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But a s  a  functioning 
society, A laska a lso  w as 
justified in con s id e ring  
w h e th e r le av in g  long 
s tre tch e s  o f b e a c h  with 
sub su rface  oil m ight a ffe c t 
how  tourists v iew ed  
v aca tio n  oppo rtun ities, o r 
how  con sum ers v iew ed  th e  
qualify a n d  purity or 
A laska se a fo o d .

active in d ifferen t ways) than  o rig inally  assum ed, an d  th a t sub su rface  oil d id  not 
a p p e a r to be chang ing  m uch a t som e sites.7-1

S tate TAG rep resen ta tiv es h ad  b its and  pieces o f th ese  s tu d ie s  ove r time. Taken 
together, they w ere no t w illing to s tip u la te  to  the a ssum p tio n s th a t th e  oil w as 
w ea th e rin g  fast at all sites, th a t it posed  little o r no  risk  to w ildlife, and  th a t 
agg ressive  trea tm en t (such as tilling  w ith  heavy  e qu ipm en t o r rem ov ing  oiled 
rocks and  sedim ent) w as a bad  idea.

A s a m a tte r of response strategy , it led s ta te  officials to tw o  im po rtan t conc lu ­
s ions th a t w ere  opposite  from  the p reva iling  a ltitu d e  am ong  federa l an d  Exxon 
rep resen ta tiv es to the TAG in 1990 (and 1991). First, g iv en  the u nce rta in ly  abou t 
the lingering  sub-lethal toxicity of sub su rface oil (or oil a ro u n d  sa lm on  streams), 
DEC and  ADF&G assigned  to w ea th ered  oil a h ig h e r level o f risk  th an  the federal 
g ov e rnm en t and  Exxon. Second, g iven th a t m any  k in d s o f beaches w ere  m o re  
resilien t to aggressive w ork  th an  p rev iou sly  though t, m o re  ex tensive and  agg re s­
s ive c leanup  cou ld take place.

b) The state and the fedcral-Exxon officials viewed the issue of''more harm than 
good" in fundamentally different ways.

The issue, a t root, w a s a m a tte r of pub lic policy, n o t s tric tly  technical analysis. It 
a lso  leads back to the "com pelling  reason " test m en tio n ed  b riefly  above. U nd e r 
s ta te  regu la tio ns and  sta te  resource m anagem en t responsib ilities, A laska h ad  m ore 
"com pelling  reason s" for c leanup  th an  the federal-Exxon bloc.

The s ta te  regu la tion  se tting  DEC's general lim its o f p o llu tio n  c leanup  say s th a t 
c leanup  sh o u ld  con tinue until one h as  e ith e r reached  the lim its o f technology, o r 
un til c le anup  effo rts cause m ore env ironm en ta l p rob lem s th an  th ey  so lve.74 The 
regu la tion  is b road  enough  th a t it g ives the DEC the la titu d e  to m ake  a dec ision  
based  on ex isting  cond itions an d  availab le technology.

The federa l governm en t h as a varie ty  of regu la to ry  requ irem en ts  for a varie ty  of 
p o llu tion  con tro l an d  aba tem en t p rogram s, b u t basically, fed e ra l regu la tio ns a ren 't 
too d iffe ren t from  the p rinc ipal th a t the g ov e rnm en t can  requ ire  c le anup  on ly  to the 
lim its of technology and  env ironm en ta l good  sense.

So w hen  the federa l g ov e rnm en t 
an d  Exxon p rom o ted  a TAG policy 
based  on ach iev ing  w h a t they  term ed  
a "n e t env iro n .aen ta l benefit," it d id  
n o t seem  th a t it w ou ld  be d ifficu lt to 
h a rm on ize  s ta te  a n d  federal c leanup  
requ irem en ts  w ith in  the TAG.

But th ere  w as, o f course, a lo t m ore 
to the sho re lin e  c leanup  of th e  Exxon 
Valdez response. M ajor c le anup  
decisions w en t far b eyond  a s im p le  
a ssessm en t o f techno logy  and  a 
genera l look  a t the env ironm en ta l 
h ea lth  o f a site. H ad  th is been  a 
c leanup  concen tra tin g  on a s ing le  site, 
the ques tio n s w ou ld  h av e  been m uch 
easie r to a n sw e r a n d  the sta te  an d  
federa l p rio ritie s m uch  easier to 
harm on ize.

But the size  o f the spill, the a rea  it 
covered  and  —  m ost im po rtan t —  the 
n um be r o f w ays it affected resources, 
econom ies a n d  com m un itie s m ean t 
th a t the Exxon Valdez c leanup  ca lcu lus 
w ou ld  h av e  m any  m ore variables,

While a "bathtub ring" ol weathered oil in a  cove might pose little or no immediate 
environmental problem, it might discourage subsistence users fron harvesting shellfish 
or seaweed there. Photo by Pamela Bergman
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The TAG  wc.o, in a  
p ie c em ea l fashion, 
estab lish ing  ove ra ll S ta te  
of A laska po lic ies on  
sub jects wholly w ithin th e  
S ta te  o f A laska's authority . 
A nd in n ea r ly  e v e ry  c a se , 
th e se  d e  facto re g u la to ry  
in te rp re ta tion s w e re  
som eth ing less th an  s ta te  
regu la to rs  a n d  re so u rc e  
m an ag e rs  felt w e re  
a c c e p ta b le .

m any  m ore d im ensions, nnd  m uch m ore com plica ted  equ a tion s th an  y ou r ave rage  
con tam ina ted  site cleanup.

U nde r bo th  s ta te  a n d  federal po llu tion  con tro l schem es, the on-scene coo rd in a ­
to r o r the lead  c leanup  agency is su p po sed  to w eigh  facto rs such  as econom ic and  
social im pac ts o f a sp ill a long  w ith  the lim its of techno logy and  env ironm en ta l good 
sense. But the ru le s don 't say  how  m uch  w e ig h t each  fac to r gets, an d  th ey  d on 't 
spe ll o u t a fo rm ula  for se tting  p rio rities. A s a g enera l rule, one is a lw ay s su p po sed  
to avo id  d o ing  "m ore  harm  th an  good ." But w ho  d efin es harm? W hat is good? 
W hose good  is h arm ed  m ore th an  som eone else's good, and  w ho  say s w hich  good  
is m o re  im po rtan t than  another?

The sta te 's d efin ition  of h arm  w as very  b road, becau se  the s ta te 's resource 
m an ag em en t responsib ilities and  its social and  econom ic in te re sts w e re  m ore 
d iv e rse  and  m ore  acu te than  those of e ith e r th e  federal g ov e rnm en t o r  Exxon. The 
s ta te  v iew ed  th e  p rob lem , therefore, in d iffe ren t w ays an d  cam e to d iffe ren t conc lu ­
s ion s abou t w ha t n eeded  to be done.

The s ta te  con side red  p rim a ry  issues, su ch  as h ow  o iling  m igh t affect the h ea lth  
of fisheries. But as a func tion ing  society, A laska a lso  w as ju stified  in con sidering  
w h e th e r  leav ng  long stre tches of beach w ith  sub su rface  oil m ig h t affect how  
to u ris ts  v iew ed  vacation  oppo rtun ities, o r how  con sum ers v iew ed  the qua lity  and  
p u rity  o r A laska seafood.

W hile a "b a th tu b  rin g " of w ea th ered  o il in a cove m ig h t pose  little o r no  im m e­
d ia te  env ironm en ta l p rob lem , it m igh t d iscou rage  sub sis tence  u se rs from  h a rv e s t­
ing  she llfish  o r seaw eed  there. This "d isp lacem en t effect" cou ld  th en  have a real 
effect o n  a village, as p eop le  s to p p ed  collecting trad itio n a l foods and  sta rted  re ly ing  
on  store-bought goods.”

O ne m igh t correctly  a rgu e  th a t leav ing  buried  o il th ro u g h ou t a se ries o f u n in ­
h ab ited  ocean beaches aw ay  from  com m ercial o r sub sis ten ce  fisheries posed  little 
th re a t to the env ironm en t, h ow ev e r, if tho se  beaches w ere  in a specia lly  d es igna ted  
s ta te  w ild e rn ess p a rk  —  whicn requ ires a specific level of m an ag em en t and  p ro tec ­
tion  —  th en  the s ta te  m igh t perce ive the oil as "h a rm "  to  s ta te  resources.

These a re on ly  a  few of th e  k inds of issues th a t cam e up  in the TAG, and  on 
w hich s ta te  and  federal-Exxon rep resen ta tiv es d iffered . N O A A 's g en e ra l policy of 
"n e t env ironm en ta l benefit," ado p ted  by the C oast G u a rd  and  Exxon, p u t m ore 
w e ig h t on  b io logical factors and  less w e igh t on  o th e r pub lic  policy  variab les. The 
federa l gov e rnm en t frequen tly  took the pos ition  th a t ac tive c le anup  effo rts w ere  no t 
n ecessa ry  because  the o iling w as large ly  non-toxic a n d  resource  u se s  w ere  no t 
sign ifican tly  d is ru p te d  by the p resence o f the oil. T ha t is fu nd am en ta lly  d iffe ren t 
th an  the s ta te 's regu la to ry  requ irem en t for cleanup.

