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Special Oversight Measures for Deepwater and 
Critical Wells in Harsh Environments 
 
Background 
 

The Canada-Newfoundland & Labrador Offshore Petroleum Board (C-NLOPB) was established in 1985 
under the Atlantic Accord to regulate offshore oil and gas activity on behalf of the Governments of 
Canada and Newfoundland and Labrador. Our mandate encompasses four key areas: 
 
1. Worker Safety 
2. Environmental Protection  

3. Resource Management 
4. Industrial Benefits 

 
The C-NLOPB’s mission statement confirms that worker safety and environmental protection are 
paramount in all C-NLOPB decisions. The C-NLOPB has no part in the establishment or administration 
of royalties or taxes for any offshore activity. The C-NLOPB’s primary roles are to provide regulatory 
oversight of Operator1 activity and to facilitate the exploration for and development of hydrocarbon 
resources in the Canada- Newfoundland and Labrador Offshore Area. 
 
The C-NLOPB’s oversight of an offshore drilling program commences at the early planning stage, 
typically 18 months or more in advance of receiving any specific drilling program. The operational 
review and approval of drilling programs is a two-tiered process that first requires, an Operations 
Authorization then followed by an Approval to Drill a Well (ADW) for each individual well as part of a 
drilling program.  
 
Prior to receiving an Operations Authorization, a number of statutory obligations must be met. The 
applicant must complete the environmental assessment process required by both the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Act and the Atlantic Accord Implementation Act2. The Operator must obtain 
a Certificate of Fitness3 from an independent, third party Certifying Authority as well as file a Safety 
Plan, an Environmental Protection Plan and a Contingency Response Plan, including blowout and oil 
spill response plans. The Operator must provide documentation respecting financial responsibility and 
a Declaration of Fitness, attesting that the equipment and facilities to be used are fit for purpose; 
operating procedures are appropriate, personnel employed are qualified and competent, that the 
installation meets all necessary Canadian standards and all of these elements will continue for the 
duration of the authorization. Only after all of these key elements are reviewed and accepted, along 
with a completed Safety Assessment by the C-NLOPB, may an Operator proceed with the application 
for an Operations Authorization. Once the Operations Authorization is in place, a well specific ADW is 
required. This approval requires a multidisciplinary review that focuses primarily on geology and 

                                                           
1
 Operator refers to companies who hold operating permits issued by the C-NLOPB. 

2 The Canada-Newfoundland Atlantic Accord Implementation Act, S.C. 1987, c.3 and the Canada-Newfoundland Atlantic Accord 

Implementation (Newfoundland) Act, R.S.N. 1986, c. 37. The federal and provincial "mirror" legislation implements the provisions of the 

1986 Canada-Newfoundland Atlantic Accord and governs all petroleum activities that take place in the offshore area. 
3 A certificate issued by a certifying authority stating that a design, plan or facility complies with the relevant regulations or requirements, 

is fit for purpose, and can be operated safely and without posing a threat to the environment. 
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geophysics, well design, pressure testing, well barrier validation details, and well termination which 
could entail completion, abandonment or suspension of the well. 
 
The requirement for the application of Special Oversight Measures identified as part of the ADW 
review process.  As a result of the Deepwater Horizon disaster, the C-NLOPB identified the need to 
establish Special Oversight Measures for deepwater wells. This initiative was first announced by the 
Board on May 20, 2010 in relation to Chevron's Orphan Basin exploration drilling program at Lona 0-55 
with the drillship Stena Carron. These measures were also subsequently described to the House of 
Commons Standing Committee on Natural Resources, which undertook an examination of Canada's 
approach to regulating deepwater drilling activities following the Macondo blowout and oil spill. 
 
Special Oversight Measures for Critical Wells 
 
Special Oversight Measures are applied prior to and during the ADW review process and extend 
throughout the execution phase and into the plugging and abandonment of the well. Special Oversight 
Measures are only applied to critical wells, which includes deepwater wells, high pressure and high 
temperature (HPHT)4 wells, or any other well where there may be increased concern regarding the 
potential for a well control incident. Prior to the ADW review stage, Operators are notified, on a case-
by-case basis, of the C-NLOPB’s decision to exercise special regulatory oversight.  
 

