraphs.
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3.1. The Oil Slick Model

In our system, the transport and weathering processes of an oil slick at sea are modelled using
MEDSLIK-II, widely described in References [12,13]. This is a community model available for free at
Reference [27]. MEDSLIK-II is a Lagrangian model that requires meteorological and marine conditions
at the air–sea interface, as well as chemical and physical characteristics of the spilled oil to perform
a simulation. It simulates the transport of an oil slick with its dispersion due to turbulent fluctuation
components, parameterized with a random walk scheme. The transport of the slick in the marine
environment is attributed to the advection field, while turbulent fluxes cause its dispersion. The general
equation of the model takes into account the variation of the oil concentration in time and space,
considering the weathering processes affecting the slick [7,20]. MEDSLIK-II is coupled with the ocean
models using hourly oceanographic outputs of current speed and temperature and with the weather
model for wind speed, all described in the following paragraphs.

We considered just the early stage weathering processes of evaporation, emulsification, dispersion
in the water column, and adhesion to the coast. These processes take their effect in the fate of a typical
crude oil for about a week (described in Reference [28]), the usual length of the most oil emergencies
at sea. Every day, a simulation of the transport of a specific type (API 33.4) and quantity of oil (at a rate
of 15 m3·h−1) were provided for each active oil platform or groups of Italian platforms.

The realized forecasting system is also used in delayed-mode to calculate statistics and builds
hazard estimation maps related to each oil platform or group of platforms and support the eventual
emergency containment strategies. In the case of an accident or planned exercise, numerical simulations
of the scenario of dispersion and transformation of a real hydrocarbon slick are realized for the
following 48 h from the simulation start. In order to perform the numerical simulation, several further
inputs were requested like type of oil, areal position and time when the spill started, estimation of the
amount of oil spilled, instantaneous or prolonged spill in time, and requested simulation duration.

3.2. The Hydrodynamic Models

The modelization of oil spill trajectories requires operational ocean models. Then, due to the
different morphological and oceanographic characteristics of the two basins, different numerical
approaches were applied.
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3.2.1. The Sicily Channel

In order to describe the circulation in the Sicily Channel, including the processes at the basin
scale that influence circulation from mesoscale to coastal [29], we used a sub-regional model called
Tyrrhenian-Sicily Channel Sub-Regional Model (TSCRM). It is a free surface three-dimensional
primitive equation. It is based on the Princeton ocean model [30] and was implemented between
9–16.50◦ E and 31.50–43◦ N with a horizontal resolution of about 2 km (1/48◦ of degree in latitude) on
30 sigma levels [10]. The initial and lateral conditions were obtained from a one-way asynchronous
nesting of the forecasted hourly fields of temperature, salinity, and total velocity [25] from the regional
Mediterranean Forecasting System (MFS) provided by the Copernicus Marine Service [31].

Solely for the very shallow Gela platform in the Gulf of Gela, the TSCRM was downscaled to
very high resolution using the 3-D hydrodynamic Shallow water HYdrodynamic Finite Element
Model (SHYFEM). SHYFEM resolves the system of the primitive equations, vertically integrated over
each vertical layer, with Boussinesq approximation used horizontally and hydrostatics used vertically.
For vertical diffusivity and viscosity, it used the general ocean turbulence model [32]. It was integrated
with a module for the simulation of the transport processes and had a spatial resolution varying from
25 m in very coastal areas or shallow waters to few kilometers off-shore [2,33].

At the surface, both ocean models were forced by using the hourly atmospheric data from the
weather limited area model SKIRON. Every day, they produce 3-D 5-day forecasts with an hourly
resolution of the main oceanographic parameters as shown in Figure 2.

SKIRON is a numerical weather prediction model developed at the University of Athens [34].
It provides 5-day forecasts of atmospheric parameters at a high frequency (hourly fields) with a
horizontal resolution of 10 km. The core of the system is based on the ETA/NCEP model that has
been developed at the National Centre for Environmental Prediction of the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NCEP/NOAA). Initial and boundary conditions are taken from the
coarse Global Forecast System model NCEP/GFS. The atmospheric parameters included hourly fields
of: mean sea level pressure, air temperature at 2 m, wind speed, and direction at 10 m above sea level
(s.l.), convective and accumulated precipitation, cloud cover, sensible and latent heat fluxes, incoming
and outgoing shortwave and long-wave radiation fields, and evaporation. These parameters were
used in both circulation models to force momentum, turbulent heat, and water fluxes calculated using
appropriate bulk formulae [35].