The s ta te  does n o t requ ire  c leanup  on ly  if the p o llu tion  causes a m easu rab le  
p rob lem ; the s ta te  can requ ire  c leanup  sim p ly  because p o llu tan ts  a re  som eplace 
w here  they  sh o u ld n 't be. In th e  case o f P rince W illiam  Sound  and  the G u lf of 
A laska shorelines, A laska consisten tly  h e ld  to the po s ition  tha t as a m a tte r of 
overa ll s ta te  policy, w e shou ld  rem ove as m uch  p o llu tion  as w e can  w ith in  the 
b ou n d a rie s  o f techno logy and  env ironm en ta l good  sense. N O A A 's pos ition  w as 
som e th in g  less s tric t th an  that.

"{TJhe s ta te  a rg u ed  th a t rem ov ing  the oil qu ick ly  m ean t th a t n o rm al u se  (and 
fu ll value) of the a reas w ou ld  re tu rn  m ore quickly. T he in te rtid a l com m un itie s 
w ou ld  reestab lish  them selves fairly quickly, d esp ite  in itia l im pacts, an d  th e  beach 
p ro file s w ou ld  n o t be irrevocab ly  changed  o r d am ag ed ," s ta te  o fficials la te r ex­
p la in ed  in a m anag em en t sum m ary  of the 1990-91 season.

"T he  federal governm en t, w hich d id  n o t sh a re  the s ta te 's respon sib ility  to 
m anag e  those u ses o r p ro tec t those values, felt tha t it w as accep tab le to leave m ore 
oil to  w ea th e r na tu ra lly . This w as no t an  invalid  position, o f course; it sim ply  d id  
n o t fu lly  reflect th e  sta te 's n eed s."76

The sta te 's "m o re  h a rm  th an  g oo d " ca lcu lu s w as a  m o re  com plex  m atrix  of 
econom ic, social a n d  env ironm en ta l variab les th a t frequen tly  p laced  sign ifican t
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Frc.n a  b ro a d e r  
p e rsp ec tiv e , it w c s 
e sp ec ia lly  im po rtan t for 
the s ta te  th a t the Exxon 
V a ld ez  "s tan d a rd s ' 
p ro d u c ed  in th e  TA G  b e  
u n d e rs to o d  for th e  
com prom ises th ey  w e re  - 
th e  b e s t possib le  
com prom ises, g iven  th e  
existing cond itions a n d  
availab ility  o f resources.

w eigh t on  in trin s ic  o r in tang ib le v a lues of a resource. D isp lacem ent, specia l land  
d es igna tions, even  the s im ply  value o f an o iled vs. uno iled  s ite  p lay ed  im po rtan t 
roles in  m any  s ta te  decisions.

The s ta te  d id  n o t p ropo se  to p ro tec t these  o th e r v a lu es a t th e  expense o f the 
env ironm en t; ra ther, th e  s ta te  w as w illing  to accep t ce rta in  levels o f short- term  
d is ru p tio n  in exchange for long-term u se  o r p rese rv a tio n  of v a lu e s  a t a g iven  site or 
area. N O A A  a n d  the C oast G uard , u sing  a d iffe ren t se t o f v ariab les b ased  on  their 
d iffe ren t p e rcep tio n s of risk, and  on d iffe ren t regu la to ry  au tho ritie s, o ften  cam e up  
w ith  a d iffe ren t a n sw e r to th e ir equations. In the TAG, these d iffe ren t m e th od s of 
ca lcu la ting  h a rm  an d  good  o ften  clashed.

c) Despite its name, the TA G  was not just a "technical" advisory group; it was 
actually an arbiter o f public policy and rcgulalory issues.

The TAG con side red  m any  technical issues, as its n am e im plies. But as it d eve l­
oped, it w a s c lear to  sta te  officials tha t the TAG h ad  sim p ly  rep laced  the ISCC. 
H ow ever, w here  the ISCC w as genera lly  a cknow ledg ed  to be a pub lic  policy group, 
b len d in g  resou rce  p rio ritie s and  pub lic  expec ta tion s fo r c leanup , the TAG w as 
billed  as a g ro u p  th a t took a stric tly  objective look a t w h a t tre a tm en t w ou ld  be best 
for w h ich  shorelines.

This w as a nob le, if naive, notion. A s n o ted  in b) above, it w a s  im po ssib le  to 
sep a ra te  econom ic, social, and  overall en v ironm en ta l polic ies from  d iscu ss ion s 
ab o u t w h a t to  d o  a t w h ich  sites. These w ere  n o t m ere ly  techn ica l d iscu ss io n s abou t 
w he th e r tilling  o r b io rem ed ia tio n77 w ou ld  d o  a b e tte r job of rem ov ing  oil o r m in i­
m iz ing  th re a ts  to  the env ironm en t. They were, a t root, d iscu ss io n s ab o u t h ow  
pub lic  re sou rces w ere  to be m anaged  and  p ro tected .

Th is p re sen ted  tw o  very  critical p rob lem s fo r the state. First, the TAG w as 
in te rp re tin g  s ta te  regu la to ry  s tan d a rd s  an d  m ak ing  im po rtan t m an ag em en t d ec i­
s ions abo u t s ta te  resources. Second, the adm in is tra tiv e  reco rd  b e in g  d ev e lo p ed  
w ith in  the TAG h ad  the po ten tia l to delay, thw art, o r con fuse  any  su p p lem en ta l 
sta te  e ffo rt to rem ove m ore  p o llu tion  th an  the federa l g ov e rnm en t w ou ld  to lerate.

The TAG was, in a p iecem eal fashion, estab lish ing  overa ll S ta te  o f A laska 
policies on  sub jects w ho lly  w ith in  the S tate of A laska's au tho rity . The TAG recom ­
m enda tion s se t s ta te  policy  abou t o iling n ea r an ad rom ou s  s tream s, accep tab le 
levels of p o llu tio n  in sta te  parks, and  basic levels o f re s id u a l h y d ro ca rb o n  po llu tion  
a llow ed  b y  DEC. A nd  in nearly  every  case, these de facto reg u la to ry  in te rp re ta tio n s 
w ere  som e th in g  less th an  s ta te  regu la to rs a nd  resource  m an ag e rs  felt w ere  accep t­
able.

Yet the p er p ie  w ith  the m ost d irec t in fluence on  se ttin g  th ese  s ta te  polic ies w ere 
n o t even  s ta te  re sou rce  m anagers: A p riv a te  co rpo ra tio n  —  the com pany  re sp on ­
sible for th e  p o llu tio n  —  and  tw o federal officials m ad e  u p  an o ve rw h e lm in g  
m ajo rity  of th e  g roup . S tate resource m anag e rs w ere  da ily  in a po s ition  of n ego tia t­
ing s ta te  policy an d  po llu tion  con tro l s ta n d a rd s  so th a t they  w e re  accep tab le  to the 
sp ille r an d  the federa l governm en t.

There w as p len ty  o f reason  to  coopera te  and  com m un ica te, b u t th e re  w as no  
reason  w hy  the S ta te  of A laska had  to sh a re  its regu la to ry  and  m an ag em en t a u th o r­
ity w ith  a p riv a te  c om pany  and  tw o  federa l agencies —  w h ich  is p rec ise ly  w h a t w as 
go ing  on  in  th e  TAG.

Now, theo retically , th e  sta te  w as no t b ou nd  by any  low er s ta n d a rd  fo r c le anup  set 
b y  federa l m anage rs. If N O A A  and  the C oast G uard  in te rp re ted  th e ir  regu la tio n s such 
th a t leav ing  b u rie d  o il w a s  acceptable, o r th a t a 10-year w ea th e ring  p rocess w as b e tte r 
th an  a one-year rem ova l p rog ram , the sta te  w as free to s tep  in a n d  se t its ow n  s ta n ­
d a rd s  —  as long  as its s ta n d a rd s  w ere  no t m  d irec t conflic t w ith  fede ra l p o llu tion  
con tro l requ irem en ts. The genera l ru le  of thum b is th a t a s ta te  can requ ire  m ore 
s tr in g en t p o llu tio n  con tro l th an  the federal governm en t, b u t it c a nn o t requ ire  less.