Special Oversight Measures are focused on well control protocols, equipment, and competencies, 
blowout prevention and oil spill response contingency plans. There is a heightened focus on kick 
prevention, maintaining dual well barrier envelopes, assessing the extent of means in place for primary 
and secondary well control, and assessing the integrity and functionality of primary and secondary BOP 
systems. There is also heightened focus on assessing plans and processes for oil spill response 
readiness, relief well drilling arrangements, and arrangements for capping stack/subsea containment 
systems. 
 
Regulatory Special Oversight Team 
 
A regulatory Special Oversight Team is established and a defined regulatory oversight process is 
applied to all critical wells or drilling programs. In the planning phase, this consists largely of increased 
Operator/Regulator sessions, documentation review, risk review and technical discussions.  In the well 
execution phase, this extends to increased reporting protocol, on-site regulatory presence for select 
key activities, and the application of strict management of change processes for any change that 
impacts the ADW approval.  During closeout of the well activities, a lessons learned review is held so 
that any learnings are appropriately captured and applied to future drilling programs.   
 
 
Upon becoming aware of an Operator's intention to drill a critical well, the Special Oversight Team is 
established under the leadership of the C-NLOPB’s Chief Safety Officer, Chief Conservation Officer, 
Director of Operations and Director of Exploration. This multi-disciplinary technical approach is chosen 

                                                           
4
 The C-NLOPB’s definition of a HPHT well is any well where the maximum anticipated pore pressure approaches or 

exceeds 69,00 kPa or the bottom hole temperature approaches or exceeds 150°C. 
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to critically assess the adequacy of the Operator's application for an ADW and to exercise close 
regulatory oversight throughout the execution of the program. 
 
The activities of the technical team are coordinated by one of the C-NLOPB’s well operations 
engineers. The team typically consists of a well operations engineer, the safety officer assigned to the 
installation, an operations geologist, a petro-physicist, an exploration geologist, a geophysicist and an 
environmental compliance officer. The well operations engineer chairs the formal bi-weekly meetings 
between the oversight team and the Operator and is the Operator's primary point of contact for 
Special Oversight Measures. 
 
The Special Oversight Team systematically and critically assesses the robustness of the well design 
from a wellbore security, well barrier and well control perspective. Particular attention is paid to the 
adequacy of the casing and cementing program and any well suspension or abandonment plans. 
 
Special Oversight Measures Implementation Process 
 
This section describes in further detail the application of Special Oversight Measures throughout the 
various stages of the well implementation process. Key milestones in the Special Oversight Measures 
are as follows:  
 
Planning Stage:  

1. Technical Review Sessions 
2. Kick Prevention Risk Review 
3. Program Execution Preparedness Confirmation 
 

 

Execution Stage 
1. Bi-weekly Meetings 
2. Heightened Reporting Expectations 
3. Regulatory Rig Oversight  
4. Program Change Review Process 

 

 

Closeout Stage:  
1. Lessons Learned Review Sessions 
 

 

Planning Stage - Technical Review Sessions 
 
Prior to the approval of a drilling program for a critical well, several technical review sessions may be 
requested. These reviews may be in relation to understanding key geological considerations, well 
trajectory related risks, equipment and barrier validation related issues, contingency planning, or 
otherwise as deemed appropriate depending on the nature and complexity of the well.   
 
A technical review session may be held to assist the Special Oversight Team in understanding the 
geological prospect and to discuss any risks associated with the geophysical and geological prognosis or 
subsurface hazards/anomalies that could impact the pore pressure or fracture gradient predictions for 
the well. 
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A technical review session may be held in relation to well design where well barrier schematics for 
various stages of operations are discussed and the robustness of the casing and cementing programs 
are scrutinized. Additionally, confirmation that the well design has been independently verified either 
by a third party or peer review process is required. During the well design review, deepwater well 
control and any other Operator specific initiatives can be discussed to show the level of preparedness 
that the Operator and drilling team has for the upcoming critical well. Also confirmation of a verified 
riser analysis and/or weakpoint assessment would be provided to the Special Oversight Team. 
 
