
Agenda Item E.1
DISCUSSION/ACTION ITEM

Meeting Date: January 17, 2017

TO: Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM: Vyto Adomaitis, Neighborhood Services & Public Safety Director

SUBJECT: Ellwood Canyon Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) Post Incident Report

RECOMMENDATION:

Receive an update on the Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) Incident that occurred in Ellwood
Canyon on October 9, 2016, and the post-incident actions taking place.

BACKGROUND

Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) is a colorless gas with the characteristic foul odor of rotten eggs
(sulfur); it is heavier than air, and potentially very poisonous, corrosive, flammable, and
explosive when concentrated.  Its odor is easily detected.  Hydrogen sulfide often
results from the breakdown of organic matter in the absence of oxygen, such as in
swamps and sewers.  It also occurs in volcanic gases, natural gas, and in well water
where H2S is naturally occurring, as it is in this area.  Venoco monitors for this gas as a
byproduct of processing activity at its onshore facility (EOF).

On October 9, 2016, the Santa Barbara County Fire Department received a number of
reports regarding a strong foul-smelling odor similar to rotten eggs, sulfur or gas in
western Goleta.  The ensuing incident, during which the Fire Department and several
agencies responded to identify and contain the source of the odor, resulted in public
safety concerns and identified deficiencies in notification protocols from the responding
agencies.

On October 18, 2016, the City Council requested a report on what has been named the
Ellwood H2S incident, outlining what occurred, how local agencies responded, and what
follow up actions are recommended to address deficiencies in notification and
communication during the early stages of the incident.  This report summarizes more
detailed information contained in the Post Incident Action Summary prepared by the
Santa Barbara County Office of Emergency Management (OEM), which has been
provided as Attachment 1.

DISCUSSION

Incident Overview
The incident began in the early morning hours of Sunday, October 9, 2016, when the
Santa Barbara County Fire Department received a report of a strong foul-smelling odor
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from a resident in the Hideaway development on the south side of Highway 101 in
western Goleta. Fire Station 11 from the City of Goleta responded to the call. The Fire
Department received a number of reports throughout the day, and spent some time
trying to identify the source of the odor. Responding personnel contacted Venoco to
verify operational activity at the EOF and off shore Platform Holly and checked for any
water well drilling operations, as the responders had experience with H2S being
released during drilling.  On the evening of October 9, County staff identified well drilling
in process outside of the City limits on Ellwood Canyon Drive, about 1.8 miles from the
initial reports from local residents.  City of Goleta staff were not officially notified by
responding agencies until after 7 p.m. on Sunday, October 9.

Early that same Sunday morning, the EOF fence line monitors for H2S also were
activated.  The monitors trigger an automatic email to the Air Pollution Control District
(APCD) alerting that agency of a possible air-born health and safety incident.  However,
the alarm notification was not received by staff until later that evening after they were
alerted to the incident.  

On the morning of October 10, several County agencies, including OEM, Fire and
Health, participated with APCD in a conference call to address the incident.  APCD was
determined to be the lead agency in the incident.  The City of Goleta was not included in
this meeting. In addition, APCD responded and met with Fire staff at Station 11.  An
agricultural water well drilling operation on Ellwood Canyon Road outside of the Goleta
City limits had been identified as a possible source of the H2S release. The site was
inspected jointly by APCD and Fire staff.  During that inspection the drilling operator
acknowledged that the personal H2S monitors worn by the drilling team had also been
activated.  The Venoco EOF was also inspected that day to confirm that no operational
activity was occurring at the facility.  By Monday afternoon, the well drilling operation on
Ellwood Canyon Drive was confirmed as the source of the odor.  The drilling operation
hit a pocket of H2S at a depth of 3,250 feet. The driller was directed to plug the well to
stop the flow of water; however, the smell did not dissipate until the early morning hours
of Tuesday, October 11th.

During Sunday and Monday, October 9 and 10, significant public concern was
expressed by a number of residents related to not only the presence of the sulfur smell
but also the lack of timely and accurate information provided by responding agencies.  
To compound matters, the County and Venoco issued conflicting press releases on
Monday, October 10.  In the County press release, the Venoco EOF was listed as a
possible source, although the Venoco press release indicated that the EOF was not
processing material and was not the source of the release.  