A second test fo r s tric te r s ta te  en fo rcem en t of p o llu tion  c le anup  s ta n d a rd s  w ou ld ,
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In o th e r  w ords, th e  
official g o v e rnm en t su rvey  
re c o rd s  w e r e  p ro d u c e d  by 
Ihe spiller, and , in th e  
TAG, sub jec t to th e  sam e  
n ego tia tio n  p ro c e s s  (and in 
th e  s ta te  s view , th e  sam e  
policy im balance) a s  o th e r  
c le a n u p  issues.

of course, be w h e th e r any  rem oval action w as consisten t w ith  sla te  regu la tio n s —  the 
app licab le  sta te  regu la tio n  being the one tha t say s the s ta te  canno t requ ire  c leanup  p as t 
the lim it o f techno logy o r to a p o in t w here  the d am age  caused  by c leanup  is w o rse  than  
th e  d am ag e  from  the po llu tion .

So again, theoretically , if the federal on-scene coo rd in a to r o rd e red  Exxon to do  
som eth ing  ess th an  full rem oval, acco rd ing  to state  requ irem en ts, n o th ing  in federal o r 
s ta te  law  stc  1 in the w ay  of the sta te  issu ing  its ow n  w o rk  o rd e r to  Exxon. T he state  
m igh t h av e  to w a it u n til the federal gove rnm en t w as th ro ugh  w ith  Exxon, b u t the 
federal g ov e rnm en t cou ldn 't p roh ib it the s ta te  from  hav ing  its ow n  s ta n d a rd  (again, 
a ssum ing  n o  d irec t conflict w ith  federal law).

H ow ever, the s tru c tu re  (and the adm in is tra tiv e  record) o f the TAG p u t th is  theo ry  
of s ta te  a u to nom y  a n d  in d ep en d en t au tho rity  in som e jeopardy .

The TAG w as u n d e rs to o d  and  exp la ined  by bo th  the federa l g ov e rnm en t nnd 
Exxon as a g ro u p  of technical expe rts reach ing  con sen su s on  w ha t w as the b es t trea t­
m en t for a g iv en  shoreline. Therefore, one cou ld  argue, any  so lu tion  d iffe ren t than  the 
one re com m ended  by the TAG w as technically  unsound .

So, if th e  s ta te  a rg u ed  in the TAG for rem oval o f sed im en ts, and  the o th e r th ree 
m em bers o f the TAG d ec ided  rem oval w ould  cause "m o re  h a rm  th an  good ," th an  the 
s ta te  w ou ld  be in a d ifficu lt position  if it later o rd e red  Exxon to  rem ove the oiled 
m ateria l. If Exxon chose to challenge the sta te 's m ore  s tr in g en t requ irem en t, it cou ld  
s im p ly  a rg u e  th a t th e  TAG h ad  a lready  considered  and  rejected the sta te 's pos ition  as 
techn ica lly  u n sound . A nd  if the sta te 's recom m endatio ns w ere, indeed , tec’nnically  
u n sou nd , then  it w as in consis ten t w ith  the sta te 's ow n  regu la tio n s conce rn ing  cleanup.

The TAG w as n o t a pu re ly  objective fo rum  f r r  sc ien tis ts a n d  eng ineers. It w as a 
g ro u p  o f p eop le  d iscu ssing  pub lic  policy quest* ons w ith  technical aspects. The c leanup  
d ec is ion s in th e  TAG w ere  n o  d iffe ren t than  those a t any  o th e r s tage in th e  sp ill re ­
sponse: N early  all re spon se  ac tions involve som e sub jective eva lu a tio n  of w h e th e r the 
be ^efits o f th e  ac tion  ou tw e igh  the n egative s ide  effects.

It w ou ld  no t be su rp r is in g  th a t d ifferen t agencies m igh t m ake d iffe ren t sub jective 
eva lu a tio n s, and  it w ou ld  be reasonab le to expect, for the sake o f p rogress, th a t each 
w ou ld  m ake  concessions o r com prom ises from  tim e to time.

But th e  adm in is tra tiv e  record  of the TAG d id  n o t tru ly  reflect th is dynam ic. In ­
stead, it p o r tra y ed  the recom m endatio ns of the TAG as the best technical con sen su s of 
all parties.

T he TAG  w as adn un .s te red  by Exxon, and  d om ina ted  by a po licy  in te rp re ta tion  
th e  s ta te  d id  n o t share. The "co n sen su s" in th e  TAG w as frequen tly  less th an  w ha t the 
s ta te  w an ted  —  no t su rp ris ing , since the c leanup  resources w ere  con tro lled  by  Exxon 
an d  th e  C oast G uard , and  Exxon and  the C oast G uard  sh a red  a sim ila r ph ilo sophy  
ab o u t h ow  m uch  c le anup  shou ld  be done.

"T he  s ta te  h a s  b een  iso la ted  in the decision-m aking p rocess by Exxon, the Coast 
G uard , and  N O A A ," the s ta te  Fish and  G am e d ep a rtm en t repo rted  in June 1990.
"T h ere  a re  o th e r federa l agencies, local governm en ts, an d  pub lic  in te re st g ro u p s  . . .  
th a t h av e  a leg itim ate  s tak e  in how  decisions are fo rm ed ."78

The cha llenge  for the sta te  w as to w o rk  w ith in  the TAG, since it se rv ed  as a  useful 
veh icle fo r f ind ing  com m on  g rou n d  w ith  o th e r p a rtie s in the c leanup  —  as long  as that 
com m on  g ro u n d  w ere  n o t p o rtrayed  as the on ly  g round . In ag ree ing  to a g iv en  course 
of ac tion  in the " jo in t"  re spon se  u n d e r federal d irection, th e  s ta le  h ad  to m ake  su re  tha t 
it p re se rv ed  its ow n  op tio n s to enact stric te r c leanup  s tan d a rd s, if necessary, on  its 
own.

F rom  a b ro ad e r perspec tive, it w as especially  im po rtan t for the s ta te  th a t the Exxon 
Valdez " s ta n d a rd s "  p ro d u ced  in th e  TAG be und e rs to od  for th e  com prom ises they 
w ere  —  the best possib le  com prom ises, g iven  the ex isting cond itio ns an d  availab ility  of 
resources. The idea th a t the TAG recom m endations rep resen ted  the b es t possib le 
technical so lu tio n  m igh t lim it the sta te 's ability to  requ ire  m ore com ple te  c leanup  no t 
on ly  on  th e  Exxon Valdez spill, b u t in o the r sp ills and  o th e r c leanup s in y ears to come.

A fte r th e  1990 season, th e  s ta te  clarified its role w ith in  th e  TAG and  d efin ed  the
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By 1991, s ta te  a g e n c y  
m an ag e rs  h a d  m ad e  
eno u gh  ad ju s tm en ts in th e  
adm in istra tive r e c o rd  to 
re s to re  som e o f th e  
e ro d e d  au tho rity  o f the 
gov e rnm en t to  re g u la te  
a n d  d ire c t spill activities.

g ro u n d  ru les for its invo lvem en t in the TAG. For the state, th e  TAG w as "a  fo rum  for 
o u r agencies to exp lain  w hat ac tion  the sp ille r sh o u ld  take b ased  on  the s ta te 's  p rio ri­
ties and  requ irem en ts."”  The s ta te  p rod u ced  its ow n  w ork  o rd e rs  b ased  on its specific 
regu la to ry  au th o rity  and  requ irem en ts, an d  su bm itted  them  to th e  TAG. U nde r th is 
plan, th e  federal g overnm en t w ou ld  h ave  th e  op tion  o f accep ting  th e  sta te 's polic ies 
an d  requ irem en ts, and  in c lud ing  them  in the federa l w o rk  o rder. If the federa l g ov e rn ­
m en t chose no t to, the sta te  re se rved  its righ t to re-evaluate th e  s i tu a tio n  and  issue a 
su pp lem en ta l w o rk  o rd e r later.

The ISCC and  the TAG each  h ad  th e ir s tren g th s and  w eaknesses.
The ISCC b e tte r reflected th e  d iv ers ity  o f in te rests involved, a n d  m ore d irec tly  

d ea lt w ith  c leanup  issues as m a tte rs  of policy. It a lso  p u t the g ov e rnm en ts  and  the 
sp ille r in ro les th a t w ere  m ore im m ed ia te ly  u n d e rs tan d ab le  to th e  public. U nde r the 
ISCC, the g ov e rnm en t —  and  th e  pub lic  it rep resen ts  —  estab lished  th e  polic ies an d  
Exxon im p lem en ted  them . The C oast G u a rd  and  DEC m on ito red  th e  c le anup  to m ake 
su re  Exxon im p lem en ted  th e  polic ies p roperly .

The TAG w as less u nd e rs ta n d ab le  a n d  less accessible. It co n s id e red  the sam e issues 
as th e  ISCC, only  w ith  few er p a rtic ip an ts  a n d  in private. It w as d escrib ed  as a stric tly  
technical g roup, b u t its d e lib e ra tio n s frequen tly  sp illed  over in to  policy . It t ip p ed  the 
balance of influence, g iv ing  Exxon b e tte r access an d  con tro l ove r g o v e rnm en t d e lib e ra ­
tions th an  the public. Because o f fu ndam en ta l m isun d e rs ta n d in g s  am ong  the p a r tie s  
a b o u t w h a t w as policy and  w h a t w as technical, th e  TAG caused  s ign ific an t m isu n d e r­
stand ings. It p resen ted  p o ten tia l p rob lem s for th e  s ta te  in  se ttin g  c le anu p  requ irem en ts 
a n d  s tan d a rd s  th a t fu lfilled the s ta tu to ry  and  regu la to ry  re spon sib ilitie s of s ta te  
resource  m anagers.

