Why Do I Have To Have An SPCC Plan?

SPCC Plans—Spill Prevention, Control and Countermeasures Plans are a recent topic of discussion, discomfort and disbursements in our industry.  Marketers who are among the regulated feel especially put upon in these difficult, low margin, high cost times.  Another expense that doesn’t produce profits is certainly unwelcome.  But there are good reasons, sound financial ones for coming into compliance, for those who intend to stay in the business.  Perhaps taking a different perspective will help in reducing the pain, if not the expense.
As counterintuitive as it may seem, an SPCC plan may actually result in benefits for petroleum handlers.  In reality it is little more than an enforced industrial hygiene program that focuses on petroleum handling.  If you are storing and handling petroleum, isn’t it in your best interest to make sure that your facilities aren’t losing product?  If you own the operation or the property, won’t it be a lot easier to sell either of them if they are kept clean?  If you want to buy insurance, won’t your rates be better if you have a loss-prevention program, for whatever the casualty issue is?  A well-oiled old saw wisely states “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”
Let’s look at some of the nuts and bolts of what you are required to do in your SPCC plan.  First, you need to document everything that you are storing and transferring.  You need to take account of your facility and its compliance with Fire Code Requirements (this is because fires can cause ruptures and spills, in addition to direct damage).  Then you need to figure out how much could spill in your operations and how you would deal with it if it should.  This requires an inventory of the drainage of your site.  (Things will be a lot easier to deal with if they stay on your property-- this isn’t a case of out of sight, out of mind.)  And the simple last thing is that you have to agree to keep these knowledge items and procedures up to date, despite new employees, new products, etc.  How could anyone dispute the need for this?
Current requirements for SPCC Plans are that a Professional Engineer must review and certify the plan as being accurate and reflective of good engineering judgment.  This appears to be another rub for many in the regulated community.  Engineers seem to get a lot of money for their stamp and signature, you might think.  In reality, after physicians, engineers are one of the most highly regulated professions.  EPA has chosen wisely to require PE certification.  Only a fool would affix his signature and seal to a known faulty plan, or to sign off a plan for something in which he had no familiarity.  Engineers can lose their licenses and thus their livelihoods for such acts. For my own part, I wouldn’t even consider certifying an SPCC plan for any operation that appeared negligent—for any fee.  
A recent development in the very active rumor mill surrounding SPCC plans is the idea that they will not require PE certification under 10,000 gallon on-site storage.  It’s hard to say whether this will come to pass, but consider this:  You can change your own oil, but should you?  You can set broken bones for your children.  But wouldn’t you be more comfortable if a physician did it, seeing that it is his business?  An engineer doing your SPCC plan, whether required or not will save you time, compliance problems, spread some risk away from you and give you more peace of mind.  Of all the things we might acquire in this world, that is certainly one thing worth keeping.

So, the SPCC plan gives the facility owner a record, a plan, a process and a professional opinion with which to confront spills, regulators and the public, all of which can make life very difficult should incidents occur.  Sooner or later, insurers will be looking for SPCC plans as loss-prevention measures.  Failure to comply might make the ability to renew facility insurance a real business-threatening issue.  No one wants to have their decisions made for them, and SPCC plans really do allow for quite a lot of owner input.  Engineers can help mediate between the regulations and the regulated, and this will save in the long term.
