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About 0009, on March 24, 1989, the U.S. tankship EXXON VALDEZ, loaded 
with about 1,263,000 barrels of crude oil, grounded on Bligh Reef in Prince 
William Sound, near Valdez, Alaska. At the time of the grounding, the vessel 
was under the navigational control of the third mate. There were no 
injuries, but about 258,000 barrels of cargo were spilled when eight cargo 
tanks ruptured, resulting in catastrophic damage to the environment. Damage 
to the vessel was estimated at $25 million, the cost of the lost cargo was 
estimated at $3.4 million, and the cost of the cleanup of the spilled oil 
during 1989 was about $1.85 bi1lian.l 

On the night of the spill, poor weather conditions, darkness, and the 
gathering of extra cleanup equipment, including lightering equipment, 
prolonged the loading of the Alyeska contingency barge. Had another 
Contingency barge been preloaded with lightering equipment, locating, 
collecting, and gathering the equipment would not have been necessary and the 
cleanup supervisors could have used the additional time to plan other 
cleanup activities. These actions increased the time needed to load and 
prepare the barge for towing from the 2.5 hours provided in the plan to 10 
hours. It took another 5 hours to tow the barge to the EXXON VALDEZ, which 
was about 28 miles from the Terminal. The Alyeska contingency plan's 
200,000-barrel oil spill scenario, which was predicated on daylight and 
summer weather conditions, allowed a total of 5 hours for preparation and 
towing of the barge to a spill site about 30 miles from the Terminal. This 
timetable can only be met if the barge is already loaded. If the 
contingency barge had been preloaded with its cleanup equipment and had left 
the dock as soon as the tug PATHFINDER received orders to proceed to the 
EXXON VALDEZ, the barge could have been at Bligh Reef within the 5 hours 
prescribed in the Alyeska contingency plan. The Safety Board believes that 
the almost 10 additional hours needed to load, prepare, and tow the barge to 
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t h e  s i t e  c o n s t i t u t e d  an unwarranted delay t h a t  cou ld  have been avoided i f  the  
barge had been loaded. The IO-hour l o s s  had no m a t e r i a l  impact on t h e  
cleanup because o f  t he  s i z e  o f  t h e  s p i l l .  However, had the  s p i l l  been more 
manageable, t he  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  qu ick  response would have been l o s t .  Even 
though t h e  IO-hour de lay  d i d  no t  make a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h i s  s p i l l ,  t h e  delay 
might have been s i g n i f i c a n t  under o the r  cond i t i ons .  

Because every s p i l l  i s  d i f f e r e n t  i n  s i z e  and l o c a t i o n ,  a v a r i e t y  o f  
cleanup equipment i s  requ i red .  Equipment s to red  on one barge may be adequate 
f o r  a smal l  s p i l l ,  w h i l e  l a r g e r  s p i l l s  may r e q u i r e  a d d i t i o n a l  equipment t h a t  
must be loaded on two o r  more barges. An acc ident  may a l s o  necess i ta te  t h e  
use o f  l i g h t e r i n g  equipment, as  was the  case i n  t h i s  s p i l l .  To save t ime i n  
ga the r ing  and load ing  response equipment and t o  a l l o w  cleanup superv isors  t o  
use t h e i r  t ime f o r  o the r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  such equipment should be preloaded on 
barges and ready f o r  deployment. Thus, Alyeska should be prepared beforehand 
w i t h  barges loaded w i t h  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s  o f  cleanup equipment so t h a t  t he  
response t o  an acc ident  i s  not  delayed by t h e  need t o  l o a d  o r  unload 
equipment. 

