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About 0009, on March 24, 1989, t h e  U.S. t ankship  EXXON V A L D E Z ,  loaded 
with about 1,263,000 b a r r e l s  of  crude o i l ,  grounded on Bligh Reef in Prince 
William Sound, near  Valdez, Alaska. A t  t h e  time of  t h e  grounding, t h e  vessel  
was under t h e  navigat ional  cont ro l  of t h e  t h i r d  mate. There were no 
i n j u r i e s ,  b u t  about 258,000 b a r r e l s  of cargo were s p i l l e d  when e i g h t  cargo 
tanks  ruptured ,  r e s u l t i n g  in  c a t a s t r o p h i c  damage t o  t h e  environment. Damage 
t o  t h e  vessel  was est imated a t  $25 mi l l i on ,  t h e  c o s t  of t h e  l o s t  cargo was 
est imated a t  $3.4 mi l l i on ,  and t h e  c o s t  of t h e  cleanup o f  t h e  s p i l l e d  o i l  
during 1989 was about $1.85 b i l l i o n . '  

The Alaska Regional Oil and Hazardous Substances Pol lu t ion  Contingency 
Plan (RCP) addresses  t h e  use of o i l  d i spe r san t s  in  t h e  S t a t e .  I t  provides a 
dec is ion  matr ix  and a desc r ip t ion  of t h e  b io logica l  e f f e c t s  of d i spe r san t s  i n  
t h e  water  b u t  no guidance o r  information about t h e  condi t ions  under which t h e  
app l i ca t ion  of  d i spe r san t s  i s  e f f e c t i v e .  Wind and sea  condi t ions  and t h e  
length  of t ime t h a t  t h e  o i l  has been on the water  when d i spe r san t s  a re  
appl ied a l t e r  t h e i r  e f f ec t iveness .  Such information about d i spe r san t  
app l i ca t ion  should be included in  the  Alaska RCP and o t h e r  contingency plans 
so t h a t  proper d i spe r san t  procedures a r e  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e .  An On-Scene 
Coordinator (OSC) would then know when t o  use d i s p e r s a n t s  and would not  waste 
time using them when they would no t  be e f f e c t i v e .  On the af ternoon of t h e  
s p i l l ,  a t e s t  was conducted us ing  d i spe r san t s  when the sea  was calm. 
However, calm sea condi t ions  are not conducive t o  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  use of 
d i s p e r s a n t s ,  which must mix with t h e  o i l  i n  order t o  cause i t  t o  break i n t o  
d r o p l e t s  and d i spe r se  i n t o  the water column. I f  the OSC had had gu ide l ines  
i n  the RCP t h a t  descr ibed the wind and sea condi t ions  necessary f o r  e f f e c t i v e  
use of d i s p e r s a n t s ,  a t e s t  app l i ca t ion  would have been unnecessary.  

'For m o r e  d e t a i l e d  i n f o r m a t i o n .  r e a d  M a r i n e  A c c i d e n t  R e p o r t - - " G r o u n d i n g  
o f  t h e  U.S. T a n k s h i p  E X X O N  V A L D E Z  o n  B l i g h  R e e f ,  P r i n c e  U i l i i s m  S o u n d  N e a r  
V a l d e z ,  A l a s k a ,  M a r c h  2 4 ,  1989" ( N T S B / M A R - 9 0 / 0 4 ) .  
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The Alaska RCP and the  Alyeska p lans a l so  mention i n - s i t u  burn ing  o f  o i l  
as an approved a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  mechanical cleanup, bu t  t he  p lans p rov ide  no 
guidance about how t o  proceed w i t h  i n - s i t u  burn ing o r  about poss ib le  r e s u l t s  
o f  burn ing,  such as smoke o r  o i l  and t a r  res idue.  The use o f  i n - s i t u  burn ing  
i s  a t  t h e  d i s c r e t i o n  o f  t h e  OSC, w i t h  guidance f r o m  the  RRT. Thus, t h e  OSC 
i s  i n  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  p o s i t i o n  o f  being able t o  au tho r i ze  c e r t a i r i  methods-- 
d ispersant  use and i n - s i t u  burn ing- -bu t  on l y  a f t e r  consu l t i ng  and seeking 
adv ice f rom the  RRT. The RRT may prov ide  some in fo rma t ion  and agree t o  t h e  
use o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  method, but  t he  f i n a l  dec i s ion  i s  t he  OSC’s. A t  t imes, 
t h e  OS0 may no t  be able t o  con tac t  t he  RRT, o r  t he  RRT may no t  p rov ide  c l e a r  
guidance. Such problems may r e s u l t  i n  de lays t h a t  cou ld  render  the  
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  d ispersants  useless and i n - s i t u  burn ing  i n e f f e c t u a l .  The OSC 
cou ld  a l s o  make an i n c o r r e c t  dec i s ion  because o f  t he  l a c k  o f  s u f f i c i e n t  
guidance o r  in fo rmat ion ,  but  i n c o r r e c t  a c t i o n  probably  would n o t  be as 
harmful  as no a c t i o n  w h i l e  awa i t ing  a consensus from t h e  RRT. I n  any case, 
t h e  O X ‘ S  dec is ions  w i l l  p robably  be second guessed du r ing  and a f t e r  t he  
cleanup because the  r e s u l t s  may not  be acceptable t o  a l l  p a r t i e s .  The 
cleanup p a r t y  may t h i n k  the re  was a de lay i n  a u t h o r i z i n g  a c e r t a i n  
procedure; t h e  env i ronmenta l i s ts  may b e l i e v e  t h e  phys ica l  environment was 
damaged o r  f i s h  and w i l d l i f e  were destroyed; f ishermen may t h i n k  t h e i r  
l i v e l i h o o d  was threatened;  t h e  S ta te  may regard the  impact on i t s  
environment, revenue, o r  t ou r i sm as negat ive;  o r  t h e  RRT may t h i n k  i t s  
guidance was i n t e r p r e t e d  i n c o r r e c t l y .  OSCs need more than advice f rom a 
committee. They need guidance i n  w r i t i n g ,  be fore  a s p i l l  occurs, f rom t h e  
Nat iona l  O i l  and Hazardous Substances P o l l u t i o n  Contingency Plan (NCP) and 
the  RCP about the  use o f  d ispersant  chemicals and i n - s i t u  burn ing  so t h a t  
t h e i r  dec i s ions  can be based on accepted procedures. 