S ta te rev iew ers d id  n o t g ive the TAG h ig h  m arks. A lthough  th e  th eo ry  m ig h t h av e  
been  good  —  technical p os ition s only, a sing le federa l agency coo rd in a tin g  all the 
recom m enda tio n s o f th e ir respec tive g ove rnm en ts —  in p rac tice it w as not.

"T he Exxon cha irm an  sa id  h e  expected  the [Coast G uard ] a n d  ADEC rep s  to 
coo rd in a te  in p u t from  o th e r s ta te  and  federa l agencies. In th eo ry  th is  m ig h t be okay. In 
p ractice it d ilu te s o th e r agency an d  com m un ity  inpu t," a DEC ana ly s is  conc luded . " . . .  
If TAG w as su p po sed  to p ro v id e  the federal on-scene coo rd in a to r w ith  a com b ined  
in teragency, land  m anage r/ow ner, pub lic  in te rest in p u t to tre a tm en t decisions, it 
largely  fa iled ."80

The sta te  F ish and  G am e d ep a rtm en t a lso  felt th a t the TAG h in d e re d  the re spon se  
ra th e r than h e lp ed  it. "M ore  overa ll decision-making au th o rity  sh o u ld  be re s to red  to  an  
in ter-organizational b ody  like the ISCC and  no  au th o rity  to a TAG-like g roup . The 1990 
TAG shou ld  h av e  been  restric ted  to w ha t its n am e im plied: techn ica l adv ice  fo r an a ly z ­
ing  o iling  cond itions and  d ev is in g  c leanup  p rocedures. The TAG of th is y ear w as too 
in fluenced  by Exxon and  the [Coast G uard)."Bl

F ish and  G am e also felt th a t its in fluence as the sta te 's p r im a ry  w ild life  re sou rce  
m an ag e r w as b lu n ted  in the TAG because F ish and  G am e h ad  to firs t p ass  its recom ­
m enda tion s th ro ugh  DEC. W hile Fish an d  G am e cou ld  advocate  its p os ition  w ith in  the 
s ta te  policy-making struc tu re , d ep a r tm en t rep resen ta tiv es w ere  u ncom fo rtab le  a t being  
k ep t a t arm 's leng th  from  the ac tu a l TAG delibe rations.83

And, like DEC, Fish and  G am e questio ned  the w isdom  of le tting  Exxon con tro l the 
adm in is tra tiv e  record, a nd  p a rtic ip a te  as a full p a r tn e r in d ec isions reg a rd in g  the 
m an agem en t of state-owned resources and  habitat. The d ep a r tm en t n o ted  th a t the 
in fo rm a tion  g a th e red  on the " jo in t"  field su rv ey s w as accu ra te ly  reco rded , b u t th a t it 
w as h an d le d  and  p resen ted  by Exxon in the TAG. It w as Exxon’s ro le  as the responsib le  
p a r ty  to p ropo se  h ow  they  in ten d ed  to trea t a p a rticu la r shoreline, a n d  it w as the 
governm en ts ' ro le to accept, m od ify  o r reject the p iopo sa l. T hen  th e  com pany  w ou ld  
th en  sit d ow n  and  help  fo rm  the official policies abou t the resources. "T h e  S tate shou ld  
n o t accede to any  o th e r o rgan iza tion  o r agency d ec id ing  w hat 'ne t env ironm en ta l 
benefit' is o r is n o t concern ing  o u r  resources. Exxon is a com m ercia l oil com pany  
h av in g  no  legal a u th o rity  to re n d e r m an agem en t d ec isions abou t th e  s ta tu s  o f ou r 
w ild life  and  habitats.''83
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DEC sh a red  its s is te r agency's concerns abou t th e  p rodu c tio n  and  p re sen ta tio n  of 
the base lin e  TAG d a ta  by  r xxon. The fo rm s and  m ap s d ev e lo p ed  d u rin g  the su rv ey s 
w ere  d ra f ted  largely  by  Exxon and  p laced  before th e  TAG fo r ed iting  and  app roval. In 
o th e r w ords, the official g ov e rnm en t su rv ey  reco rd s w ere  p rodu ced  by th e  spiller, and, 
in the TAG, subject to the sam e n ego tia tion  p rocess (and in th e  sta te 's v iew , the sam e 
policy imbalance) as o th e r c leanup  issues. Exxon w as able to d riv e  the reco rd ing  of 
in fo rm a tion  it felt w as im po rtan t, even  if th e  g ov e rnm en t d id  not. It w as a lso  able to 
con tro l the flow  of ce rta in  in fo rm ation  to its advan tage.

In 1990, there w ere tw o  sp rin g  su rveys. The first, d u b b ed  the SSATM survey, 
invo lved  state, federal a n d  Exxon p ersonnel w ho  reco rded  genera l o iling  cond itio ns 
a n d  in d iv id u a l sho re lin e  profiles. A second, sm alle r task  force invo lv ing  ADF&G, a 
federal g ov e rnm en t rep, and  Exxon concen tra ted  on  an ad rom ou s  s tream s in the 
ANADSCAT89 su rvey . The A NADSCAT in fo rm ation  fo rm ed  the basis o f specia lized  
a n ad rom ou s s tream  w o rk  o rd e rs  (called AWOs). These w ere  p a r t o f the p ackage 
con sid e red  by the TAG for the basic sho re lin e  w o rk  o rd e rs  th a t w en t to th e  field.

D u rin g  c leanup  in 1990, Fish an d  G am e m on ito rs  becam e concerned  th a t c leanup  
c rew s w e re  n o t fu lfilling the in ten t o f th e  AW Os, a n d  w hen  d isp u te s  o r q ues tio n s arose 
they  requ es ted  th a t su p e rv iso rs  refer back  to th e  AWOs. In one case, an  Exxon su p e rv i­
so r (who, in teresting ly , h ad  w o rked  on the ANADSCAT) den ied  the A W O s existed; in 
ano ther, F ish and  G am e repo rted  th a t the AW Os w ere  closely  h e ld  and  n o t d is trib u ted  
by  a C oast G u a rd  su p erv iso r.86 The A W O experience is an  exam p le  of h ow  a sta te  
agency, w ith  full s ta tu to ry  au th o rity  to p ro tec t sa lm on  sp aw n in g  hab ita t, h ad  to 
p e titio n  the sp ille r fo r re lease  of in fo rm a tion  th a t cou ld  lead  to fu ll en fo rcem en t o f sta te  
c le anup  requ irem en ts.

"T h ro u g ho u t the spill, Exxon —  w ith  ex tensive m anpow er, c om pu te r a n d  technical 
re sou rces b eyond  those o f th e  g ov e rnm en ts —  p rodu ced  th e  do cum en ts a n d  fo rm s tha t 
becam e p a r t o f the official record. Further, as a ch a rte r m em ber of the TAG g roup, the 
Exxon co rpo ra tio n  b eg an  to tak e  on  a quasi-official, sub-governm ental s ta tu s ,"  sta te  
sp ill m an ag e rs  repo rted  in 1991. "E xxon w as m ak ing  recom m enda tion s abo u t the 
e ffectiveness and  the d es irab ility  of tre a tm en t techn iques; it w as offering  com m en t on 
th e  h ea lth  o f fisheries, the recovery of the env ironm en t, th e  ab ility  o f p eo p le  to u se  the 
a reas acco rd ing  to p rev iou s ly  e s tab lish ed  p a tte rn s ."87

These com m en ts and  assessm en ts w ere  n o t in c lud ed  in the official reco rd  in the 
form  of an  Exxon le tte r o r  com m un ica tion  to the governm en t, on Exxon le tte rhead . 
They w e re  on  the official reco rd ing  forms, a longside, in equ a l s tand ing , to tho se  of the 
gove rnm en t. In fact, in the TAG, th e  sho re lin e  p ro file  and  p re lim ina ry  recom m enda ­
tion  fo r c leanup  cam e from  Exxon. It w as then  u p  to  th e  g ove rnm en ts (or in m any 
cases, th e  s ta te  g ov e rnm en t alone), to  m ake  a case for c leanup . Th is seem ed  to sta te  
m an ag e rs a cu rio u s reversa l o f roles: In stead  of the g ov e rnm en t in fo rm ing  Exxon w hat 
it n e ed ed  to d o  to m ee t s ta te  and  federa l p o llu tion  s tand ard s, Exxon to ld  th e  g ov e rn ­
m en ts w h a t w as necessary, forcing regu la to ry  agencies to w o rk  from  Exxon's baseline. 
W hile the s ta te  w as uncom fo rtab le  w ith  th is a rrangem en t,89 the  federa l g ov e rnm en t 
w as not. In fact, the C oast G uard  actively  p rom o ted  th e  sy stem  and  en thusias tica lly  
p ra ised  its effectiveness.

