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Two on-line tools, the ShoreZone Alaska website and the Cook Inlet Response Tool (CIRT) data portal, have more than once 

demonstrated their value during oil spill drills and other planning exercises. Their value during real incidents has also been proven, 

in particular during the Kulluk incident when responders relied on the information provided by high resolution imagery to “see” 

shoreline where the rig went aground, more than 12 hours before they were able to provide overflight imagery to Incident Com-

manders.   

These lessons aren’t going unnoticed, and Cook Inlet RCAC, along with other ShoreZone partners have been asked to conduct 

training sessions in how to apply these powerful tools to aid in emergency response. This month, Science Director Sue Saupe pro-

vided hands-on training to Tesoro and Hilcorp Alaska personnel on how to use the Alaska ShoreZone website and CIRT, by demon-

strating specific drills scenarios and recent events.   

Beginning with a brief history of ShoreZone, Sue explained how knowledge of coastal habitats is imperative for best preventing, 

responding to, and cleaning-up stranded oil and for understanding po-

tential impacts of oil to nearshore habitats.  To obtain detailed Cook Inlet 

habitat information, Cook Inlet RCAC initiated a ShoreZone program in 

Alaska as a pilot project in 2001. After a workshop later that year and 

numerous presentations and proposals, the project attracted partnering 

organizations and soon became a statewide initiative.  Although Shore-

Zone was initially developed to provide habitat data, the collection of 

shoreline imagery during aerial surveys is a key component of the pro-

gram and with the advent of digital technology and web tools, the high 

resolution video and photographs have become the most popular and 

used data components of ShoreZone.  In fact, Cook Inlet’s shorelines 

have been flown not once, but twice, to take advantage of improved digi-

tal imaging technology since the first surveys in 2001. In our area of con-

cern, Sue showed that only one major data gap remains – a portion of 

the Alaska Peninsula that we are working to survey within the next year.  

She also demonstrated ShoreZone’s advantage over satellite images, 

which often miss the intertidal zone completely since they are not usually 

taken at low tide, can be of low resolution resulting in fuzzy imagery, and 

do not include habitat data. 

The Alaska ShoreZone website provides access to state-wide ShoreZone 

data and imagery, allows users to query the complex habitat data, and much of the information can also be downloaded for use 

off-line. The impetus for developing CIRT came from wanting to also integrate the imagery and shoreline data with other infor-

mation used for oil spill planning and response decisions.  Both websites together provide a powerful tool for quickly accessing 

information not readily available any other way. Both websites were developed first in Cook Inlet, though the Alaska ShoreZone 

website now serves data and imagery from over 70% of the Alaska coast. This very complex dataset is managed, served, and con-

tinually updated by NOAA. The Nature Conservancy (TNC) also hosts a ShoreZone Alaska Partners website that provides updates 

on ShoreZone activities throughout the state.   

The Cook Inlet Response Tool integrates ShoreZone imagery and basic habitat information with a wide range of Alaska Ocean Ob-

serving System data layers -from real-time ocean and meteorological sensors, ocean circulation, wind forecasting and currents 

models to resource information such as critical habitat or essential fish habitat to oil spill response data such as Geographic Re-

sponse Strategies.  CIRT’s goal is to have as much information available during a response in one location, for efficiency and ease 
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of access during emergencies when time is of the essence.  

Cook Inlet RCAC worked with the Alaska Ocean Observing System (AOOS) to develop the visualization tools that comprise the CIRT 

on-line data portal and users can enter CIRT through the Alaska Ocean Observing System (www.aoos.org).  Once on the website, 

data can be downloaded through the Cook Inlet Portal.  The data catalog has a library of data layers that include meteorological 

models (e.g., wind, waves and currents), habitat and species information from field-based mapping projects, real-time sensors, 

ShoreZone Imagery and more. Users can browse data sets by category or keyword and search through metadata, or click to access 

brief project descriptions with links to original source data. The data catalog includes options where data layers are grouped, such 

as the one for immediate information to the Incident Command System.  The Interactive Ocean Portal takes users directly to the 

interactive map, where users can type in search words to identify and display data from in and around Cook Inlet. Here, users can 

map data, such as predicted oil residence, shoreline type, or Geographic Response Strategies; graphically explore time-series data 

sets such as temperature or wind-speed; and view predictive models of ocean currents.  High-definition ShoreZone video and im-

ages can be streamed alongside multiple layers.  The power of CIRT is that individual datasets can be stacked for viewing in CIRT 

such that any or all of the data layers can be visualized separately or together.  A group of users can tailor the map to include the 

area and data layers they need for a particular scenario and can bookmark a url web address that can be distributed, making it 

easy for other users to access and view the same mapped information quickly during an emergency. 

Cook Inlet RCAC and AOOS are looking for partners to improve CIRT and provide additional geo-referenced data for oil spill re-

sponse and planning layer catalog.  Examples of planned updates include a detailed GIS layer of oil industry infrastructure, a back-

ground contaminant data layer, and links to response information on equipment, logistics, and staging areas for emergency re-

sponse.  

If your organization is interested in learning more about the Cook Inlet Response Tool, please contact Cook Inlet RCAC Science 

Director Susan Saupe at saupe@circac.org.    
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