The City of Goleta also was not included in any of the formal, interagency discussions
during the first 24 hours and was unable to provide any public information to help
address community concerns. Furthermore, the “Code 20” alerts normally sent to City
staff providing for notification of emergencies did not occur.

2



Meeting Date: January 17, 2017

Page 3 of 4

Post Incident Assessment

As noted previously, several agencies and jurisdictions were involved in this incident:
 County Fire Department (which also serves as the City of Goleta Fire

Department) – emergency response to determine if there was a hazardous
release, from where, and to take action to mitigate the release;

 County Public Health/Environmental Health Department – issues and regulates
well drilling permits and provides for overall health protection from environmental
and other hazardous;

 County Office of Emergency Management (OEM) – regulates oil facilities for
emergency preparedness and coordinates overall County emergency
coordination;

 Air Pollution Control District (APCD) – Regulates air quality. The APCD was
identified as the lead agency during the course of the incident;  

 City of Goleta – the odor was initially identified within the City limits by a number
of concerned residents; and

 Venoco – Venoco is permitted by both Santa Barbara County and the City of
Goleta to operate gas and oil facilities, which require notification procedures be
followed in the event of an incident.

Although there was coordination among these agencies following the incident, it was
apparent that improvements were needed during the response. Several communication
and notification deficiencies were identified and discussed in a November 10, 2016
Ellwood H2S After Action Review meeting with involved agencies at OEM Headquarters.  
City of Goleta staff participated in this meeting and provided feedback. As a result of
that meeting, the Post Incident Action Summary was prepared by OEM (Attachment 1)
and included the following items needing improvement:

 The Venoco EOF reported the activation of its H2S fence-line monitors via email
to the APCD at 9:01 am on October 9th as required, but this notification was not
reviewed until late in the evening by APCD personnel after they were alerted to
the situation. APCD is working to improve after hours monitoring of emergency
notifications.

 The City of Goleta should have been immediately notified that Venoco’s H2S
fence-line monitors were activated, as required by Venoco’s Emergency Action
Plan (EAP), Table 2.2, under Agency Reporting and Notification Requirements.  
City staff sent a letter to Venoco on November 17, 2016, informing Venoco that
they did not notify the City per the EAP, requesting that Venoco review its
notification requirements and conduct employee training to ensure compliance
with its permit requirements. Venoco, in a letter dated December 5, 2016,
responded that the incident did not involve the EOF.  Their alarms were an
unusual alarm event that they determined were unrelated to EOF and, therefore,
notification to the City in accordance with the Venoco Emergency Action Plan
was not required. Advance Planning staff are following up with Venoco to ensure
proper compliance with the EAP. A copy of both letters are provided as
attachments to this report.   

 The water driller or property owner should have notified APCD as soon as H2S
was detected by the drilling operator’s own monitors. County staff is reviewing
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permit protocols and requirements and will modify them as appropriate to
improve notification of H2S incidents by drilling operators.

 Information should have been communicated to the public earlier.  All responding
agencies acknowledged this deficiency and are committed to ensuring more
responsive public information in future incidents. City staff will be notified early in
an incident to ensure residents are provided with timely information.

In addition, to improve response for a future incident, particularly during the time
responding personnel are searching for the source, OEM has developed a new flow
chart for reporting H2S odors (see Attachment 2). This will help to ensure that all
affected agencies and jurisdictions are informed in a timely manner. Additional
measures will also be taken to improve the overall incident response:

 Better inform the public during and after an incident (through social media, press
releases, and City alerts/reverse 9-1-1 calls, as appropriate).

 Reinforce Venoco requirements to include a process of notification any time its
H2S fence-line monitors are activated to include County Dispatch and the City.

 Procure additional H2S detection equipment for County Fire and APCD. The City
of Goleta has received a $16,200 grant funding request from the County Fire
Department for the Camino Real Public Safety Grant Funds to purchase portable
Jerome J605 Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) detectors. This equipment will replace
existing equipment and improve the Fire Department’s ability to detect and
measure the presence of H2S.

 Provide education to well drillers that H2S gas naturally occurs in this area,
potential dangers, and encourage (or require if possible) notification to APCD
and County dispatch in the event of H2S release during drilling.

