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Abstract: The Baltic Sea is a unique and sensitive brackish-water ecosystem vulnerable to damage
from shipping activities. Despite high levels of maritime safety in the area, there is a continued
risk of oil spills and associated harmful environmental impacts. Achieving common situational
awareness between oil spill response decision makers and other actors, such as merchant vessel
and Vessel Traffic Service center operators, is an important step to minimizing detrimental effects.
This paper presents the Next-Generation Smart Response Web (NG-SRW), a web-based application
to aid decision making concerning oil spill response. This tool aims to provide, dynamically and
interactively, relevant information on oil spills. By integrating the analysis and visualization of
dynamic spill features with the sensitivity of environmental elements and value of human uses,
the benefits of potential response actions can be compared, helping to develop an appropriate
response strategy. The oil spill process simulation enables the response authorities to judge better the
complexity and dynamic behavior of the systems and processes behind the potential environmental
impact assessment and thereby better control the oil combat action.

Keywords: decision support system; emergency response; marine pollution

1. Introduction

Oil transport in the Baltic Sea has grown rapidly over the last decade, the Gulf of
Finland being one of the busiest oil shipping routes in the world [1]. The coastal waters of
the Gulf of Finland also host environmentally valuable ecosystems, which face risk from
heavy vessel traffic [2].

Accident statistics indicate a high level of maritime safety in the Baltic Sea, and, while
accidents typically result in minor consequences in terms of oil pollution [1,3], risks of
major oil spills remain both in open water [4,5] and during winter [6,7], for example, the
spill caused by the Runner-4 accident in 2006 [8], which led to large oil patches drifting into
the shallow waters around Tallinn with detrimental ecological and economic consequences.

Because the effectiveness of mechanical recovery is limited both in open water [9]
and in icy conditions [10], appropriate plans and tools are needed to minimize damage to
ecosystems in case of a sizeable spill. This task is arduous, because the impact of spilled oil
varies significantly by shoreline type and many cleanup methods are shoreline specific [11].
Therefore, strategies to contain or mitigate oil spills on or near sensitive shorelines need to
establish if a response is necessary, and, if so, the nature and extent of the response. These
strategies also affect significantly the final cost of mitigation [12].

Spatial Decision Support Systems (SDSS) play a role in almost all emergency situations
including marine oil spills [13,14]. SDSS integrate spatial and non-spatial data, Geographic
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Information Systems (GIS), and decision-making algorithms to analyze emergency situa-
tions and evaluate remedial actions [15].

Decision support systems (DSS) represent another aid to tactical oil spill response
planning. Most DSS employ oil trajectory and weathering models to calculate how pro-
cesses such as evaporation, dissolution, emulsification, dispersion, and biodegradation
affect movement of oil slicks and changes in oil slick properties [16–18].

It is stated [19] that the mathematical and numerical formulations of oil transport,
diffusion, and transformation processes together with many simplifying hypotheses and
parameterizations form the basis of a new, open source Lagrangian surface oil spill model,
the so-called MEDSLIK-II, based on its precursor MEDSLIK [20]. The MEDSLIK II is used
to simulate oil slick transport and transformation processes for realistic oceanic cases,
where data from satellite or drifting buoys are available for verification. The model is also
coupled with operational oceanographic currents, atmospheric analyses winds, and remote
sensing data for initialization [21].

As a new generation of DSS for oil spill response operations and similar systems, the
WITOIL DSS is based on environmental monitoring, state-of-the-art oil drift modelling, and
innovative technology platforms. It is an innovative, web-based tool based on MEDSLIK-II
oil spill code coupled with the operational oceanographic and atmospheric services and
has been implemented to support emergency organization in the case of oil spill accidents
in the Mediterranean Sea [22].

Moreover, current DSS do not fully integrate with information on the intrinsic value
and environmental sensitivity to oil spills, such as the probabilistic approach presented
by [23], or with operational models to estimate the spatial distribution of oil spills [24], and
an initial conceptual outline of a more integrated spill response DSS has been generated [25].

This study introduces the Next-Generation Smart Response Web (NG-SRW) tool in
order to alleviate the limitations of existing DSS for oil spill response planning—with partic-
ular focus in the Gulf of Finland. NG-SRW is a web-based application intended to provide a
quasi-real-time dynamic assessment of the potential oil spill impact on sensitive shorelines
and biological and human use resources. We examined state of the NG-SRW development,
its scientific basis, conceptual framework, implementation, and future development.