"T he  'coopera tive effort' th a t Exxon and  the C oast G uard  keep  p rom o tin g  is n o t in 
th e  s ta te 's  in te rest since coopera tion  typ ica lly  m eans th a t the sta te  shou ld  go a long 
w ith  an y  FOSC [federal on-scene coo rd in a to r] dec ision  w ith o u t objecting publicly. 
C oopera tio n  m eans th a t th e  sta te  leg itim izes Exxon's effo rts s im p ly  th ro u g h  jo in t 
p artic ip a tion . O nce the s ta te  ag rees to p a rtic ip a te  in a p ro ject (TAG . . .  etc.) Exxon 
typ ica lly  assum es con tro l by d ed ica tin g  ino rd in a te  am oun ts  o f personnel, equ ipm en t, 
logistics, an d  adm in is tra tiv e  serv ices th a t even tu a lly  o ve rw he lm  the state.

"S u gg e s t the s ta te  m od ify  its  coopera tion  w ith  the C oast G uard  and  Exxon by 
p rom o tin g  perfo rm ance  crite ria  ove r process, th a t is, w e s ta te  w ha t w e w an t to achieve 
an d  th en  critically review  w h a tev e r polic ies o r p ro d u c ts  Exxon develops. If th ey  are 
unaccep tab le  th en  the s ta te  shou ld  be p rep a red  to e ith e r im p lem en t its ow n  policies, or 
use p ub lic  o p in ion  to ass is t in conv inc ing  Exxon to m od ify  its p lan n ed  p rog ram ," Fish
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and  G am e's chief re spon se  m anag e r a rg u ed  to o th e r s la te  re sp o n d e rs  in  Jun e  1990.Hq
By 1991, sta te  agency m an ag e rs h ad  m ade  enough  ad ju s tm en ts  in the a dm in is tra ­

tive reco rd  to resto re som e of th e  e rod ed  au th o rity  of the g ov e rnm en t to  regu la te  and  
d irec t sp ill activities. The s ta te  w ro te  its ow n  w ork  o rde rs  an d  conduc ted  su pp lem en ta l 
trea tm en t on  its own, in stead  of b ring ing  ev e ry  issue to the TAG for reso lu tion . Yet 
w ith in  th e  con tex t o f the " jo in t"  response, th e  sta te  cou ld  ach ieve on ly  lim ited  in d ep en ­
d en t ac tion  w ithou t su p p o r t from  the federa l governm en t.

1.5 S u m m a r y

N eith e r the s ta te  n o r the federa l gov e rnm en t had  in p lace a m an ag em en t sy stem  
th a t cou ld  be im p lem en ted  qu ick ly  o r ru n  sm oo th ly  d u rin g  a d isa s te r a s com plex  and  
as leng thy  as the Exxon Valdez oil spill. The " jo in t"  re spon se  cobb led  to g e th e r w ith  the 
consen t o f bo th  g ove rnm en ts w as a w ell- intentioned, b u t un rea lis tic  e ffo rt to h a rm o ­
n ize  s ta te  and  federa l au tho rity .

The public, w h ich  no rm ally  h ad  access to and  in fluence o v e r its gov e rnm en t's  
actions, w as p u sh ed  asid e  by the em ergency  and  n ev e r fu lly  re tu rn ed  to th e  process. 
The sp ille r a ssum ed  an  am b iguou s ro le —  p a r t governm en t, p a r t po llu ter, p a r t con trac­
to r —  answ erab le  only  to g ov e rnm en t "c o o rd in a to rs "  an d  in su la ted  from  pub lic  
accountability .

Little doub t, then, th a t th e  spill a n d  th e  re sp on se  h av e  led to  changes a n d  new  
sugges tio n s abou t h ow  the s ta te  and  federa l governm en ts, a n d  the in du s try , sh o u ld  
p rep a re  fo r a n d  im p lem en t oil sp ill response.
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underpaid workers a total of $145,000, and overpaid others a total of $40,000. The 
department made back payments to some workers and collected overpayments from the 
others.

39State agencies lend each other money through an internal system of Reimburscnble Services 
Agreements when one department is carrying out an approved function for another.

40Also in 1989, the Legislature made an additional special emergency appropriation of $35 
million to the Office of the Governor. The Governor was authorized to spend this money at 
his discretion, as long as the Attorney General reviewed the proposed expense and deter­
mined that it met reasonable criteria for reimbursement by Exxon. Most of this money was 
used for state legal costs and scientific damage assessment, not day-to-day operations. The 
state expected to recover its legal costs at trial, or in an out-of-court settlement; therefore, 
the attorney general concluded these costs were technically “rcimburseable."

"A t last accounting in late 1991, the billings of this nature came to roughly $300,000.
"This does not include the University of Alaska system, which, like most universities, has 

programs and faculhj that conduct basic and applied research in a variety o) areas.
43Perhaps the best, and most critical example of this was the "net environmental benefit" 

debate, detailed in Chapter 3, section 4.
"  This came out of the $35 million special appropriation to the Governor's office.
45 Results of damage assessment studies and their implications for restoration arc discussed in

Chapter 5, Restoration.
46 In 1991, DEC and Fish and Game were requesting that the federal government pursue more

complete cleanup of anadromous stream sites, even though oil was by that time heavily 
weathered. The National Uceanic and Atmospheric Administration nnd the Coast Guard 
maintained that the weathered oil posed a limited threat, if any, to salmon spawning, 
reproduction, and survival. Fish and Game provided general interpr'talions of damage 
assessment data from pink salmon studies that helped buttress state requirements for more 
complete cleanup. However, this type of interaction between response and damage 
assessment xvas the exception rather than the rule.

47See Chapter 3, section 4 for a more complete discussion of Fish and Game's role in the various 
committees formed with Exxon and the Const Guard during the "joint" response period.

i}iDEC.'s field monitors began to assume greater responsibility and authority in 1990 and 1991, 
as experience on this specific spill response became more important than general technical 
knowledge.

49 Kuwada, M., unpublished ADF&G summary of department oil spill activities, 1991.
50This requirement urns not always met. DEC's personnel officer said later that the emergency 

hire provision was frequently ignored, and "emergency" hires were kept in the field and on 
the payroll.

51 These lists for all slate job classes are known as the "registers." They rank applicants
according to objective analysis of experience, education, etc. Supervisors must hire from 
the top several names on the applicable register.

52 Labor's involvement xvas required by both federal and state occupational safety laxvs (Alaska
administers the federal program here); Community and Regional Affairs administered 
some small state grants and coordinated community meetings; Administration's telecom­
munications division set up and maintained the state's remote radio communications 
system.

53 Personal communication, July 1992. In fact, Kelso and the DEC project staff often com­
plained that the state's legal department xvas not xvorking closely enough with DEC in its 
usual way, namely, providing legal support and advice on enforcing cleanup regulations.

54 The problem xvas not endemic, but it cropped up on major issues from time to time: funding
and procurement of equipment to protect hatcheries over the xuinter of 1989-90, comments 
on the federal government's proposed cleanup stragey for 199Q, DEC's approval of Corexil 
testing in 1990, development of written standards for cleanup that integrated all agency
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positions, and a few others.
r,r' There were some occasional departures from this flow pattern. In the early stages, it was 

partly due to confusion; later, it would happen xoith tacit acceptance by the state and 
federal coordinators because a certain agency had an overwhelming interest in an issue or 
the primary presence in a region.

%This is the Incident Command System approach that is in use in Alaska today.
57 The most controversial example of state permitting of cleanup activity occurred in 1989, 

when Exxon proposed to burn tens of thousands of tens of oily solid waste in large incin­
erators. The controversy is discussed in more detail in section 3.0, Cleanup Activities.

59Terminology differs among agencies. These teams were also called Shoreline Cleanup 
Assessment Teams, or SCATs, and tasks and focus sometimes varied from place to place. 
From here on out they are called simply "assessment teams," a term intended to include 
the various and changing groups that conducted assessments during the entire response.

[9Knorr, J., Lelhcoe, N., Teal, A., Christopherson, S., and Whitney, "The Interagency 
Shoreline Cleanup Committee: A Cooperative Approach to Shoreline Cleanup —  The 
Exxon V aldez Spill," (Proceedings of the International Oil Spill Conference, San Diego, 
1991), pp 191-192.

David Kennedy, quoted in the October 31,1991 issue of Pacific magazine, a Sunday supple­
ment to the Seattle Times.

01 Hull, op. cit., p. 44.
6iKuxoada, M., Alaska Department of Fish and Game, unpublished summary of agency 

activities, 1991 (updated somewhat in 1992). Payroll records from DEC also show staff, 
almost uniformly, xvorking extended si ichcs of 10-18 hour days with irregular time off.