The Alaska Regional O i l  and Hazardous Substances P o l l u t i o n  Contingency 
Plan (RCP) addresses t h e  use o f  o i l  d ispersants  i n  the  Sta te .  I t prov ides a 
dec i s ion  m a t r i x  and a d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t he  b i o l o g i c a l  e f f e c t s  o f  d ispersants  i n  
the  w a t e r  but  no guidance o r  i n fo rma t ion  about t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  under which t h e  
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  d ispersants  i s  e f f e c t i v e .  Wind and sea cond i t i ons  and t h e  
l e n g t h  o f  t ime  t h a t  t h e  o i l  has been on t h e  water when d ispersants  are 
app l i ed  a l t e r  t h e i r  e f fec t i veness .  Such in fo rma t ion  about d ispersant  
a p p l i c a t i o n  should be inc luded i n  t h e  Alaska RCP and o the r  cont ingency p lans 
so t h a t  proper  d ispersant  procedures are r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e .  An On-Scene 
Coord inator  (OSC) would then know when t o  use d ispersants  and would no t  waste 
t ime  us ing  them when they  would no t  be e f f e c t i v e .  On t h e  a f te rnoon o f  t he  
s p i l l ,  a t e s t  was conducted us ing  d ispersants  when t h e  sea was calm. 
However, calm sea cond i t i ons  are no t  conducive t o  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  use o f  
d ispersants ,  which must mix w i t h  t h e  o i l  i n  o rder  t o  cause i t  t o  break i n t o  
d r o p l e t s  and d isperse  i n t o  the  water column. I f  t h e  OSC had had gu ide l i nes  
i n  t h e  RCP t h a t  descr ibed t h e  wind and sea cond i t i ons  necessary f o r  e f f e c t i v e  
use o f  d ispersants ,  a t e s t  a p p l i c a t i o n  would have been unnecessary. 

According t o  the  Nat iona l  O i l  and Hazardous Substances P o l l u t i o n  
Contingency Plan (NCP), d ispersants  and burn ing  agents may be used o n l y  " t o  
prevent o r  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  reduce a hazard t o  human l i f e . "  I n  t h e  Alaska RCP 
and Alyeska cont ingency plans, d ispersants  and burn ing  o f  o i l  can a l s o  be 
used t o  min imize t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  s p i l l e d  o i l  on w i l d l i f e .  Th i s  apparent 
c o n f l i c t  between t h e  NCP, t h e  Alaska RCP, and t h e  Alyeska p lans should be 
resolved.  The NCP should a l s o  prov ide  a d d i t i o n a l  guidance t o  a s s i s t  Regional 
Response Teams (RRTs) i n  develop ing d ispersant  use gu ide l i nes  i n  t h e i r  RCPs. 
Ne i the r  t h e  Alyeska cont ingency plans, nor  t h e  Alaska RCP, no r  t h e  NCP have 
any gu ide l i nes  o r  i n fo rma t ion  about when d ispersant  use o r  i n - s i t u  burn ing  
are appropr ia te ,  under what cond i t i ons  they  a re  e f f e c t i v e ,  o r  what equipment 
i s  needed f o r  sa fe  employment. The NCP should a l s o  i n c l u d e  d ispersant  use 
and i n - s i t u  burn ing  i n f o r m a t i o n  gu ide l i nes  i n  i t s  p l a n  f o r  use by RRTs i n  
develop ing RCP g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  use by OSCs. 



3 

In Addit ion,  t h e  Alyeska contingency plans f a i l e d  t o  include a procedure 
f o r  the t r a n s f e r  of cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  from Alyeska t o  the shipping 
company t h a t  was respons ib le  f o r  t h e  o i l  s p i l l  because i t  came from one of 
t h a t  company‘s ves se l s .  A procedure f o r  t r a n s f e r r i n g  cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
should be developed by Alyeska and t h e  individual  shipping companies loading 
o i l  a t  t h e  Valdez Terminal so t h a t  t h e r e  wi l l  be c o n t i n u i t y  i n  t h e  cleanup 
work and so t h a t  the  t r a n s f e r  can be f u l l y  monitored by t h e  Coast Guard and 
t h e  S t a t e  of Alaska. Because of t h e  remote loca t ion  of Valdez and t h e  time 
i t  t akes  f o r  a shipping company’s o i l  s p i l l  response personnel t o  a r r i v e  on 
t h e  scene,  Alyeska should cont inue t o  be t h e  i n i t i a l  responder t o  o i l  s p i l l s  
from vesse l s  carr,ying o i l  from t h e  Valdez Terminal in  Pr ince William Sound. 
The v e s s e l ’ s  parent  company should have an organiza t ion  or plan t o  respond 
e f f e c t i v e l y  so t h a t  i t  can r e l i e v e  Alyeska of long-term cleanup 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  within a reasonably sho r t  period of t ime. Af te r  being 
r e l i e v e d ,  Alyeska should remain on the scene t o  support  t h e  respons ib le  
company by providing con t inu i ty  t o  t h e  cleanup a c t i v i t y ,  l oca l  knowledge, and 
advice.  