2. Study Area and Intended End Users of the DSS

The Gulf of Finland hosts environmentally valuable ecosystems within the Baltic
Sea while also playing a vital role in the economic and social prosperity of its adjoining
countries [2]. Concern continues to mount regarding the detrimental effects of accidental
oil spills on both the Gulf of Finland’s ecosystems and its economic and social prosperity.
Consequently, national authorities around the Baltic Sea have committed to implementing
a pollution response system to respond to pollution incidents that threaten the marine
environment. This agreement includes engaging in contingency planning, surveillance,
sharing information, and providing appropriate mutual assistance [26].

In the Gulf of Finland region, this response system is operational and continues to
be advanced with, for instance, the recent development of a maritime simulator for oil
spill response training [27] and the addition of the Mandatory Ship Reporting System in
the Gulf of Finland Traffic Area (GOFREP)—established by the International Maritime
Organization (IMO) [28] in 2003 and in operation since 2004—to improve navigation safety
to prevent accidental ship-based spills. GOFREP provides mandatory ship reporting,
including identification and monitoring of vessels, strategic planning of vessel movements,
and provision of navigational information and assistance in both international and national
(VTS—vessel traffic services) waters within the Gulf of Finland IMO [29]. The mandatory
ship reporting system in the Gulf of Finland is shown in Figure 1.

GOFREP is managed jointly by the Finnish Transport Agency, the Estonian Maritime
Administration, and the Federal Agency for Maritime and River Transport of Russian
Federation and under the auspices of GOFREP Traffic Centers of Estonia (Tallinn Traffic),
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Finland (Helsinki Traffic), and the Russian Federation VTMIS Centre in Petrodvorets (Saint
Petersburg Traffic).
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Maritime Administration.

The targeted end users for SDSS oil spill response are primarily the national maritime
administrations responsible for oil spill response operations and the regional response
secretariat. In addition, the SDSS involve VTS operators as well as stakeholders repre-
senting the societal, environmental, economic, and social interests, whose interests can
be affected by oil spills. Given the numerous user types and their wide geographic loca-
tions, a web-based platform is the optimal strategy for improving oil spill response and
related issues.

3. Scientific Basis

Emergency response is an integral application of SDSS application, given the urgent
life-threatening nature of emergencies and their complexity. This complexity demands that
modelling methods be available and usable to decision makers, especially in challenging
circumstances [17].

Emergency response systems demand rapid decision making, clarity of information
display, and the viability for complex spatial decision making to be successful [30]. Oil
spill impact assessment integrates risk and vulnerability, which have economic, ecological,
cultural, political, geographical, and environmental consequences. The wide range of
impacts suggests a modular framework for SDSS for oil spill response, i.e., that a tool
should enable incorporation of one or multiple information layers with respect to the
spatial impact of oil spills.

Other development needs may be more fundamental to the underlying structure of
the models. For instance, increased oil transport in ice-covered waters presents the need
to incorporate the complexities of dynamic sea ice into the pre-existing hydro-mechanical
models [31]. Another example concerns the issue of changing ecosystems due to direct
human activities [32] and climate change [33].

Stakeholder participation is considered crucial for sustainable development in natural
resource and disaster risk management [34]. As such, participatory modelling (PM) is
an interactive and iterative process in which stakeholder involvement is supported with
modelling and communication tools. PM involves not only the development and use
of computer-based models, but also the participation of stakeholders in the decision-
making process.
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SDSS help policymakers and stakeholders access to interpret and understand informa-
tion in order to identify possible strategies in the decision-making process [35]. However,
because intended users sometimes fail to embrace SDSS, it has been suggested that SDSS
should incorporate social aspects involved in SDSS design, development, testing, and use.
Socio-psychological aspects of the use of SDSS in creating common operational pictures
are also important, concerning, for instance, information overload and the suitability of
different communication methods to convey the information in the SDSS [36].

4. Oil Spill Emergency Response: Conceptual Framework

It is stated [37] that “oil spill response is an extremely complex and challenging
cross-disciplinary activity. In the decision-making process, it combines a wide range of
issues and activities under emergency conditions that include the nature of the material
spilled, changes in physical and chemical properties (weathering) and biodegradation,
local environmental conditions, sensitivity of impacted natural resources, and effectiveness
of response/clean-up technologies”.