^ Morrison, ]., memorandum to Kuwada, M., ADF&G, Sept. 11,1990. This is a common 
theme through state summaries, memoranda, field reports, dc. State monitors and 
contractors frequently expressed frustration about what they perceived to be a coalition 
made up of Exxon-Coast Guard-NOAA, whose policies and recommendations were often 
in opposition to the stale's.

w Morris, R., unpublished DEC summary of ISCC and Technical Advisory Group activities, 
October 1991. The author was a member of the state teams that generated state recommen­
dations for cleanup at specific sites from 1989-92.

65 The MACs were not exactly the same as the ISCC, but they sewed a similar function. The 
MAC meetings in Homer and Kodiak and Seward were the principal forums for regional 
agency staff and the public to address spill issues and communicate xoith the federal on ■ 
scene coordinator. In addition to the MAC in the Kenai Peninsula area, there xvas a 
smaller agency group called the RMAC (Resource Multi-Agency Group) that dealt 
exclusively xoith resource concerns, as opposed to broader public policy concerns. Kodiak's 
local spill management was centered in an emergency response committer, which paralleled 
the Kodiak borough's normal emergency sewices management plan, and a Kodiak Inter­
agency Shoreline Cleanup Committee.

66Personal communication, Steve Provant, DEC, September 1992.
67Morrison memorandum, op. cit.
68Randy Bayliss saved as state on-scene coordinator (SOSC) from April 4 to September 25, 

1990, when DEC Commissioner Dennis Kelso appointed Ernie Piper to the post. Piper 
stepped down March 16, 1992. Commissioner joint Sandorthen appointed Simon Maxoson 
as SOSC.

69 ADF&G staff notes from the Newport Beach meeting quote NOAA's Dave Kennedy,
ADF&G files, February 1990.

70 The primary exception cited by NOAA xuas the presence of oil in shellfish beds, such as clams.
n Stegcman. John f. c. Brtrc R. Woodin. "Cytochrome P450E (P4501) induction in fish from 

Prince William Sound." Unpublished preliminary report, August 1990. Woods Hole,
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Massachusetts. The Stegeman study and associated ADF&G work used a marker enzyme 
—  cytochrome P450 —  to determine if the fish were absorbing hydrocarbons. When this 
enzyme showed up at a certain level in the livers of the fish, the researchers concluded that 
the fish were metabolizing hydrocarbons; there was a significant difference in the enzyme 
level between fish in the oiled zone and those taken from an unoiled area used as a control.

72 Fee generally Exxon V aldez Oil Spill Symposium Abstract Rook. February 1993, Anchor­
age, sponsored by the Exxon V aldez Oil Spill Trustee Council, University of Alaska Sea 
Grant Program, and the American Fisheries Society, Alaska Chapter. A Symposium 
Proecdings is slated to be published in 1994.

73 Throughout the response there were ongoing research projects into the effect of storm verm
relocation conducted by Exxon contractor Woodward Clyde, the State of Alaska and also 
by a NOAA contractor. All of them showed the shorelines were fairly resilient, and they 
returned readily to the original profile or to a stable profile.

74 The citation is IS A AC 75.
75 Despite a number of government tests showing that subsistence foods were safe to eat unless

they looked, smelled, or tasted oily, many people (especially older Alaska Natives) simply 
stopped eating certain foods because of the perception of risk. State subsistence official 
documented this effect in a paper: Fall, lames A. "Subsistence After the Spill: Uses offish 
and xoildlife in Alaska Native villages and the Exxon V aldez oil spill." November, 1990, 
presented at the American Anthropological Association annual meeting, Ncxo Orleans,
LA.

76Piper, E., Winter, G., Gibeaut, ]., Bauer,)., Kuwada, M., Copland, B., and Frechione, /., 
"Exxon V aldez Oil spill Response—  Year Three," Exxon V aldez Oil Spill Response 
Center, March 1991, p. S.

77 Bioremediation, in very simple terms, is the process of applying fertilizer to speed up the 
natural rate of degradation of oil by microbes that break down hydrocarbons.

76 Kuwada, A l, notes from presentation to state management meeting, June 19,1990.
79 Piper, ct al., Year Three report, p. 12.
60 Morris, DEC, op. cit.
81 Morrison, ADF&G, op. cit. Other department managers, including Kuwada, the habitat 

division's chief spill representative, echoed this criticism in similar xvays in a variety of 
other documents and forums.

-2 DEC sometimes came to the TAG xoith Fish end Game concerns, especially xohen the issue at 
hand xvas directly related to fisheries or spaxuning habitat. In 1991 Fish nnd Game (and 
Natural Resources) started attending the TAG meetings regularly, as the state look more of 
a team concept into the proceedings.

83Morrison, ADF&G, op. cit.
M Spring Shoreline Assessment Team.
B5Anadromous Stream Cleanup Assessment Team.
m Morrison, ADF&G, op. cit.
87 Piper, et al.,op. cit.
88Kelso, D., Commissioner, DEC, letter to Rear Admiral D.E. Ciancaglini, July IS, 1990. This 

letter xuas the final piece of a long paper trail xoithin the state agencies about how Alaska's 
interests xvcre either ignored or diminished by the federal government.

89 Kuwada, notes, op. cit.
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C h a p t e r  2 :  T e c h n o l o g y

Oil spill response has more in comrron with fighting fires than 
with cleaning up a mess. It is possible to control or extinguish a 
house fire, but in the end you re still left with a  burnt house, and 
areas that were not damaged by the (ire were damaged by 
water used to put out the fire. Photo by Vanessa Vick

O il sp ill respon se is m ost effective w hen  oil is on the w ater, ra th e r than  s tran d ed  on 
shorelines. The faster re sp ond ers  act, the be tte r chance they have. The effectiveness of 
m ost on-the-water techn iques d ro p s sub stan tia lly  as the oil w eathers, em ulsifies, and  
large slicks b reak  up.

O il sp ill respon se h as m o re  in com m on w ith  figh ting  fires th an  w ith  c lean ing  u p  a 
mess. It is possib le  to con tro l o r ex tingu ish  a hou se  fire, b u t in the end  you 're  still left

w ith  a b u rn t house, a n d  a reas th a t w ere  n o t d am ag ed  by 
the fire w ere  d am ag ed  by w a te r u sed  to p u t o u t the fire.
In the sam e way, oil sp ill response is d am age  control, no t 
d am age elim ination . A ll techniques, to som e degree, have 
adve rse  side effects. N early  all re sp on se  and  c leanup  
decisions are a m a tte r o f w eigh ing  th e  n ega tive  effects of 
response and  trea tm en t aga in s t the n eg a tiv e  effects of 
le tting  oil go  free.

Every oil sp ill is d ifferent, and  so  is every  response. 
The am oun t of oil sp illed  is often less im p o rta n t than 
w here  it is sp illed, w he th e r p eop le  o r w ild life hab ita t 
m igh t be affected, an d  how  w eather, w ind  and  w a te r 
affect the respon se strategy. H ow ever, in nearly  all cases, 
the su ite  of sp ill re spon se  techno log ies and  techn iques is 
ro ugh ly  the sam e. A nd, as no ted  above, each techn ique 
o r technology h as lim itations; none, by itself, is a so lu tion  
to sp illed  oil on th e  w ater.

H owever, a lm ost a s soon  as the oil from  the Exxon 
Valdez w as on the w ater, the new' id eas w ere  on  the w'ay. 
The en trep ren eu rs  w ere  calling, fax ing  and  fly ing to 
V aldez to try to sell th e ir p roducts. Everyone involved in 
th e  response w as in u nd a ted  w ith  requests, offers, and  
d em an d s  from  v endo rs selling  ev e ry th ing  from  reason ­
ably well-known so lv en ts and  p ro d u c ts  to off-beat mid 
un tried  techniques. O ne v en d o r h ad  d ia tom aceous earth, 
ano the r had  c ru shed  ce-k, a nd  yet a n o th e r p ropo sed  
sp re ad ing  lem on ju ice on the oil. B ackyard inven to rs sen t 
has tily  d raw n  schem atics of n ew  and  as-yet u nbu ilt 
sk im m ers and  o th e r m achines. Peop le sen t hom e v ideos 
an d  stud io-produced  efforts. In one o f the m ost m em o ­
rable h om em ade v ideo  prom otions, a v en d o r s tum b led  
o ve r the slick cobbles of a P rince W illiam  Sound  sho re ­
line, haw k ing  h is p ro d u c t as h e  sp re ad  it on  the rocks —  
all the w h ile  c rad ling  a s tu ffed  baby seal.