The Post Incident Action Summary, prepared by OEM in conjunction with other
responding agencies provides a more complete description of the event details as well
as a more detailed list of action items beginning on Page 5.  City staff will continue to
work with the involved agencies to implement actions that affect the City of Goleta, and
Advanced Planning staff will be working with Venoco on enhancing its notification
requirements.

Legal Review By: Approved By:

_____________________ ___________________
Tim W. Giles Michelle Greene
City Attorney City Manager

Attachments:
1. Post Incident Action Summary prepared by OEM
2. Flow Chart for Reporting Unknown H2S Odors
3. Copies of correspondence between City and Venoco
4. Venoco EAP_- Copy of Table 2-2: Agency Notification and Reporting Requirements
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ATTACHMENT 1 
POST INCIDENT ACTION SUMMARY 

ELLWOOD H2S INCIDENT 
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Attachment 2
Flow Chart for Reporting Unknown H2S Odors
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ATTACHMENT 2

UNKNOWN SOURCE H2S ODOR REPORTING PROCESS
(This process is only for unknown “rotten egg” type odor, not for a hazardous condition)

DISPATCH 
Contacts oil & gas facility 

to determine if source

SB COUNTY FIRE 
Contacted by Dispatch 
to investigate source

IF 
SOURCE

IF NOT
SOURCE

IF NOT
FOUND:

County Dispatch Notifies:
 Affected City/Jurisdiction
 Fire Duty Chief
 County Office of Emergency Management (OEM)
 Environmental Health
 Air Pollution Control District (APCD)

IF 
FOUND:

If Oil/Gas facility is the 
source, they should 

follow their emergency 
notification protocols

Fire Department takes 
appropriate action

&
County Dispatch takes

appropriate action

VENOCO EOF

CITY/COUNTY 
OFFICAL

FIRE STATION

APCD

WELL DRILLER

PUBLIC

REPORT OF 
H2S ODOR

ODOR 
INVESTIGATED

ACTION 
TAKEN

COUNTY 
DISPATCH

Receives report via 
(805) 683-2724

or 911

November 29, 2016 

For questions or information, 
contact the County Office of 
Emergency Management at 

(805) 681-5526
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Attachment 3

Copies of correspondence between City and Venoco
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C ITY COUNCIL 
 
Jim Farr 
Mayor 
 
Tony Vallejo 
Mayor Pro Tempore 
 
Roger S. Aceves 
Councilmember 
 
Michael T. Bennett 
Councilmember 
 
Paula Perotte 
Councilmember 
 
 
CITY MANAGER 
Michelle Greene 
 

 
 

 

 
November 17, 2016               SENT VIA EMAIL 

                                                                       kwenal@venocoinc.com 
 
Mr. Keith Wenal 
Venoco LLC 
6267 Carpinteria Avenue, Suite 100 
Carpinteria, CA 93013 
 
Re: October 8, 2016 Venoco Ellwood Facility H2S Alarm 
      Emergency Action Plan Notifications 
      City of Goleta Permit Conditions #158 and #159; Permit 08-134-DP 
 
Dear Mr. Wenal: 
 
The October 9, 2016 Venoco Ellwood Onshore Oil and Gas Processing 
Facility (EOF) hydrogen sulfide (H2S) alarm incident required notification 
to the City per Table 2-2 of Venoco’s Emergency Action Plan (Plan). The 
plan requires that Venoco “Notify of any incident or release, whether 
considered an emergency or not.”  Further, the Plan also requires a 
written initial assessment with 24 hours consistent with Venoco Permit 
08-134-DP Condition #159.  The City did not receive the notification or 
the written assessment within the 24 hour time requirement as required 
by Conditions #158 and #159 of 08-134-DP. 
 
Please review the requirements of Section 2 of the EAP, conduct an 
employee training on the notification procedures, and submit the 
employee sign-in sheet for the training to the City. 
 
Please feel free to call me at (805) 961-7557 if you have any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Anne Wells 
Advance Planning Manager 
 
cc: Rob Lewin, Santa Barbara County Office of Emergency Management 
      Kaitlin McNally, Santa Barbara County Air Pollution Control District 
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Attachment 4

Venoco EAP_- Copy of Table 2-2: Agency Notification and Reporting Requirements
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