As a complex, dynamic, and distributed operation, oil spill response involves multiple
actors [38].

Referring to the work by [39] and Figure 2, the scope of emergency oil spill response
SDSS usually covers the short-term predictions of spill behavior and movement for tactical
response planning and marine and coastal impacts, usually restricted to acute ecosystem
impacts. Hence, based on a review by [18], it was found that most SDSS focus on the
elements 1B, 2A, and 3A, whereas some tools also consider elements 1A and 2B as a part of
the tools.
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Referring to IPIECA 2005 report [40], “once oil has been spilled, urgent decisions need
to be made about the options available for clean-up, so that environmental and socioeco-
nomic impacts are kept to the minimum. Getting the correct balance is always a difficult
process and conflicts inevitably arise which need to be resolved in the best practicable
manner. The advantages and disadvantages of different responses need to be weighed up
and compared both with each other and with the advantages and disadvantages of natural
clean-up, a process sometimes known as Net Environmental Benefit Analysis (NEBA)”.
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NEBA is one of the considerations used to select spill response equipment that will effec-
tively remove oil, are feasible to use safely in particular conditions, and will minimize the
impact of the spill on the environment.

To support NEBA, knowledge about the marine and coastal ecosystem and human
use values is required for a decision maker. Environmental Sensitivity Index (ESI) maps
have been an integral component of oil-spill contingency planning and response in the
United States since 1979, serving as a quick reference for oil spill responders [11]. The ESI
maps rank shorelines into 10 classes in relation to sensitivity, natural persistence of oil,
and ease of cleanup. They also provide information on coastal biological and human-use
resources sensitive to oil spills.

The ESI framework was developed to reduce the environmental consequences of a spill
and to help prioritize the placement and allocation of resources during cleanup efforts [41].
One of the primary objectives of oil spill planning and response, after protecting human
life, is to reduce the environmental consequences of the spill and the cleanup efforts. This
objective is best achieved if the location of sensitive resources are identified in advance.

Some countries outside the US have adopted the ESI approach to classify their own
shorelines for similar oil spill contingency planning. Within a Gulf of Finland context, the
resulting maps are referred to as Regional Environmental Sensitivity Index (RESI) maps [25].
Shores cannot be handled as static systems, implying that shore classification systems,
including ESI and RESI classifications, must take into account the shore dynamics [42].

In the Baltic Sea context, the Bayesian inference to oil spill-related situation assessment
is used in order to facilitate the NEBA-based decisions in selecting the best available oil
spill response alternative and in evaluating the threat or probable overall environmental
impact of the spill [43,44].

5. Common Situational Awareness for Oil Spill Response Operations: Architecture
and Implementation of the NG-SRW
5.1. Next-Generation Smart Response Web (NG-SRW)

The NG-SRW application is based on operational concepts and technical implemen-
tations for user-defined Common Situational Awareness (CSA) [45]. The tool addresses
oil spill occurrence (phase 1A, see Figure 2), weathering and transport of oil (1B), off-
shore response (2A), shoreline response (2B), acute ecosystem impact (3A), short-term
economic impact (4A), and socio-cultural impact (5B). Specifically, the tool aims to utilize
CSA in an online operational environment, by utilizing all available information into the
decision-making process.

The NG-SRW was developed and implemented as an information collecting and
sharing facility of the CSA system [45]. The basic configuration of the NG-SRW SDSS
application is presented in Figure 3. NG-SRW directly interacts with Seatrack Web [46] in
Sweden, and the user can define the area of response and the type and quantity of leaked
oil. Seatrack Web uses that info with real-time weather data to predict oil spill trajectory in
the marine environment and inform the user where an oil spill could spread in the coming
hours through the NG-SRW application. Furthermore, NG-SRW contains additional data
layers such as coastal vulnerability, nature assets in the marine environments, its vulnerabil-
ity, and human uses, which can be observed with overlay analysis to predict oil spill spread
and avoid oil spills in sensitive marine areas. Such prioritization is required because, in the
case of a more significant oil spill, we will be likely unable to act and clean all the affected
marine areas. As such, we need to select areas that are sensitive to oil pollution and where
large amounts of oil accumulate. The user can also switch on and off some data layers in
the web application, and the application calculates summary statistics with associated oil
spill polygon.