3.2.2. The Adriatic Sea

In the Adriatic Sea, MFS’s outputs were used to nest the SHYFEM model to solve for the coastal scales.
The numerical computation was performed on a spatial domain that represented the Adriatic basin by
means of an unstructured grid. The use of elements of variable sizes was fully exploited to create a
seamless transition between different spatial scales. The mesh resolution varied from 4 km in the open
sea to 1 km in coastal waters, and up to 300 m around the oil platforms. The sea level and the current
velocity boundary conditions at the Otranto Strait were obtained by summing the hourly tidal signal
derived from the Finite Element Solution (FES2012) global tidal model [36] (available at Reference [37]),
the daily water level, and the baroclinic velocity predicted using MFS. The total water levels were imposed
to the boundary nodes, while the total current velocity were nudged using a relaxation time of 3600 s.
Water temperature and salinity boundary conditions were computed using the oceanographic fields
of MFS. Three-dimensional MFS fields of sea temperature and salinity were nudged during the simulation.
Nudging data were given for all nodes of the grid. The value of the relaxation coefficient spatially varied
over the model domain (as a function of the grid resolution) from 2 days in the open sea and increasing
toward the coast, thus diminishing the restoration contribution.

For the river discharge, where available, daily updated values were derived from automatic
hydrometric stations nearest to river mouths, through calibrated stage-discharge relationships (like Isonzo,
Piave, Adige, Po, etc.). For the other rivers considered in this study, discharges were prescribed using mean
climatological values [38]. Such model implementation resembled the one described in Reference [39].
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The meteorological forcing was supplied by the hydrostatic Bologna limited area model (BOLAM),
developed and implemented at CNR in Bologna with a daily operational chain [40,41]. The initial
and boundary conditions for the BOLAM model were derived from the analyses (00 UTC) and
forecasts of the GFS (NOAA/NCEP, Silver Spring, MD, USA) global model [42]. The BOLAM
model is implemented over the Euro-Mediterranean region with a horizontal grid spacing of 8.3 km.
Forecasts are daily provided at hourly resolution up to 3 days.

At the end of the whole chain, transport, diffusion, and transformation of an oil slick at sea were
modelled by MEDSLIK-II.

4. Results

A daily bulletin and hazard estimations are valid and easy products of the system to provide
updated information on potential risks at sea and coastal areas and optimize intervention in case of a
spill from oil rigs. The quality of the above instruments has been assured through previous validations
of the numerical system.

4.1. Numerical System Validation

The forecast current fields from the system for the Sicily Channel and the Adriatic Sea areas
have been validated against trajectories of GPS-equipped surface drifters [43] with a small subsurface
plastic drogue at a depth of 1 m. In order to obtain forecasts, a process of validation is fundamental to
verify the reliability of the implemented integrated system (hydrodynamic data production and oil
spill simulation). To carry out this process, several Lagrangian drifters were released in the areas of the
platforms with their positions recorded at 10-min intervals for coastal drifters and at 1-h intervals for
offshore satellite ones.

In order to evaluate the integrated system capability in reproducing drifters’ trajectories,
we calculated the root mean square error (RMSE) of the separation distance between observed
and simulated trajectories and the skill score [43]. This last parameter is dimensionless based on
the cumulative Lagrangian separation distances normalized by the associated cumulative observed
trajectory lengths. Its value can vary between 0 and 1, with 1 corresponding to a total overlap between
the observed and simulated trajectories, while 0 corresponds to a difference between the path of the
drifters and the simulated trajectories on the same path made by the drifters [10,13].

