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Summary 
This standard operating procedure (SOP) is being adapted with minor modifications from the 
Northeast Coastal and Barrier Network (NCBN) shoreline safety procedures (Skidds 2013). The 
modifications included are noted in the GULN coastal topography protocol implementation plan 
(Bracewell 2017). This SOP was designed to provide an overview of safety issues that should be 
covered during pre-season training and to serve as a first reference in case of an incident. Topics 
covered include emergency procedures and contacts, incident reporting, field preparation, safe field 
procedures, and vehicle safety.  
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Introduction 
While it is the goal of the Gulf Coast network to ensure a safe working environment for all 
employees, cooperators, contractors, and volunteers (“staff”), each individual is responsible for 
ensuring his or her own safety in the field. Safety concerns should be brought to the attention of 
either the GULN program manager or the GULN coastal topography project leader as soon as 
possible. As coastal topographic change is monitored in two GULN parks, it is critical that individual 
park policies regarding safety are respected and followed.  

This SOP is designed to provide an overview of safety issues that should be covered during pre-
season training and to serve as a first reference in case of an incident. Topics covered include 
emergency procedures and contacts, incident reporting, field preparation, safe field procedures, and 
vehicle safety. As part of the Operational Risk Management Analysis (ORMA), a Green Amber Red 
Risk (GAR) been conducted for the implementation of this protocol, and provides a formalized self-
assessment of risks and team preparedness.  The initial project GAR suggests that the risks associated 
with this project can be adequately mitigated so that fieldwork can be conducted safely and without 
injury. All relevant safety documents must be made available to field personnel. These documents 
are stored and maintained internally and are available upon request (contact GULN GIS Specialist). 
This SOP does not cover first aid procedures.   

Although this document, and the documents referenced within, build a basic framework for field 
safety, it is imperative that field personnel maintain a vigilant, flexible, and sensible attitude about 
safety. Be vigilant in maintaining a culture of safety, where safety is the first priority in conducting 
field work. No data collected as part of this project are worth risking serious injury or death. Be 
flexible. Understand that the work environment in coastal parks is highly dynamic. Surveyors must 
maintain awareness about their surroundings and how those surroundings might change. Be sensible. 
Although many specific risks have been considered in planning for this project and are presented in 
this document, it is the responsibility of the field crew to constantly reassess, evaluate, and 
communicate risks while conducting field work. If it feels as though an activity risks the well-being 
of any crew member, the activity should be avoided until proper mitigating steps have been taken. 

Responding to an Incident 
Life-Threatening Medical Emergency 

1. Call 9-1-1 or park emergency number. If available, use an NPS radio to contact dispatch. It is 
the responsibility of the project lead to obtain and provide current park emergency contact 
information to monitoring staff prior to conducting the coastal topography survey. The 
project lead will verify this information on an annual basis. 

2. Administer first aid to the best of your knowledge, ability, and training. If appropriate, 
transport to emergency room. 
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3. As soon as it is practical to do so, inform your supervisor and the park emergency contact. If 
your supervisor is not an NPS employee, the supervisor must contact the GULN program 
manager as soon as it is practical to do so.  

4. For NPS staff and volunteers, work with the project lead and program manager to complete 
workers compensation paperwork (this must be done within 48 hours of incident). For 
contractors and cooperators, follow your organization’s procedures for documenting 
accidents and notify the GULN program manager with details of the incident. 

Non-Emergency Incidents 
1. Contact your supervisor immediately after the incident. If your supervisor is not an NPS 

employee, the supervisor must contact the GULN program manager as soon as it is practical 
to do so. 

2. For NPS staff and volunteers, work with the project lead and GULN program manager to 
complete workers compensation paperwork (this must be done within 48 hours of incident). 
For contractors and cooperators, follow your organization’s procedures for documenting 
accidents, and notify the GULN program manager with details of the incident. 