The tool employs the NET MVC with MS SQL database engine, JavaScript, ESRI
ArcGIS API for JavaScript, ESRI ArcGIS Server and ArcInfo, HTML5, and CSS technologies,
allowing its use on any device with Windows, iOS, or Android operating systems. The
Single Page Application (SPA) allows users to interact dynamically with all controls, data,
and elements on a single page, without the need to reload the page after each action.
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The NG-SRW tool consists of Server and Client/User Interface. The GIS data are
prepared, analyzed, and stored in the geodatabase with ArcGIS Desktop and Python
scripts. ArcGIS Server is used to share GIS data as Web Map Services (WMS) and the
Geoprocessing tool Services. Auxiliary tables store oil spill model results, information
on WMS layers, model parameters, and user interface tables based on MS SQL database.
WMSs are portrayed with ESRI ArcGIS API for Javascript. User interface implemented on
the client side supports execution of the relevant geoprocessing services.

Initially, NG-SRW connects to the ADSAM-G module [23], which provides initial in-
formation on the magnitude of accident damage and the extent of an oil spill resulting from
a shipping accident. Subsequently, NG-SRW accesses the Seatrack Web application through
direct connection to Particle Dispersion Model (PADM) [46], which enables independent
analysis of spill drift and weathering by providing its own user interface for calculation of
oil spill scenarios. Thus, NG-SRW SDSS takes advantage of the development of calculation
kernel of Seatrack Web, which, in the current version, includes recent improvements of the
ice code [31] but presents it within a different user interface.

MarineTraffic.com provides real-time Automatic Information System (AIS) infor-
mation, such as the current position, speed, and direction of vessels. Necessary basic
information on the size of vessels is obtainable for use in the ADSAM-G model. In addition,
there are lights’, stations’, and ports, databases. All necessary information is readily ob-
tained from the MarineTraffic map, which is embedded into NG-SRW. The NG-SRW SDSS
platform is also linked to Environmental Sensitivity Index (ESI) map layers, implemented
through the imported Web Map Services (WMS).

NG-SRW serves as a platform that collects and enables interaction with different
streams of oil spill response-related online information [47], by which authorities can
access, filter, visualize, and share information collected during an emergency response, as
shown in Figure 4.

Users control the content to be included in and excluded from an oil spill response
scenario, thereby allowing users to select a set of criteria to address a particular oil spill
accident response unit according to their needs. This ability is essential to cater to the
different decision makers and stakeholders [47].
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5.2. Seatrack Web (STW)

The Seatrack Web is a fully operational, web-based, oil drift forecasting system for
the Baltic and part of the North Sea [48], which allows users to simulate an oil drift on the
server with the results displayed on their computer within a minute. The server has access
to the most recent weather and ocean forecasts, thereby providing the user the optimal
decision tool to assess oil spills. The oil weathering and transport data are simulated by the
STW PADM [46], which includes the latest ice code improvements [33]. The Seatrack Web
oil drift calculation system is the official HELCOM drift model/forecasting and hindcasting
system used by national authorities and research organizations to simulate oil spills [49].

Seatrack Web is used to predict the location of oil spills after some hours, thereby
enabling optimal allocation of oil recovery equipment and shoreline protection. As such,
STW addresses 1A oil spill occurrence and weathering and transport of oil (phases 1A
and 1B, Figure 2) of oil spill response. Future development of Seatrack Web would see
improvement of the interaction between oil and complex, dynamic ice conditions, in
particular, ridges and the movement of oil under the ice sheet, as well as refinement to the
display of model and parameter uncertainties [31].

5.3. Accidental Damage and Spill Assessment Model—Grounding (ADSAM-G)

ADSAM-G is an online platform to assess rapid oil outflow from grounded tankers [23],
which addresses oil spill occurrence (Phase 1A, Figure 2). ADSAM-G incorporates tanker
size and configuration (as accessible from AIS) to estimate the amount and duration of oil
leakage by inputs of the size of the rupture and load. This information is integrated with
impact conditions, including vessel speed and bottom profile.

Currently, for ADSAM-G to oil tankers and leaks from vessel grounding, future
development will see inclusion of other types of vessels and collision. In addition, oil
outflow calculations are rather simple; refinement is needed to include the effects of wave
action and currents [23].
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5.4. Environmental Sensitivity Index (ESI) Map Layers

Mapping of the environment sensitivity to accidental oil pollution is vital to oil
pollution preparedness, response, and cooperation. Referring to NOAA 2002 report [11],
Environmental Sensitivity Index (ESI) maps provide information on shoreline classification
(ranked according to sensitivity, natural persistence of oil, and ease of cleanup), biological
resources (an assessment of the vulnerability of organisms to oil), and human-use resources
(an assessment of sensitivity to oil and value from human use).

