
ON WATER CONTAINMENT & RECOVERY

Booms are floating, physical barriers, made of plastic, metal, or 
other materials, which slow the spread of oil and keep it 
contained. Skilled teams deploy booms using mooring systems, 
such as anchors and land lines. 
They commonly place boom:
● Across a narrow entrance to the ocean, such as a stream 

outlet or small inlet, to close off that entrance so that oil can't 
pass through into marshland or other sensitive habitat.

● In places where the boom can deflect oil away from sensitive 
locations, such as shellfish beds or beaches used by birds for 
nesting habitat.

● Around a sensitive site, to prevent oil from reaching it. 
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TWO  PRIMARY BOOM TYPES

Hard boom is like a floating piece of plastic that has a cylindrical float 
at the top and is weighted at the bottom so that it has a "skirt" under the 
water. If the currents or winds are not too strong, booms can also be 
used to make the oil go in a different direction (this is called "deflection 
booming").

Sorbent boom looks like a long sausage made out of a material that 
absorbs oil. If you were to take the inside of a disposable diaper out and 
roll it into strips, it would act much like a sorbent boom. Sorbent booms 
don't have the "skirt" that hard booms have, so they can't contain oil for 
very long.

SKIMMING
Skimmers are devices that remove floating oil 
from the sea surface before it reaches sensitive 
areas along a shoreline. Belt skimmers, pictured, 
are mounted to response vessels using various 
arrangements of boom to channel the oil into the 
skimmer.   

Sea conditions, depth, debris and the thickness 
and viscosity of oil to be skimmed are all factors 
that influence the type and viability of skimming 
devices used by response crews in the complex 
environment around the motor vessel Golden 
Ray. 

Sometimes, two boats will tow a collection boom, 
allowing oil to concentrate within the boom, 
where it is then picked up by a skimmer.

During a spill response, sensitive locations threatened by an advancing oil slick can be protected with various kinds of 
equipment and tactics. These methods are effective only when conditions are conducive to using them