3. Seek medical attention, if needed. 

NOTE: Never discard original paperwork related to workers compensation claims (including 
information from doctor's visits and CA-1, CA-2, CA-16, or CA-17 forms). 

Safety Equipment Carried in the Field 
The following is a list of safety materials and personal items commonly used when conducting 
coastal topography monitoring: 

• Cellular phone (required) 

• Two-way radio (per park requirements, radios will be used at PAIS and GUIS Mississippi) 

• Helmet, goggles, gloves (if using an ATV) 

• Collapsible shovel, boards, extra fuel can (if using an ATV) 

• First-aid kit 

• Insect repellent 

• Drinking water and snacks/lunch 

• Hat, sunscreen, and sunglasses 

• Personal Flotation Device 
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If a park requires the use of a two-way radio, it will be provided by the park. A cellular phone is 
required regardless of whether or not a two-way radio is used. A first-aid kit for use during data 
collection will be provided by the network. A first-aid kit must always be brought into the field. Staff 
members are responsible for providing and packing their own boots, food and drinking water, bug 
repellent, sunscreen, and other personal items needed for each field day.  

Working as a Team 
Coastal topography monitoring will be conducted by a team of at least two persons. To ensure safe 
and successful field data collection, it is important that staff members recognize their roles as part of 
the monitoring team and that all individuals take steps to be informed about potential hazards and 
park policies. The project leader will review the equipment each technician is expected to have with 
them at all times (e.g., GPS unit, batteries, cell phone or radio, water, sunscreen, insect repellent). In 
addition to equipment used for coastal topography change monitoring, staff members are responsible 
for packing any personal items needed for working in the field. 

Job Safety 
An important tool used to promote safe conduct is the Job Safety Analysis (JSA; sometimes called a 
Job Hazard Analysis or JHA). This approach is consistent with NPS Directors Order 50B for 
Occupational Health and Safety (NPS 2008). The JSA process is to (1) identify hazards associated 
with field and laboratory settings, as appropriate, and (2) develop approaches to mitigate those 
hazards. All monitoring staff for this protocol (including individuals who are observing or only 
participating for a short time) must read and sign the JSA for this protocol. In addition, monitoring 
staff must read this entire safety SOP before deploying to the field. 

First Aid Kits and Training 
A first-aid kit should be with monitoring staff members at all times while in the field. An inventory 
of first-aid kits should be performed prior to each field season to ensure that all medical supplies are 
in sufficient quantity and haven’t expired. Each first aid kit will have an inventory list of the supplies 
it should contain. Items in first-aid kits that are used should be promptly replaced. 

Maintaining Communication 
Staff are expected to carry at least one mode of communication at all times while in the field. Unless 
they are water proof, these items should be stored in a water resistant or water proof container (e.g., 
Ziploc bag). At both Padre Island and Gulf Islands (Mississippi Unit) a radio is required and will be 
provided by the park. The field team should also carry a cell phone as a secondary mode of 
communication.  

It will be the responsibility of the GULN field project leader to designate someone at the park to 
serve as an official local point of contact (POC) for the monitoring staff. It is the responsibility of the 
project lead to obtain and provide to monitoring staff the name and contact information for the POC 
before deployment to the field. (The project lead will verify this information on an annual basis.)   

Monitoring staff must notify the appropriate park POC with expected dates of field work. The POC 
will also be provided with the location(s) where sampling will be conducted; estimated departure and 
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return times; a description of the vehicle used for transportation to the field site; a description of the 
vehicle used for conducting field work (if applicable); and monitoring staff contact information (e.g., 
cellular phone numbers). For daily contact, the project leader will also designate a GULN POC. This 
GULN POC will be notified by the field crew leader when daily field work begins and ends. When 
the field crew fails to check in, it is the GULN POC’s responsibility to make contact with the field 
crew. If the field crew cannot be contacted, the local POC will be contacted and emergency response 
may be initiated. Specific guidance for POC procedures are documented in Field Preparation and 
Communication, Tracking and Responding to Field Communication (available from GULN GIS 
specialist).   