NG-SRW uses ESI maps as a visual background for the results of the simulations based
on ADSAM-G and STW. As such, this application is of universal use to the geographical
area concerned. GIS data are stored on a GIS server in the MS SQL Server geo-database
and shared as Web Map Services (WMS). The ESI maps currently available for NG-SRW
are for Baltic Sea areas under Estonian jurisdiction.

6. Discussion

The proposal of a new DSS demands consideration of its expected effectiveness in
practical response operations [50]. This effectiveness is difficult to assess because maritime
oil spills are rare and because the large range of conceivable scenarios limit quality of
assessment information. A comprehensive evaluation of the performance of the SDSS is,
therefore, not yet available. However, current assessment is positive.

First, the development of the NG-SRW is rooted in the theoretical basis of SDSS,
recognizing the importance of CSA in a dynamic context of decision makers, actors, and
stakeholders. Furthermore, the components of NG-SRW have been used extensively by
different users in a variety of contexts. For instance, the PADM model as implemented
in STW is the operational tool for oil spill drift in the Baltic Sea as recommended by
HELCOM [49], and AIS data are used extensively for navigation support and real-time
situational awareness of shipping activity [51]. Finally, a preliminary test of the integrated
NS-SRW tool has been executed in a stakeholder workshop with maritime professionals [52].
Results indicate that the tool may be useful for specific organizations and that it is relatively
easy to understand and use.

While the current implementation of the NG-SRW is considered a significant step
forward in NEBA-based oil spill response, addressing NG-SRW’s limitations is important
both for preventing over-reliance on the tool and for guiding future research and devel-
opment. NG-SRW is based largely on distributed databases and the imported Web Map
Services (WMS). Therefore, NG-SRW is usable in numerous geographical areas and can
complement most national or regional accidental oil spill response systems. However, the
lack of harmonized ESI/RESI map layers limits wider and cross-border application of the
NG-SRW. Incorporation of harmonized ESI/RESI maps for the whole Baltic Sea region is
necessary for future development.

A dynamic CSA that identifies shorelines sensitive to oil spills is critical in determining
the kind and extent of response that may be appropriate. These choices ultimately dictate
cleanup costs. Therefore, Baltic Sea ESI/RESI maps are needed that display detailed
ecological and socio-economic values of shorelines and coastal waters. In addition, NG-
SRW would improve if maps were incorporated that assess response performance under
specific meteorological and sea ice conditions.

Finally, the functionality and effectiveness of the NG-SRW need to be evaluated in
simulation-based testing, response training exercises, and in real operations. Simulation-
based testing would serve as the first approach, e.g., using cross-border simulator envi-
ronments [27]. Further evaluation could then be focused on genuine exercises, which
would examine the social context of the emergency response, the interactions of end users
with NG-SRW, and how NG-SRW supports wider communication and information ex-
change [36]. Importantly, the current application does not include the use of Satellite
Aperture Radar and other remote sensing data. However, in the future, a broader range
of information sources both at model training and product validation stage may further
improve the functioning of the NG-SRW. Such research can inform design updates that con-
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sider human–machine interaction issues, team resource management, and the development
of learning-oriented training programs.

7. Conclusions

This study introduced NG-SRW for building common situational awareness, pro-
viding a quasi-real-time dynamic assessment of the potential oil spill impact on sensitive
shorelines, ecological values, and the human use areas. However, the SG-SRW system
has yet to be practically tested in case of a future oil spill. NG-SRW enables authorities
then to better simulate the complexity and dynamic behavior of the systems and processes
underlying ecological risk assessment and thereby undertake oil spill mitigation more
effectively. As a platform for creating a shared situational awareness, the tool also has
possible use for VTS operators and it can be used in strategic pollution preparedness and
response risk management.

Implementing the oil spill process simulation as an element of the NEBA processes
also ensures continuous information feedback in addressing response operations, i.e., the
expected drift and fate of the spilled oil, the feasibility of mitigation at sea, and the potential
threat to sensitive resources.

While NG-SRW is currently operational only in Estonian marine and coastal areas
and needs further evaluation and refinement, it can be used to minimize harmful effects of
marine oil spills outside this area.
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