Therefore,  t h e  Nat iona l  Transpor ta t ion  Safety  Board recommends t h a t  t h e  
Alaska Regional Response Team: 

Develop c l e a r e r  guidance f o r  d ispersant  use i n  o rder  t o  
e l i m i n a t e  t h e  need f o r  a d ispersant  t e s t  be fore  
d ispersants  are used on an o i l  s p i l l  and i nc lude  t h a t  
i n f o r m a t i o n  i n  t h e  Alaska Regional Contingency Plan. 
(Class 11, P r i o r i t y  Ac t ion)  (M-90-48) 

Develop gu ide l i nes  and procedures f o r  i n - s i t u  burn ing  o f  
o i l ,  i d e n t i f y  t h e  range o f  wind and sea cond i t i ons  f o r  
which i n - s i t u  burn ing o f  o i l  can be used e f f e c t i v e l y ,  and 
inco rpo ra te  t h a t  i n fo rma t ion  i n t o  t h e  Alaska Regional 
Contingency Plan. (Class 11, P r i o r i t y  Ac t ion)  (M-90-49) 

Also, t h e  Safe ty  Board issued Safe ty  Recommendations M-90-26 through -31 
t o  t h e  Exxon Shipping Company and a l l  companies opera t i ng  i n  Pr ince  W i l l i a m  
Sound; M-90-32 through -43 t o  t h e  U.S. Coast Guard; M-90-44 through -47 t o  
the  Environmental P r o t e c t i o n  Agency; M-90-50 through 52 t o  t h e  S t a t e  o f  
Alaska; M-90-53 through -58 t o  the  Alyeska P i p e l i n e  Serv ice  Company; and 
M-89-59 t o  t h e  U.S. Geologica l  Survey. The Safe ty  Board a l s o  r e i t e r a t e d  
S a f e t y  Recommendation M-88-1 t o  t h e  U.S. Coast Guard and Safe ty  
Recommendations 1-89-1 through -12 t o  t h e  Department o f  T ranspor ta t ion .  
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The N a t i o n a l  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  Safet ,y Board i s  an independent  Federa l  
agency w i t h  t h e  s t a t u t o r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  " t o  promote t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  s a f e t y  by  
c o n d u c t i n g  independent  a c c i d e n t  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  and by  f o r m u l a t i n g  s a f e t y  
improvement recommendations" ( P u b l i c  Law 93-633) .  The S a f e t y  Board i s  
v i t a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  any a c t i o n  t a k e n  as a r e s u l t  o f  i t s  s a f e t y  
recommendations. There fo re ,  i t  wou ld  a p p r e c i a t e  a response f r o m  you  
r e g a r d i n g  a c t i o n  t a k e n  o r  con temp la ted  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  recommendations 
i n  t h i s  l e t t e r .  P lease r e f e r  t o  S a f e t y  Recommendations M-90-48 and -49 i n  
y o u r  r e p l y .  

KOLSTAD, Chairman, COLJGHLIN, V i c e  Chairman, and LAUBER and BURNETT, 
Members, concu r red  i n  these  recommendations 

James L. K a l s t a d  
Chairman 