Allergies/Medical Conditions 
All allergies or special conditions must be brought to the attention of the project lead and other 
monitoring staff prior to the beginning of field work. Individuals are required to carry any necessary 
medications (e.g., EpiPens and inhalers) and medical alert tags on their person at all times. 

All-Terrain Vehicle (ATV) Safety 
Any staff member who will be operating an all-terrain vehicle (ATV), utility terrain vehicle (UTV), 
or other off-road vehicle (ORV) during the course of data collection must complete the safety 
training required by the park unit in which the field work will be conducted. Each park may 
implement specific operating requirements, and staff are responsible for following individual park 
protocols. Park-specific ORV operation SOPs will be available through the project lead. It is the 
responsibility of the project lead to obtain any updates to such SOPs on an annual basis. 

Vehicle Safety 
Staff are responsible for inspecting their government vehicles before every use to ensure the vehicles 
are in safe working condition. This includes visually checking tire pressure, adjusting mirrors, and 
making sure equipment is secure. Monitoring staff utilizing government vehicles must perform 
preventative maintenance in a timely manner (e.g., having oil changed by a qualified mechanic) and 
report any potential hazards or needed repairs to their supervisor.  

Rules that must be followed when operating a vehicle: 

• Everyone in a government vehicle is required to wear a seat belt. When using other vehicles, 
seat belts are mandatory where required by law and strongly recommended in all situations.  

• Texting is strictly prohibited while driving a government vehicle. It is strongly recommended 
that staff avoid any use of cell phones while driving any vehicle. 

• Only federal employees or authorized volunteers, cooperators, and contractors are allowed to 
operate a government vehicle. 

• Passengers who are not federal employees, volunteers, or authorized cooperators or 
contractors are forbidden from riding in a government vehicle. 
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• Drivers must adhere to all federal and state vehicle regulations, including all posted speed 
limits. 

Because government vehicles are self-insured, damage resulting from government vehicle accidents 
are generally paid by the driver’s program (e.g., GULN). However, in cases of severe negligence, the 
driver found at fault for the accident may be personally liable. 

Procedures for reporting a motor vehicle accident: 

1. Seek medical attention if needed. 

2. If the incident involves a government vehicle, follow the NPS Southeast Region 
accident/incident reporting guidelines (Mitchell 2016). A copy of these guidelines and the 
corresponding forms (SF 91 and SF 94) should be located in the glove compartment of every 
federal vehicle at all times. If the incident involves a contractor or cooperator vehicle, follow 
your organization’s procedures for documenting accidents, and notify the GULN program 
manager with details of the incident. 

Boat Safety 
Gulf Islands National Seashore’s Horn and Petit Bois Islands are only accessible by boat. In cases 
when park personnel are unavailable, GULN staff will be required to operate a boat to access these 
islands. Any person operating a motorboat while conducting field work for this project must be a 
graduate of the Department of Interior Motorboat Operator Certification Course (MOCC) and 
maintain current certification. A separate JHA outlines safety considerations and procedures for 
motorboat operation (contact GULN GIS specialist). 

Recognizing the Potential Hazards of the Beach/Dune Environment 
Plants, insects, and wildlife 
Monitoring staff should be acquainted with potential wildlife, plant and marine organism hazards 
encountered during field work, including ticks, mosquitoes, stinging insects, snakes, and poison ivy. 
Staff should be able to identify and be alert to the presence of noxious plants (e.g., poison ivy and 
poison oak), so contact may be avoided whenever possible. Individuals should be aware of their 
individual sensitivity to noxious plants, pre-treat with a skin barrier product, and wash thoroughly at 
the end of the day (washing with liquid dish detergent helps to remove noxious plant oils from the 
skin). Warning labels on insect repellents should be read thoroughly, and only the minimum amount 
of repellent needed for protection should be applied. Insect repellent is only applied to clothing and 
not under clothing. 

