Oil Spill Detection
Using Remote
Sensing
By Billy Walowitz
https://news.vice.com/article/in-photos-shells-gulf-of-mexico-oil-spill

Introduction
As the global demand for energy increases, companies are drilling for oil deeper and
deeper offshore. This new exploration resents new environmental hazards and the
need for better detection of spills.
Remote sensing is a powerful tool to use to determine where oil spills are. There
have been major spills such as BP’s Deepwater Horizon and Exxon Valdez,
however, there are other spills that are caused by operation of ships moving across
the world’s oceans.

Satellites and Sensors
• ENVISAT
• MODIS (Moderate Resolution Imaging
Spectroradiometer)
• AVRIS (Airborne Visible/Infrared Imaging
Spectrometer)
• SAR (Synthetic Aperture Radar) Sensor

Reflectance Values
Depending on the type of oil on the surface
of the water, reflectance values differ.
The darker the oil, the lower the reflectance
value.
Oil slicks, depending on the thickness, will
have varying response curves as well.
Generally, the thicker the oil slick, the lower
reflectance values.

http://www.wunderground.com/hurricane/2010/oil_SAR_may21.jpg

Reflectance graphs of oil slicks sourced from Lu et
al. 2013

Conclusions
Oil spill detection technology is evolving and is making it easier to detect the
hotspots for oil spills.
Most of the oil spills detected are from operational use of the ships, however there
were malicious spills.
SAR is a good way to tell contrast between ocean and oil spills because it can be
hard when only looking at reflectance values.
With these new technologies, we will be able to better monitor changes in the
environment and how oil spills move in the open ocean
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