Finally, contingency planning reviews may be held to provide the Special Oversight Team with visibility 
to the Operator’s access to alternate drilling installations and capping/containment equipment in the 
event of a major well control event. Blowout contingency plans, including a schedule of the key steps 
and estimated times to mobilize the alternate drilling installation and capping/ containment systems to 
the wellsite would be presented at this time. Additionally, confirmation of the compatibility of the 
blowout preventer (BOP) stack with the wellhead system and the compatibility of the Lower Marine 
Riser Package (LMRP) of the alternate drilling installation with that of the existing BOP stack is needed. 
Furthermore, confirmation is required that adequate riser is readily available for the alternate drilling 
installation, as well as a deepwater wellhead system and all consumables being readily available to drill 
a relief well if necessary.  

 
Planning Stage - Kick Prevention Risk Review 

 
The regulatory kick prevention risk review focuses on the factors that could result in the well becoming 
unintentionally underbalanced. The scope of the assessment includes all well operations from the time 
of spudding the well until final plugging and abandonment. In accordance with good oilfield practice, it 
is assumed that hydrocarbon bearing formations capable of flow are present throughout all well 
operations. 

 
The format of the risk review includes the factors that could result in a kick, the situations that could 
increase the risk of a kick, and the various mitigations that can be considered for implementation by 
the Operator. The objective is to conduct an independent, ‘cold eyes review’ of the perceived risk of a 
kick occurrence and to share the results of the regulatory kick prevention risk review with the 
Operator.  The Operator is required to independently assess and address each item and submit their 
mitigation plans to the C-NLOPB Special Oversight Team for further review and discussion. 
 

Planning Stage - Program Execution Preparedness Confirmation 
  
Approximately 24-48 hours prior to spudding the well, the Operator is expected to provide the 
C-NLOPB Special Oversight Team with the following details: 
 

 Confirmation of the readiness of equipment, systems and crews to deal with any shallow gas 
flows, including confirmation that there has been a current review of the Operator's policies 
and procedures with the offshore crews; 
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 Confirmation that the relief well contingency plans are in place. This would include current 
status of the alternate drilling installation, and re-verification that all consumables necessary to 
drill a relief well are readily available; and 

 Current status of the arrangements in place to access well containment equipment, including a 
capping stack. 

 
Execution Stage - Bi-Weekly Meetings 

 
The C-NLOPB coordinates formal bi-weekly meetings between the Special Oversight Team and the 
Operator throughout the execution of the program. The meetings commence following spud of the 
well, and continue until the well is terminated. Updates related to well control drills, pore pressure 
prediction and monitoring, well design, casing and cementing programs or other barrier related 
equipment, formation flow testing operations and plugging and abandonment are the primary focus. 
 
The intent is to further increase focus, by the Operator, on maintaining well control at all times, looking 
closely at any anomalies in current operations and re-evaluating operations to be conducted in the 
very near term.  Participating in such sessions with the Special Oversight Team encourages Operators 
to continuously assess and evaluate readiness with respect to well control and blowout prevention. It 
also helps to sustain focus by Operators in that these discussions are continually being raised with the 
offshore teams as personnel change out over the course of the well execution.  
 
Any anomalies in relation to anticipated or predicted conditions or any deviations respecting the 
execution of the proposed program that could affect well bore security, increase the risk of a kick, or 
negatively impact well control operations should be highlighted by the Operator in the bi-weekly 
meetings. In particular, any problems or anomalies in relation to casing or cementing programs or dual 
well barrier envelopes must be identified and discussed. For greater certainty, it is the C-NLOPB’s 
expectation that any such anomalies or deviations should be identified to the Special Oversight Team 
in a timely manner. If necessary, an operational “time-out” is expected to be called by the Operator 
whereby operations will be temporarily halted until the anomaly is fully understood, its impact on the 
execution of the program is determined, and the necessary remedies or mitigations are implemented. 
 