In Figure 3, the 72-h long trajectories of two drifters released in the Sicily Channel are shown.
The surface drifters moved south-eastward, following the Atlantic Ionian Stream flow (AIS; [29,44]).
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Their trajectories were numerically reproduced by re-initializing the TSCRM simulation every day
with updated forecasting fields. Such daily re-initialization is necessary to avoid errors to excessively
propagate in calculations that affect the final results. The idea of frequent re-initialization in trajectory
simulation was proposed in Reference [43] and was actually used in the Deepwater Horizon oil spill
trajectory forecast [45,46].

The simulated drifters’ trajectories produced low values of RMSE of less than 10 km (Figure 4a),
and a skill score higher than 0.6 (Figure 4b), both in the first 10 h of simulation. Over this time,
the RMSE increased exponentially and its average was about 25 km at 24 h. At the same time,
the averaged skill score was 0.7. This decrease in efficiency was due to a difficulty in the reproduction
of a correct surface current speed but directions were comparable. This deficiency was particularly
true for drifters approaching the coast due to the low resolution of the model and/or to lower wind
forcing. Stokes drift was demonstrated to be an important factor in bring the oil from the offshore
areas to the beaches [47]. Furthermore, although the wave-induced transport was parameterized to
simulate the effect of Stoke drift in all numerical experiments, the swell processes were not considered.
This factor may be a source of uncertainty in the estimation of the drifters’ trajectories.

J. Mar. Sci. Eng. 2018, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW  7 of 14 

 

Their trajectories were numerically reproduced by re-initializing the TSCRM simulation every 
day with updated forecasting fields. Such daily re-initialization is necessary to avoid errors to 
excessively propagate in calculations that affect the final results. The idea of frequent re-initialization 
in trajectory simulation was proposed in Reference [43] and was actually used in the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill trajectory forecast [45,46]. 

The simulated drifters’ trajectories produced low values of RMSE of less than 10 km (Figure 4a), 
and a skill score higher than 0.6 (Figure 4b), both in the first 10 h of simulation. Over this time, the 
RMSE increased exponentially and its average was about 25 km at 24 h. At the same time, the 
averaged skill score was 0.7. This decrease in efficiency was due to a difficulty in the reproduction of 
a correct surface current speed but directions were comparable. This deficiency was particularly true 
for drifters approaching the coast due to the low resolution of the model and/or to lower wind forcing. 
Stokes drift was demonstrated to be an important factor in bring the oil from the offshore areas to the 
beaches [47]. Furthermore, although the wave-induced transport was parameterized to simulate the 
effect of Stoke drift in all numerical experiments, the swell processes were not considered. This factor 
may be a source of uncertainty in the estimation of the drifters’ trajectories. 

 
Figure 4. (A) The blue lines are the RMSE of separation distances computed from the comparison 
between TSCRM and both drifters trajectories released on October 29, 2017. The red line is the 
averaged RMSE. (B) The blue lines are the skill score; the red line is the averaged trend. 

In the very shallow waters inside the Gulf of Gela, we implemented SHYFEM to solve such a 
limitation. For its validation, we used the data from two coastal drifters named LCA00128 and 
LCA00112, deployed on October 29, 2017, for about 30 h. The trajectories were reproduced by groups 
of particles released at each observed position along the drifters path. For both drifters there is a 
general correspondence between the simulated trajectories and the observed path (Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5. Trajectories simulated by the model for each release made on each position of the drifters 
LCA00128 (a) and LCA00112 (b) paths. In black is the trajectory of each drifter, and in green the path 
of the particles at their first release. In gray is the groups of particles released at each hourly position. 

Figure 4. (A) The blue lines are the RMSE of separation distances computed from the comparison
between TSCRM and both drifters trajectories released on 29 October 2017. The red line is the
averaged RMSE. (B) The blue lines are the skill score; the red line is the averaged trend.

In the very shallow waters inside the Gulf of Gela, we implemented SHYFEM to solve such
a limitation. For its validation, we used the data from two coastal drifters named LCA00128 and
LCA00112, deployed on 29 October 2017, for about 30 h. The trajectories were reproduced by groups of
particles released at each observed position along the drifters path. For both drifters there is a general
correspondence between the simulated trajectories and the observed path (Figure 5).

