
Environmental 
Sensitivity Mapping
Environmental sensitivity maps convey environmental 
and socio-economic data in a cartographic format so that 
information is represented in its respective geographic 
location. The area represented by sensitivity maps can 
range from an entire country’s coastline to a small local 
area in the vicinity of an oil operation. Sensitivity maps are 
not confined to the coastal environment, but they can also 
cover inland sensitivities perhaps along a pipeline route or 
an inland waterway. 

Sensitivity information can be displayed in two formats: hard 
paper copies as a single or series of maps, or electronically 
using Geographical Information Systems (GIS) as a tool. 

The Service

TECHNICAL INFORMATION SHEET

Through our own in-house expertise and tools we can 
assist in developing and producing paper-based and 
digital environmental sensitivity maps using GIS which 
offers the following advantages: 

Extensive data storage capability
Range of information can be held at any scale (e.g. 
satellite images, aerial photographs, topographic 
maps and other related data)
Digital maps can be easily updated and linked 
to other applications (e.g. databases, modelling 
software, etc.)

As a value added service, Oil Spill Response will keep 
the environmental sensitivity maps in its GIS system 
allowing instantaneous, site specific, response advice to 
be given over the phone to our clients.
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Our Approach
Oil Spill Response follow the guidelines for sensitivity 
mapping as defined jointly by the International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) and International Petroleum Industry 
Environmental Conservation Association (IPIECA). The 
flow diagram on the right illustrates the process that will 
be followed in developing environmental sensitivity maps.
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The Benefits
Environmental sensitivity mapping is an integral part of 
the contingency planning process and the availability of 
sensitivity information is highly valued during a response 
situation. Sensitivity maps can be used for a variety of 
purposes including:

Planning
Assessment of habitats impacted or likely to be 
impacted by a spill
Assists with the development of protection plans for 
sensitive shorelines
Assists with predetermining response strategies

Response 
Enables response operations to be prioritised to 
protect the most vulnerable / important areas
Assists  spill managers to decide which strategy will 
be the most efficient for different locations
Allows information on sensitive resources to be 
easily conveyed

To determine the geographical scope 
(section(s) of coastline) at risk from pollution

Risk Assessment

To determine what information already exists
To ensure the data is assessed for its 
accuracy and limitations

Data Collection, Review and 
Assessment

To validate existing information particularly 
for the identification of the shoreline types 
(e.g. sandy, pebble, rocky etc.)
To obtain information on the areas where no 
infomation is available

Field Surveys

Using GIS as a tool, maps will include the 
following layers:

Map Development

Operational information
Environmental sensitivities
Socio-econonic resources
Infrastructure
Response strategies
Response resources

Practical Use
Planning tool
Response tool