S urfing on  th a t tida l w ave of com m ercia l com m un ica­
tions w ere som e o u tr ig h t hucksters, b u t there w ere  also 
w ell- intentioned and  though tfu l citizens, som e creative- 
but-unrealistic inventors, and  m any  repu tab le  vendors. If 
one so rted  o u t the greedy, the d ream ers, and  the o pp o r­

tunists, m o st of the sugges ted  p ro d u c ts  fell in to  tw o  genera l classes: ab so rben ts and  
so lvents. O ne g ro u p  of p ro d u c ts  w ould, in theory, so ak  up  o r congeal floa ting  oil; the 
second  w ou ld  loosen  it from  rocks o r b reak  slicks u p  on  the w'ater. N early  all su ffered  
from  basic technical, chem ical, o r opera tiona l flaws.

First, m any  of the p ro d u c ts  w ere obv iously  lim ited  in the sam e w ays th a t bu rn in g  
o r chem ical d isp e rsan ts  are lim ited. Fresh oil is the bes t oil to w o rk  w ith. O n  w ea th e r­
ing oil in cold, subarc tic  w aters, o r on  oil th a t w as quickly  tu rn in g  ta rry  a n d  thick, o r
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on em u lsion  th a t w as p rim arily  water, m any  of the suggested  techn iqu es ju s t w ou ldn 't 
w ork, b ased  on  the in fo rm ation  p rov id ed  to Exxon, the A laska D ep a rtm en t o f E nv iron ­
m en ta l C on se rv a tio n  (DEC), o r the C oast G uard ,

Next, the u se  o f any  so lv en t o r ab so rb en t u sua lly  m eans th e re  is a by-product. 
D u rin g  one te s t conduc ted  in A pril on N aked  Island, c rew s sp re ad  p ea t m oss on  oily

rocks. Indeed, the p ea t m oss so aked  u p  
free oil and  em u lsion . But like o th e r 
absorben ts, resp jn d e r s  w e re  still left w ith  
the p rob lem  of collecting th e  moss-oil 
m ix tu re  and  d isp o s in g  o f it p roperly . 
Collection, sto rage, a nd  d isp o sa l of oily 
w aste  w ou ld  loom  as one of th e  b iggest 
p rob lem s in  th is m assiv e  sp ill response, 
and  any  sign ifican t a d d itio n  to the vo lum e 
of w aste  w as ju d g ed  im practical. A n 
add itio n  p rob lem  w ith  loose ab so rb en ts is 
tha t w hen  u sed  on  the w ater, they w ou ld  
likely c reate  a th icker sub stan ce  th a t cou ld  
no t be sk im m ed  u sing  ex is ting  equ ipm en t.

The m ost com m on  techn ica l p rob lem  
w ith  h u n d re d s  o f p roduc ts, how ever, w as 
a lack of verified field tes ting  o r d em on ­
s tra ted  use on o th e r spills. T h is w as n o t 
m ere ly  a p rob lem  w ith  the n ew  p rod u c ts  
tha t cam e across the fax m ach ines a nd  
d esk  o f DEC, the C oast G u a rd  and  Exxon; 
it is a basic p rob lem  w ith  oil respon se 
eq u ipm en t and  p ro d u c ts  in  th e  U n ited  
States. Even th e d isp e rsan ts  ap p ro v ed  for 
use by the U.S. E nv ironm en ta l P ro tec tion  
A gency (EPA) h av e  h ad  lim ited  ac tual 
testing, s im p ly  becau se  it is d ifficu lt to 

conduc t a p rop e rly  con tro lled  and  m on ito red  test o f an oil sp ill p ro d u c t w ith o u t 
sp illing  som e oil. O n ly  a few  gov e rnm en ts (Norw ay am ong  them) au th o rize  con tro lled  
sp ills fo r te s tin g  o r for respon se drills, so v endo rs a re  d ep en d en t on "sp ills  o f o p p o r tu ­
n ity " to try  th e ir lu ck  —  w h ich  p robab ly  explains, in  part, w h y  som e v en d o rs  o ffered to 
d o  test app lica tio n s large ly  a t th e ir ow n  expense. A lso, the level a n d  scope of tes ting  
th a t a chem ica l p ro d u c t m ig h t requ ire  is a tim e-consum ing and  expen siv e  p roposition . 
I r  ihe U n ited  States, th is task  res ts p rim arily  w ith  th e  p riv a te  sector, and  m ost, if n o t all 
o f the sm a ll com pan ies o r v endo rs h aw k in g  the ir w a re s  to the Exxon Valdez re sp ond e rs  
d id  n o t h av e  the financial or technical capab ility  to h ave  conduc ted  th e  rig h t k in d s  of 
tests.

In add itio n , w h a t w ere th e  " r ig h t"  tests? A t th e  tim e of the spill, th e re  w ere  no 
s tan d a rd  su ite  o f tests and  m e thodo log ie s a d o p ted  by the federa l o r s ta te  g ov e rnm en ts 
for u se  in sc reen ing  th e  w ide varie ty  of p ro d u c ts  p eop le  w ere  se lling .1

Since th e  Exxon Valdez spill, the sta te  h a s  b egun  to  d eve lop  a p ro d u c t sc reen ing  
p rocedu re , how ever, no  large-scale o r system atic  sc reen ing  p rog ram  w as in p lace a t 
e ith e r th e  s ta te  o r fede ra l level in M arch o f 1989.

In te s tim ony  before a C ong ressional com m ittee  on  A p ril 19,1989, G ove rn o r S teve 
C ow pe r ca lled  fo r a n a tio nw id e  p rog ram  of in ten siv e  research  in to  oil sp ill response. 
"W e sh o u ld  n o t h av e  to use a sp ill like th a t in P rince W illiam  S ound  to find  o u t the best 
w ay  to con ta in  an d  clean u p  oil. W e shou ld  know  in  advance ."2

The A laska O il Spill C om m ission, fo rm ed  by G ove rno r S teve Cow 'per to rev iew  the 
in c id en t a n d  m ake  recom m endations, fo und  th a t gov e rnm en t and  in d u s try  h ad  d on e  
little to p ro d  d ev e lo pm en t an d  testing  of creative  app ro ach es in sp ill response.

"D esp ite  tw o  d ecad es of ris ing  pub lic  concern  fo r the env ironm en ta l con sequences

Many innovations for oil cleanup were tested: During this test conducted in 
April of '89 on Applegate Rocks, crews spread peat moss on oily rocks. The 
peat moss soaked up free oil and emulsion but left Ihe problem of collecting the 
moss-oil mixture and disposing of it properly.

Photo by the U. S. Coast Guard
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of oil spills, research  on the subject is still in its in fancy," the com m ission  repo rted  in 
1990. .. Spill response technology is u n te s ted  an d  und e rd ev e lo p ed . R esearch invest­
m en t is low, and  in stitu tiona l com m itm en t to the field is scarce . . . .

"M uch  of the availab le c leanup  equ ipm en t h ad  n o t been  tested  in the vario u s 
c ircum stances facing c leanup  crews. D ue to cau tion  o r uncerta in ty , u n te s ted  techn iques 
w ere  n o t quick ly  im p lem en ted ."3

Vice A dm ira l C lyde E. Robbins, w ho  se rved  as federal on-scene coo rd in a to r fo r the 
U.S. Const G u a rd  in 1989, often  sa id  th a t h e  w as shocked to find u po n  h is a rriv a l in 
V aldez th a t oil spill respon se techno logy w as no  fu rth e r adv an ced  th an  w h a t he h ad  
seen  15 years before.

The m ost fu ndam en ta l p rob lem  w ith  essen tia lly  all th e  th o u san d s  o f offers from  
v en d o rs  w as th a t no  one h ad  the time, the people, and  th e  eq u ipm en t to d evo te  to 
testing  all these p rodu c ts  righ t in the m idd le  of the largest oil ta n k e r sp ill in N o rth  
A m erican  h istory . A s a p ractical m atter, m ost agencies w ere  a lre ady  d ev o tin g  all 
ava ilab le resources to im m ed ia te  em ergency  response  tasks. A lso, s ta te  agencies, such 
as DEC, w ere n o t des igned  to function  as research  and  d ev e lo pm en t centers.4

A s the re spon se  evolved, th e  DEC se t up  a T rea tm en t T echno logy  sec tion  w ith in  
the Exxon Valdez O il Spill R esponse C en ter. The section ev a lu a ted  as m any  as 1,500 
offers, requests and  ideas over time, b u t the sm all section  concen tra ted  p rim arily  on 
eva lu a tin g  a so lven t tha t Exxon and  the C oast G u a rd  w an ted  to use, a n d  w o rk ing  w ith  
th e  EPA and  Exxon on eva lua tion  of fertilizers for b io rem ed ia tion .

W ith  the excep tion of the b io rem ed ia tion  project, sp ill re sp on se  techn iques and  
techno logy u sed  in the Exxon Valdez respon se w ere  confined  to  those in genera l u se  at 
ih e  tim e of the spill. M ost rev iew ers h ave  po in ted  o u t th a t re sea rch  and  d ev e lopm en t 
of a lte rn a tiv e  re spon se  and  c leanup  techn iques h a s  been  lack ing  in the U n ited  States.