ARC0 Marine had conducted a simulated o i l  s p i l l  d r i l l  i n  1988, during 
which ARC0 re l i eved  Alyeska. The Coast Guard, t h e  Alaska Department of 
Envi ronmenta l  C o n s e r v a t i o n  (ADEC), and loca l  government o f f i c i a l s  
p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  t h e  d r i l l .  ARC0 was t h e  only company t h a t  had a 
State-approved p l a n  t h a t  included procedures f o r  re1 ieving Alyeska of 
cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  As a result of  t h i s  d r i l l ,  t h e  QSC apparent ly  
assumed t h a t  Alyeska and Exxon wou ld  fol low s i m i l a r  procedures.  Alyeska and 
Exxon d i d  not  have any State-approved procedures f o r  re1 iev ing  Alyeska of 
cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  probably because Alaska had n o t  requi red  any such 
procedures.  Exxon had submitted proposed o i l  s p i l l  cleanup plans on two  
previous occas ions ,  b u t  t h e  S t a t e  had re turned t h e  plans t o  Exxon because, 
according t o  t h e  S t a t e ,  they were not requi red .  Alyeska s t a t e d  t h a t  i t  had 
an understanding with Exxon t h a t  Exxon would assume cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  
f o r  a major s p i l l ,  but t h e  understanding was n o t  w r i t t e n  i n t o  Alyeska 
procedures .  Exxon announced soon a f t e r  i t  was advised of  t h e  s p i l l  t h a t  i t  
would assume cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  supporting the  conten t ion  t h a t  such an 
arrangement had ex i s t ed  with Alyeska. After Exxon received no t i ce  of t h e  
s p i l l ,  t h e  p re s iden t  of Exxon Shipping Company a c t i v a t e d  t h e  Exxon-wide 
s p i l l  response teams, and he and his s t a f f  proceeded t o  Valdez t o  t ake  over 
t h e  cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  from Alyeska. They a r r ived  on the afternoon of 
t h e  acc ident  day, b u t  they d id  not  r e l i e v e  Alyeska immediately, although 
Exxon was tak ing  ac t ion  t o  assume r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  the cleanup. Companies 
shipping o i l  from the Alyeska Terminal a t  Valdez should amend t h e i r  
ind iv idua l  p lans  t o  include procedures f o r  assuming cleanup r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
for major o i l  s p i l l s  from Alyeska and have the individual  p lans  approved by 
the S t a t e .  I t  i s  possible t h a t  some companies may not  be f u l l y  capable  o f  
assuming r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  quickly.  Each company’s response c a p a b i l i t y  and 
procedures should be l i s t e d  in  the Alyeska contingency p l a n .  Following S t a t e  
approval of a company‘s p l a n ,  i t  should be included in  t h e  Alyeska 
contingency plan f o r  Prince William Sound. 

The company cont rac ted  by Alyeska needed more than 3 hours t o  prepare a 
h e l i c o p t e r  w i t h  a 300-gallon spray bucket t o  conduct a d i spe r san t  t es t  
a p p l i c a t i o n ,  w h i c h  was done about 18 hours a f t e r  t h e  s p i l l  was repor ted .  
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Air-deliverable dispersant system (ADDS) packs for fixed-wing aircraft were 1 
not available in Valdez and had to be ordered from storage sites in Alaska 
and the continental United States. The Alyeska plan states that aircraft 
capable of applying dispersants are to be available in 9 to 17 hours. 
However, the aircraft and ADDS packs were not available for use during the 
first 24 hours after the spill occurred. If dispersants are to be used on an 
oil spill, especially in such a remote area as Valdez, the delivery system 
must be readily available and stored on or near the Terminal. The Safety 
Board believes that if dispersants continue to be regarded as an oil spill 
response option, ADDS packs and other dispersant application equipment 
should be stored in Valdez and ready for immediate use and that appropriate 
aircraft or vessels should be available on short notice. 