The typical agenda consists of: 
 

 Overview of operations conducted during the past two weeks; 

 Summary of well control drills performed and any other initiatives taken to ensure proficiency 
of crews in relation to kick prevention, kick detection, well control and blowout prevention; 

 Discussion of any incidents or operational issues, including any impairment to any of the 
installation's safety critical elements; 

 Status of BOP and well control systems including results of BOP pressure and function tests; 

 Status of the dual well barrier envelopes and any impairments to well barrier elements 
(illustrated with the use of well barrier diagrams); 

 Well trajectory (actual vs. planned); 

 Discussion on pore pressure, mud weight and fracture gradient plots (actual vs. anticipated); 
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 Any anomalies in the geological prognosis that could adversely affect well bore security, 
including any faults or other hazards encountered or any instances of lost circulation or well 
bore instability; 

 Any anomalies in executing the cementing program(s); 

 Current status of the drilling installation identified for relief well purposes; 

 Outlook of anticipated operations for the next two weeks ; and 

 Any other items identified by the C-NLOPB in order to exercise special oversight of critical wells. 
 

Lessons learned discussions may also be shared as an extra agenda item if it is applicable to the 
ongoing or upcoming operations for that specific bi-weekly meeting. 
 

Execution Stage - Heightened Reporting Expectations 
 
To facilitate the close monitoring by the C-NLOPB’s Special Oversight Team, Operators must provide 
reports on a daily basis. This includes daily drilling reports, daily geological reports, strip logs, 
measurement-while-drilling (MWD) and logging-while-drilling (LWD) data, casing and cementing 
reports and any other well data, information or reports as requested by the Special Oversight Team. 
 
Arrangements for the prompt submission of wireline logs, including pressure data, to the oversight 
team's petro-physicist are also to be in place.  
 
A copy of the Operator's projected timeline for the sequence of operational activities should also be 
provided on a daily basis.  This will be used to assess the high level timing of key well milestones, and 
also to facilitate planning of regulatory rig visits for onboard oversight of specific operations as deemed 
appropriate.  
 
Reports for the following testing operations are also to be submitted in a timely manner: 
 

 Tests of the BOP stack and control systems including the following: 
o Stump test of the BOP stack; 
o Test of BOP stack/wellhead connector after landing subsea; 
o Initial function tests of the BOP stack (at surface and following landing subsea); 
o Function test of the auto-mode function (AMF); 
o Function test of the emergency disconnect system (auto-shear or dead-man); 
o Function test of any back-up control system (acoustic); and 
o Operator's assessment of the readiness of the ROV intervention system in terms of 

equipment, procedures and spare parts; and function test of the ROV intervention 
capability. 

 Cementing reports, including pressure log and pressure match results as well as any cement 
bond logs acquired; 

 Casing pressure tests;  

 Records of any formation leak-off or formation integrity testing; and  

 Well termination notification forms accompanied by a copy of the field program to be issued to 
offshore personnel for implementation. 
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The goal for this aspect of Special Oversight Measures is to provide an additional level of visibility to 
the Regulator confirming that the appropriate people are reviewing, accepting, and documenting key 
verification components. The C-NLOPB’s purpose is not to approve or acknowledge supplied 
documentation, the document is provided for information only. Questions will be generated if 
documentation is incomplete or appears inadequate.  
 
Additionally in the execution phase, prior to penetrating any of the target(s), the Operator should hold 
an operations “time-out” to review again with all the key onshore and offshore participants the 
readiness of the equipment, systems and procedures necessary to deal with a well control event. This 
may be done following setting of the last casing string or liner prior to penetrating the intended 
target(s). The results of the time-out should be communicated to the C-NLOPB Special Oversight Team 
in a timely manner. 
 