The path of the simulated particles was both in terms of the distance traveled and the direction
that was completely congruent with that followed by the two drifters. In the two experiments,
an initial deviation of the path of the particles was observed with respect to the trajectory of the drifters
during the first hours of simulation. Here they follow an northwestern (NW) direction, while the
numerical particles are directed to the south-western (SW). For the remaining period of the simulation,
the simulated and observed trajectories are quite similar.

Furthermore, in both experiments, for each trajectory the accuracy of the results obtained from
a series of simulations was quantified. The dimensionless skill score and its average (AV3) obtained
for the first 3 h of forecast were calculated at 1, 6, and 12 h of forecast. In Table 2, the skill score for
the two drifters was generally low with values at 1 h varying between 0.7 and 0.5, at 6 h between 0.8
and 0.6, and finally at 12 h between 0.8 and 0.7. As far as AV3 was concerned, the most accurately
simulated trajectory was the LCA00112 with an AV3 of 0.7.
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Table 2. Skill score of the results of the numerical simulations performed in the two calibration tests
(Test 1 and Test 2) calculated at the forecast intervals of 1, 6, and 12 h from the release and AV3 for each
single trajectory (LCA00128 and LCA00112).

TEST 1

1 h 6 h 12 h AV3

LCA00128 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6

LCA00112 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7

TEST 2

LCA00128 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.4

LCA00112 0.4 0.7 0.7 0.5
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The goodness of the results obtained in simulating the trajectory followed by the two drifters
was largely due to the fact that the surface transport was mainly modulated by the wind action on
the coastal area. The initial deviation between model results and observations was because the wind
was initially of moderate intensity and therefore the transport was probably predominantly led by the
large-scale circulation that was not well represented in these simulations.

For the Adriatic Sea, the model results were compared with the trajectories of a satellite
global positioning system (GPS)-equipped drifter operating between 14 and 28 May 2018 (14 days,
LCE00234-1), and again between 13 and 18 June 2018 (5 days, LCE00234-2) in the central basin.
Drifter LCE00234-1 was equipped with a 50 cm long plastic drogue placed at a 20 m depth,
thus providing the integral information of the currents in the upper 20 m of the water column.
Conversely, during the second drifter release, the plastic drogue was placed at a 1 m depth.

Numerical particles were released every hour along the observed drifters’ trajectories in the first
20 m of the water column and at the surface in the two experiments, respectively. The particle-tracking
model correctly reproduced the trajectories of the drifters, which moved southward along the coast
with a mean speed of 15 cm s−1 and 50 cm s−1 for drifters LCE00234-1 and LCE00234-2, respectively
(Figure 6).

The RMSE and skill score after 24 h of simulation were 5 and 15 km, and 0.57 and 0.67 for
the two trajectories, respectively, in the two experiments (Figure 7). The drifter LCE00234-2 was
particularly good because it moved along the coast with a high transit velocity (up to 1.2 m s−1)
induced by strong southerly winds.

In conclusion, all three models showed good performances that, after 24 h, showed a skill score
higher than 0.6 for coastal models and lower for the sub-regional model.J. Mar. Sci. Eng. 2018, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 14 
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Figure 6. Observed (black thick line) and mean simulated (yellow lines) trajectories for the drifters
LCE00234-1 with a drogue at 20 m (a), and LCE00234-2 with a drogue at 1 m (b), below the sea surface.
The green thick line represents the mean trajectory of the particles released at the beginning of
simulations. The circles mark the oil platforms.
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4.2. The Products

4.2.1. The Daily Bulletin

The realized system provides two different operational online services, one automatic and a
second in case of emergencies.