Guidelines for preventing tick borne illness: 
• A good source of information regarding Lyme disease and other tick borne illness is available 

at http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dvbid/lyme/index.htm (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention 2017).  

http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dvbid/lyme/index.htm
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• If sampling is conducted in areas where ticks are present, precautions (e.g., light colored 
clothing, long sleeves and pants) should be taken to minimize exposure to tick bites. Pants 
should be tucked into socks and taped. Shirts should be tucked into pants.  

• Apply insect repellent containing DEET (20–30% concentration) to your clothing for further 
protection. Permethrin kills ticks on contact. If using Permethrin, do not apply to clothes 
while they are being worn. Clothing should be treated and allowed to dry prior to wearing. 
Permethrin should be applied to clothing only—when applied to skin it loses effectiveness 
within 20 minutes. 

• Check field clothes for ticks before entering living space or vehicles.  

• Conduct daily self-checks for ticks immediately upon returning from the field. Pay particular 
attention to armpits, navel, ears, and groin, and use a mirror when doing self-checks.  

• If a tick is found, remove it from the skin as soon as possible. Use fine-tipped tweezers to 
firmly grasp the tick very close to the skin. With a steady motion, pull the tick’s body away 
from the skin. Clean the area with alcohol or soap and water. Avoid crushing the tick’s body. 
Prior to removal, do not attempt to burn or smother the tick as this will increase the chances 
of it regurgitating fluids and increase the risk of disease transmission. The tick’s mouthparts 
may remain in the skin after the tick is removed. As long as the tick’s head and body are 
removed from the skin, it can no longer transmit disease. 

• Document the tick bite; include the date and time of discovery as well as the location of field 
work over the last two to four days.  

• If a tick bite is found, monitor yourself closely for signs and symptoms of tick borne diseases 
for up to 30 days. Symptoms of tick-borne illnesses typically take several days to weeks to 
develop. Most people develop a single itchy red welt at the site of a tick bite. This welt can 
be up to the size of a quarter and may last for several weeks. This welt does not indicate 
infection with a tick borne illness. More severe rashes and rashes that spread or cover a large 
area will require medical evaluation.  

• Seek medical attention if symptoms of tick borne illnesses develop within 30 days of 
removing an attached tick. These symptoms may include a large bull’s eye rash around the 
tick bite, a pronounced spotted rash on extremities, high fever, headaches, or unexplained 
joint aches. When seeking medical attention, select a doctor who is familiar with tick borne 
illnesses.  

Guidelines for preventing mosquito-borne illnesses—West Nile Virus, encephalitis, Zika: 
• Good sources of information regarding West Nile Virus, encephalitis and Zika can be found 

at the Centers for Disease Control website: https://www.cdc.gov (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention 2017). 

https://www.cdc.gov/
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• Stay informed about the presence of West Nile virus, encephalitis, and Zika virus at or near 
monitoring sites. 

• To reduce mosquito bites, wear long pants and head-nets and consider wearing long sleeves. 
Tuck pants into socks and tuck shirts into pants. Reinforce thin areas of clothing (such as 
pockets) with duct tape. 

• Spray clothing with insect repellent as a barrier, or use clothing made of repellent-
impregnated fabric. 

Marine life: In cases where wading into shallow water is required, be aware of the following specific 
risks posed by marine life.   

Stingrays – The following information from WebMd should be regarded if a stingray sting occurs 
(WebMD 2017a). 