During the first 24 hours after the spill, Exxon applied to the RRT to 
conduct in-situ burning of the spilled oil. The RRT recommended approval if 
the OSC was satisfied that the burning could be done without degrading other 
cleanup efforts. In addition, the State had to issue a burn permit. 
"Approval to open burn" was issued by the ADEC on the same day, March 24, 
but the permit was not sent to Exxon until the next day. Even though the 
permit was not received until the next day, neither Alyeska nor Exxon was 
prepared to burn oil on the first day of the spill because neither one had a 
fire- or burn-proof boom on hand. The boom had to be shipped in from the 
North Slope and Seattle. Had the boom been immediately available and a burn 
permit issued earlier, this method of cleanup could have been used on heavy 
concentrations of oil before the wind and currents spread the oil so far that 
effective containment was not possible. 

Alyeska Pipeline Service Company: 
Therefore, the National Transportation Safety Board recommends that the 

Provide at its Valdez terminal two or more oil spill 
c o n t i n g e n c y  b a r g e s  t h a t  a r e  l o a d e d  with 
pollution-response cleanup equipment, lightering 
equipment, and fire- or burn-proof booms that are 
maintained and ready for immediate deployment, thus 
facilitating an effective response to different spill 
conditions. (Class 11, Priority Action) (M-90-53) 

Identify the range of wind and sea conditions for which 
dispersants can be used effectively and incorporate that 
information into company contingency plans. (Class 11, 
Priority Action) (M-90-54) 

In conjunction with each of the companies that load oil 
at its terminal in Valdez, develop a plan or procedures 
for relieving Alyeska Pipeline Service Company of primary 
cleanup responsibility in the event of a major oil spill 
or potential major oil spill of more than 100,000 gallons 
and include the procedures in its contingency plan after 
they have been approved by the State of Alaska. 
(Class 11, Priority Action) (M-90-55) 
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In its company contingency plans, list also the 
companies that do not have a plan for relieving Alyeska 
Pipe1 ine Service Company of cleanup responsibility. 
(Class 11, Priority Action) (M-90-56) 

Store air-deployable dispersant system packs and other 
dispersant application equipment at its Valdez Terminal, 
as agreed upon with the State of Alaska, for use with 
fixed-wing aircraft, or helicopters, or vessels. 
(Class 11, Priority Action) (M-90-57) 

Store fire- or burn-proof booms at its Valdez Terminal, 
as agreed upon with the State o f  Alaska, and include 
procedures for their use in the company's oil spill 
contingency plan. (Class 11, Priority Action) (M-90-58) 

Also, the Safety Board issued Safety Recommendations M-90-26 through -31 
to the Exxon Shipping Company and all companies operating in Prince William 
Sound; M-90-32 through -43 to the U.S.  Coast Guard; M-90-44 through -47 to 
the Environmental Protection Agency; M-90-50 through 52 to the State of 
Alaska; M-90-48 and 49 to the Alaska Regional Response Team; and M-89-59 to 
the U"S. Geological Survey. The Safety Board also reiterated Safety 
Recommendation M-88-1 to the U.S. Coast Guard and Safety Recommendations I -  
89-1 through -12 to the Department of Transportation. 

The National Transportation Safety Board is an independent Federal 
agency with the statutory responsibility "to promote transportation safety by 
conducting independent accident investigations and by formulating safety 
improvement recommendations" (Public Law 93-633). The Safety Board is 
vitally interested in any action taken as a result of its safety 
recommendations. Therefore, it would appreciate a response from you 
regarding action taken or contemplated with respect to the recommendations 
in this letter. Please refer to Safety Recommendations M-90-53 through -58 
in your reply. 

KOLSTAD, Chairman, COLJGHLIN, Vice Chairman, and LAUBER and BURNETT, 
Members, concurred in these recommendations., 

James L. Kolstad 
Chairman 