Execution Stage - Regulatory Rig Oversight 
 
Members of the Special Oversight Team will conduct periodic rig inspections throughout the drilling of 
any critical well. The special oversight rig inspections are selected based on the critical nature of the 
ongoing operations. A member of the Special Oversight Team will consider witnessing at least one of 
the following operations offshore during the drilling of a critical well: 
 

 Stump testing of the BOP stack and function testing of the primary and back-up BOP systems; 

 Landing and testing the BOP stack subsea and function testing of the ROV intervention system; 

 Drilling out surface casing shoe, conducting the formation leak-off test/formation integrity test 
and performing a well control drill such as a choke drill and/or weight-up drill; 

 Setting and cementing a critical casing string or liner, such as the casing/liner to be set prior to 
entering the target zone; 

 Carrying out a formation flow test; and 

 Witnessing a portion of the well termination program, including tagging and pressure testing 
plugs. 

 
In the case of BOP pressure and function testing, the C-NLOPB may also request a representative of the 
certifying authority to be present. 
 
In addition to the previously noted operations, during any special oversight inspections, the C-NLOPB 
representative will also assess offshore kick prevention policies and procedures including well control 
awareness of personnel in supervisory and safety critical roles.  
When operating in the North Atlantic, Arctic, or any harsh environment region weather conditions, rig 
operating limits, and adequate “T-time” calculations are paramount to the success of any drilling 
campaign. Special oversight inspections provide an opportunity to gain additional understanding and 
visibility to how these aspects are managed on a daily basis. 

 
Execution Stage - Program Change Review Process 

 
Any deviations from a well approval during the execution of a program must be brought to the 
attention of the C-NLOPB Special Oversight Team as soon as reasonably practicable. In all 
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circumstances, the C-NLOPB is to be notified prior to the implementation of any proposed change. For 
critical wells, any proposed deviation also requires examination by the Special Oversight Team prior to 
implementation. 
 
Any change in the well design must first be assessed and vetted through the Operator's internal 
management of change process. Only well design changes that have been shown to improve well 
security will be accepted. Furthermore, any proposed change in program execution that the Operator 
has shown to provide an equivalent or higher degree of wellbore security than the original program 
may be accepted following confirmation that it has been approved by the Operator and Drilling 
Contractor in accordance with their management of change processes. 
 
Changes to a previously approved drilling program that, in the opinion of the Special Oversight Team, 
has the potential to provide a lesser degree of wellbore security than that of the original approved 
program will not be accepted. In the case where there may be some uncertainty on the matter, the 
Special Oversight Team will err on the side of safety by expecting that the Operator take a "belt and 
braces" approach to well security. 
 
Operators should allow adequate time for full consideration by the Special Oversight Team of any 
proposed changes. Any changes require the collective acceptance by the Chief Safety Officer, Chief 
Conservation Officer, Director of Operations and Director of Exploration following a detailed 
assessment by the technical members of the Special Oversight Team. The only exception is where an 
Operator is obligated to take necessary and immediate steps to ensure well security in relation to 
unanticipated upset conditions. 
 

Closeout Stage - Lessons Learned 
 
In the spirit of continuous improvement, any lessons learned with respect to well design, hazard 
identification, pore pressure and fracture gradient prediction, casing and cementing practices and 
procedures or any other aspect identified during the execution of the program that has the potential to 
improve well security should be identified for discussion at the final oversight meeting following 
termination of the well. 
 
Any lessons learned should be reflected in the Operator's approach to well design and program 
execution for future critical wells. If necessary, the Special Oversight Team will pursue, with the 
Operator, the sharing of the lessons learned with other Operators in the interests of reducing the risks 
of well control incidents throughout the industry.  
 
Questions 
 
Any questions on this document or on the Board's special oversight measures generally, may be 
directed to:  
  John Kennedy, P. Eng., CRSP 
  Director of Operations 
  t. 709.778.1414 
  e. jkennedy@cnlopb.ca 

mailto:jkennedy@cnlopb.ca