The aim of the automatic service is to give a daily forecast of the trajectories of possible oil slicks
close to each platform, assuming that the same polluting event repeats daily. It is provided every day
at 08:00 UTC through the issue of a web bulletin for each of the seven active oil fields in the Sicily
Channel (four fields) and in the Adriatic Sea (three fields) listed in Table 1. Each bulletin contains the
scenario of a simulation through 3-hourly maps with the possible distribution of the density in kg m−2.
The bulletin is valid for the following 48 h and downloadable from a website with restricted access.
The type of oil is the API well number typical of the field, and the time length of the spill is 48 h.
Information on transport and weathering processes of the slick are given during the entire simulation.
It shows the percentage of oil on the coast along the water column, still on the surface, and evaporated
through 3-hourly plots with fields of dispersion at sea and the stranding of the oil released from UTC+1
to UTC+48. The different daily sea conditions produce a mid/long-term numerical dataset to compute
hazard and risk statistics.

The service for emergencies is active just in case of real (emergency) or hypothetical (exercise)
dispersion in one or more of the seven active oil fields. A user-interface allows a dedicated operator
to start any simulation in the areas of the rigs, inputting details about the spill such as coordinates,
quantity, and the type of oil released, along with the date and hour of the spill. Also, a near-real-time
bulletin is available in case of emergencies.

4.2.2. Hazard Assessment

The hazard estimation is part of the information provided by the system. The hazard assessment
is an essential requisite for an attempt and accurate plan for intervention in case of emergencies.
It provides probability estimations of the areas that are potentially mostly affected by eventual oil
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slicks due to spills occurring at the extraction platforms. For the calculation and implementation of
hazard maps for each oil platform, we used the forecasting system described above.

The methodology adopted to assess hazard, and further to use hazard as basic informative layer
to assess the coastal risk, will be described in a separate work currently in preparation. This system
is based on long-term (1 year) statistics performed on forecast outputs. Such hazard maps depict
the statistics of the beaching of a hydrocarbon slick after 48 h. The maps represent the statistical
distribution of the release for the whole area that is potentially contaminated by hydrocarbons, both at
sea and on the land if affected by simulated spills.

Two different geo-statistical descriptive quantities of this probability have been considered:
(a) hazard index or HI, calculated like oil concentration for a defined surface unit normalized

at its maximum recorded concentration (at 99th percentile of the distribution of the calculated
concentration frequency). It is dimensionless and defined between 0 and 1;

(b) occurrence probability index or PI, indicating the percentage of probability that a given cell is
contaminated by an oil spill. Its highest values are recorded on the point of release. It is defined to be
between 0 and 100.

The risk assessment can be performed by combining such indices with indicators of vulnerability
of the coastal areas like i.e., protection level, shore types, submerged vegetation, beach use,
granulometry, etc.

Hazard estimation, for both indexes, was done climatologically on 1-year long outputs and is
shown in Figure 8. It will be also done on a seasonal basis with three seasons on the basis of the
local circulation and hydrographical characteristics and defined for January–April (mixed conditions),
May–August (stratified conditions), and September–December (mixing conditions).
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5. Summary and Conclusions

In 2017, an oil spill forecasting system for the Italian seas was realized in case of oil spill
emergencies on seven active oil extraction areas.

Through a numerical chain composed by nested ocean models, weather models, and Lagrangian
models, the system was able to obtain a forecast of the fate of an oil spill for the following 48 h.
The integrated system has undergone a positive validation process that has involved the use of drifters’
paths collected in the Sicily Channel and in the middle/low Adriatic Sea. It can be used both in
operational automatic mode or in case of emergency.

In operational automatic mode, a daily bulletin is provided simulating a virtual oil spill from
each of the seven oil platforms using forecasted sea conditions, and then provided a 48 h-scenario
of a common quantity of oil at the sea surface. Furthermore, we innovatively adopted an advanced
approach combining deterministic calculus with long-term and continuously updating statistics on



J. Mar. Sci. Eng. 2019, 7, 1 12 of 14

the trajectories in a database and obtained two hazard indexes, called the hazard and the occurrence
probability indexes. They were periodically revised for the areas surrounding platforms on the basis of
the continuous updates of the database shaped by the forecast system outputs. These hazard indexes
were combined with sensitivity layers to assess risk of the coast and intertidal zone.

In case of emergency, the system produces 48-h forecasts in near-real-time regarding the fate of an
oil slick from each of the seven platforms. Currently, a web interface is available to allow an operator
to initialize an oil spill scenario.
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