 
* CALL 911 IF THE PERSON HAS SYMPTOMS OF A SEVERE ALLERGIC REACTION, 
SUCH AS: Difficulty breathing, Tightness in throat, Itching, Nausea, Fast pulse, Dizziness, Loss of 
consciousness 

1. Bathe Wound in Seawater and Remove Pieces 
- While still in water, irrigate wound to remove fragments of spine and tissue. 
- Get the person out of the water. 
- Gently manually remove obvious pieces of spine. Do not remove pieces of spine from the 
neck, chest, or abdomen 

2. Stop Bleeding 
- Apply pressure above the wound if it is bleeding. 

3. Soak Wound in Hot Water For Pain Relief 
- Hot water inactivates any remaining venom and may relieve pain. 
- Do not soak in hot water more than 90 minutes as the skin can burn 

4. Scrub Wound 
- Clean with soap and water. 
- Apply dressing. Do not tape it closed. 

5. Go to a Hospital Emergency Room 
6. Follow Up 

- At the hospital, the barb and remnants of stingray spine will be removed. 
- X-rays and CT scans may be done. 
- A tetanus shot may be administered, if necessary. 
- An antibiotic and pain reliever may be prescribed. 
- Closely watch the wound as it heals for possibility of infection. 
 

Jellyfish – The following information from WebMd should be regarded if a jellyfish sting occurs 
(WebMD 2017b) 
 
* CALL 911 IF: 
- THE PERSON DISPLAYS SIGNS OF A SEVERE ALLERGIC REACTION. 
- THE STING IS FROM A BOX JELLYFISH. 
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- THE STING COVERS MORE THAN HALF AN ARM OR LEG. 
 
1. Get the Person Out of the Water 
 
2. Stop the Stinging 

- Wash the area with seawater to deactivate stinging cells. Or you can remove tentacles by 
scraping with a credit card or other plastic object. 

* For a sting in tropical waters -- especially from the Hawaiian box jellyfish or a Portuguese man-of-
war: 

- After removing the tentacles, immerse the affected arm or leg immediately in hot water at 
40 to 45°C (104 to 113°F) for at least twenty minutes. A hot shower can be used instead for 
other parts of the body. 
- Anti-venom is available for severe Australian box jellyfish stings. It should be given right 
away to be most effective. 
 

3. Decontaminate and Remove Tentacles 
* For jellyfish stings, the American Heart Association recommends the following: 

- Rinse the area with vinegar for at least 30 seconds. If vinegar is not available, a solution of 
baking soda can be used. This will help deactivate the stinging cells. 
- Next, soak the area in hot water for at least 20 minutes if possible. Cold packs can be used 
instead if the area can’t be soaked in hot water. 
 

* These treatments are based on research done in the Indo-Pacific areas, however, and may not be 
effective in the oceans of the North Atlantic. In fact, in this area, vinegar may actually make the 
symptoms worse, depending on the type of jellyfish. Some experts therefore recommend removing 
the stinging cells and rinsing in seawater. 
 
4. Treat Discomfort 

- Use mild hydrocortisone cream or oral antihistamine to help relieve itching and swelling. 
 

5. Follow Up 
For less severe sting: 

- Use ice packs or over-the-counter pain relievers for welts. 
- Clean open sores 3 times a day and apply antibiotic ointment. Bandage if needed. 

For severe reaction: 
- The person may be hospitalized for several days. 
- Anti-venom may be administered for box jellyfish stings. 
 

Other Environmental Hazards 
In addition to wildlife and plant hazards, staff should be prepared to work in uneven or steep terrain. 
Some coastal topography features, such as bluff tops, can be steep and potentially unstable. 
Monitoring staff should utilize field methods (e.g., offsets or laser range finders) that allow them to 
collect data at a safe distance from unstable or dangerous features. 

Coastal topography survey areas are generally in the open, without significant sources of shade. 
Therefore, steps must be taken to prevent heat injuries such as dehydration and heat exhaustion. Stay 
informed about the weather, and be prepared for sudden changes.  
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Heat—Dehydration and Heat Exhaustion 
• Be alert for early signs of heat-related illness, such as thirst, headache, confusion, crankiness, 

muscle weakness, or excessive or unusual fatigue. Monitor yourself and others. 

• If you do notice signs of heat illness, take immediate steps to remediate the problem, such as 
drinking more water and resting in the shade for 30 minutes to an hour. If symptoms do not 
lessen, seek medical assistance. 

Cold—Hypothermia 
• Be aware of the risks of hypothermia. Hypothermia can occur in mild temperatures especially 

if it is windy or if clothing is wet. Dress in layers. 

• Be alert for early signs of cold-related illness, such as chills, shivering, stiffening or 
whitening of extremities, confusion, slurred speech, muscle weakness, or excessive or 
unusual fatigue. Monitor yourself and others. 

• If symptoms of cold illness occur, take immediate steps to remediate the problem, such as 
putting on more layers, moving to a warm place, drinking a warm beverage, or engaging in 
increased physical activity. If symptoms do not lessen, seek medical assistance. 

Wading into Shallow Water 
• Shoes should be worn at all times as shells, glass and other sharp debris may be underwater 

and difficult to see.  

• Shuffle your feet to avoid contact with stingrays. 

• If the environmental conditions pose particularly dangerous working environment because of 
strong tides, wind, waves, or a steep bathymetric slope, then a personal floatation device 
should be put on before entering the water. 

Uneven Terrain on Foot—Trips and Falls 
• Particularly when collecting data on tops or toes of bluffs, be aware of steep drops or 

potentially unstable overhangs. Utilize offsets or laser range finders to collect data at a safe 
distance if necessary.   

• Note the presence of recent sloughs, fallen trees or shrubs, and rocks. 

• When possible, do not climb over fallen trees or other obstacles, but rather pause the survey, 
circumvent the obstructions, and re-initiate data collection once the obstacle has been passed. 

• Look for and test secure footing.  

• Take slow and cautious steps when crossing tidal creeks or inlets—the sediment is often 
unconsolidated.  

• Maintain good communication with co-workers when working in teams. 
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Uneven Terrain on a Vehicle 
• Be aware of steep beach-faces and scarps to avoid rollovers when accessing sample sites. 

Utilize offsets or laser range finders to collect data at a safe distance if necessary.   

• Be aware of the presence of drift wood, fishing gear, and other debris, particularly following 
storm events. 

• Familiarize yourself with all jetties, groin fields, and other structures on the beach, 
particularly those which may become partially obscured by sand. 

Adverse Weather 
Weather conditions can be hazardous and can change quickly. Monitoring staff are responsible for 
planning their day according to the local weather forecast and for being aware of their surroundings 
and changing conditions. 

• Be acquainted with park policies regarding safety during adverse weather (i.e., high wind, 
rough seas, thunderstorms). You may be required to return from the field early.  

• Re-schedule or shorten field days accordingly if thunderstorms are likely. 

• Cover is generally limited on beaches, dunes, and bluffs, and you are usually the tallest point, 
increasing the risk of a lightning strike. You are in danger from lightning if you hear thunder. 

• If caught in a lightning storm, call the emergency contact to inform them you will be out of 
radio/phone contact until the lightning storm passes. Call back in after the storm has passed. 
If you cannot get inside and if you feel your hair stand on end, lightning is about to strike: 
Make yourself the smallest target possible and minimize contact with the ground (do not lie 
flat on the ground). Crouch down on the balls of your feet and keep your feet close together. 
Place your hands on your knees and lower your head. Members of a party should stay 
separated by at least ten feet. Information regarding lightning safety is available at 
http://www.lightningsafety.noaa.gov/safety.shtml (National Weather Service 2017). 

Tides 
• Be alert for and plan your field work around rising tides that may inundate depleted beaches, 

cutting off foot or vehicle access. 

• ATVs and other vehicles should never be driven through inundated areas. When waves have 
reached the level of dunes or the toe of bluffs, you should turn around, return the vehicle to 
the nearest park maintenance facility or ranger station, and reschedule the survey.  

  

http://www.lightningsafety.noaa.gov/safety.shtml
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