In add ition , m ost official rev iew s of the in c iden t po in t o u t th a t p lan ne rs  h ad  n o t 
d es igned  th e  P rince W illiam  Sound re sp on se  sy stem  to h and le  a sp ill of 240,000 barrels. 
The A laska O il Spill C om m ission  fo und  t: at the federal g ov e rnm en t had  n ev e r p ro p ­
erly  d e te rm in ed  if th e  in d u s try  h ad  the resources to dea l w ith  a c a ta s troph ic  spill.5 A 
federa l rev iew  p rep a red  sho rtly  afte r the g ro u n d in g  conc lud ed  th a t th e  reg ional and  
S tate of A laska-approved con tingency  p lan s w ere s im ila rly  flaw ed."

There w as sim ply  no t enough  of any th ing  in th e  area to d ea l w ith  a sp ill of 240,000 
barre ls —  no t enough  m echanical equ 'pm en t, n o t enough  tra in ed  m anpow er, not 
enough  boom , n o t enough  d ispersan t, n o t enough  g ear requ ired  fo r bu rn ing . W hile it is 
w ell u nd e rs to o d  th a t there w as n o t n ea rly  eno ugh  of any  of these, it is som ew ha t less 
w ell u nd e rs to o d  how  the equ ipm en t an d  peop le  ac tually  p erfo rm ed , once dep loyed . A 
c loser look a t w ha t w o rk ed  and  w ha t d id n 't g ives u s a good  idea  o f bo th  th e  ingenu ity  
of re sp ond ers and  the lim ita tions of sp ill response.

2.1 O n  Ihe w a t e r

Efforts to  con tain  and  recover sp illed  oil a n d  m ousse7 on th e  w a te r con tinued , at 
v a ry ing  levels, th ro ughou t the fou r seasons of the response. H ow ever, the p rin c ip a l on- 
the-water recovery  phase  began  on M arch  24 and  ex tended  th ro ug h  ro ugh ly  the 
m idd le  of May, w hen  shorelin..- c leanup  began  in  earnest.

B o o m

A boom  w orks a t the w ater's surface, a n d  ju s t be low  the surface, a n d  can be used 
as a barrier, a deflection  device, a co rra l fo r con ta ined  oil, an  abso rben t, an d  as a 
com ponen t in som e o th e r technique, such  as bu rn ing . Boom of v a ry ing  types is the 
m a in s tay  o f m ost respon se efforts.

M ost con tainm en t, o r " h a rd "  boom , h a s  a p rofile  above and  below  the  su rface of 
the w ater. It is s to red  in con ta iners in large rolls, o r som eth ing  like an  accordion, and  is 
p lay ed  o u t ove r the side o r s te rn  of a vessel m uch  like fisherm en d ep loy  nets. The size

"D esp ite  tw o  d e c o d e s  
of rising pub lic c o n c e rn  for 
the env ironm en ta l 
c o n se q u en c e s  o f oil spills, 
r e s e a rc h  on  th e  su b jec t is 
still in its infancy," th e  
A laska O il Spill 
Commission r e p o r te d  in
1990.
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an d  du rab ility  of th e  boom  varies d ep en d in g  on  the cond itio n s re sp on d e rs  expect in  a 
g iven  area. A n a rea  w ith  s tro ng  cu rren ts  a n d  tides, o r large seas, n eed s a la rg e r and  
m ore d u rab le  boom  th an  one to  be d ep loy ed  in a q u ie t es tu ary .

T he e ffectiveness o f the boom  d ep en d s  on  cond itio n s and  on  the sk ill and  tra in ing  
of the p eop le  d ep loy in g  it. If boom  is be ing  u sed  to co rra l an  oil slick, m uch  like a pu rse  
se in e  net, it m u s t be tow ed  sm oo th ly  an d  stead ily  at very  low  sp eed s —  no t a s im ple  
boat-handling skill, by any  m eans. At a tow ing  speed  (or in a current) o r any th ing  
m o re  th an  tw o  o r th ree  knots, th e  effectiveness of the boom  d ro p s  considerab ly , as oil

beg ins to  slosh  ove r the top, o r slip  
u n d e rn ea th  th e  bo ttom  of the m oving  
boom . T ides, w ind, w aves and  cu rren t 
all ra ise  s im ila r p rob lem s, and  boom  
ancho red  to fixed po in ts  n eed s nearly  
co n s tan t a tten tio n  and  m ain tenance.

R esponde rs also m ay  d ep loy  
sm alle r f loa ting  boom s (many look 
like long  sausages) m ad e  o f abso rben t 
m aterial.

The effectiveness o f boot m g and  
sk im m ing  o p e ra tio n s v a r ied  w idely  
from  site to site. All op e ra tio n s tha t 
com bined  these  basic techno log ies 
w ere  affected by the sk ill o f the peop le 
assem b ling  and  ten d in g  the boom , the 
cond ition  of th e  oil, th e  am oun t of 
vege ta tion  in th e  m ousse, the tides 
an d  cu rren ts, the o pp o rtu n itie s  for 
cleaning, fix ing o r re su pp ly in g  a site 
w ith  gear, and  the qua lity  o r inge­
n iou sness of the design.

DEC field repo rts  from  the first 
six w eeks of the sp ill a re  full of 
observa tions, com plain ts, and  fru s tra ­
tions abou t boom  dep loym en t, 
tend ing, a n d  m a in tenance . This w as a 
p ro d u c t o f bo th  lim ited  tra in ing  and  
d ifficu lt cond itions. H ow ever, local 
fish ing vesse l sk ip p e rs  w ere  a trem en ­
d o u s  sou rce  o f sk illed  labor, since 
m ost qu ick ly  d iscovered  tha t tow ing  a 
boom  w as v e ry  sim ila r to h an d lin g  a 
p u rs e  seine.

Local re s id en ts  and  s ta te  w orkers 
a lso  f igu red  out, by tria l and  error, 
site-specific m e th od s fo r m a in ta in ing  
boom  "fences." F requently, th is 
en ta iled  a rra ng in g  d iffe ren t k inds of 
boom  (absorbent and  con ta inm en t 
boom  of v a ry ing  sizes) in tiers, so that 
oil lost by one w ou ld  be caugh t by the 
nex t one. Th is was, how ever, ex­
trem ely  labo r in tensive, requ iring  
n ig h t p a tro ls  a n d  o th e r round-the- 
clock e ffo rts a t bo th  ten d in g  and  
m ain tenance. Boom rep a ir w as a 
con stan t prob lem , since anchored  
boom  w as ro ug h ed  up  by w aves, tide

Boom deployed between two boots in on attempt to corral oil from the Exxon Valdez. 
Much like a  purse seine net. the boom must be lowed smoothly and steadily at very 
low speeds - not a  simple bool handling skill, by any means.

Photo by Michael Lewis

Several layers ot boom contain oil washed from the beach until it is picked up by a 
skimmer. Photo by Rob Schaeffer
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changes, and  rocks. It also n eed ed  to be c l ' ... ,ed frequen tly , since once eno ugh  oil 
soaked  in to o r coated a boom , it sf-., tea to leak in to a reas of c lean  w ater. A crew  o f a 
d ozen  o r so cou ld  clean abo ’ l 1,000 feet of boom  p e r  day; how ever, a t the h e ig h t of the 
ha tchery  p ro tection  effort a t Sawm ill Bay, Evans Island, m o re  th an  28,000 feet of 
con ta inm en t b r  jm  w as in use.

The both .n line on defensive  boom ing w as th a t it requ ired  su b s tan tia l resources 
and  m an p r w er to m a in ta in  even  the m ost basic barriers, su ch  as a t the h a tche ry  sites in 
P rince W illiam  Sound. A” J  ove r time, even w ith  th e  im p ressive am o u n t of m ate ria l 
com ing  in to  the Sound from  a round  the world, defensive b oom ing  sim p ly  gobbled 
resources too quickly  to be effective on a large or con tin u ing  scale. A lthough  d u rin g  the 
he igh t of the A pril response, DEC repo rted  th a t its local c rew  a t S aw m ill Bay (Evans 
Island) cou ld  repa ir 300 to 400 feet of boom  per day, re tu rn in g  th e  g ea r to  a t least 
serv iceab le effectiveness, even  the m ost rugged  boom  had  a sh o rt life. Exxon estim ated  
th a t n ea rly  30 p ercen t o f the boom  dep loyed  d u r in g  the cou rse  o f th e  1989 respon se  
w as d am ag ed  beyond  repa ir o r p rop e r use.8

Also, w h ile  "b o om " is an  in terchangeab le term , boom  ty p es and  b rand  nam es are 
no t a lw ays easily in terchangeab le. In 1989, as m any  as 30 b ran d s  o f con ta inm en t boom, 
of v a rio u s k in d s (self-inflatable, foam  flotation, etc.) and  sizes (18 inches to m ore  than 
fou r feet in depth) w ere in  use, and  it w as genera lly  m ixed  from  site  to site. F ittings, 
connectors, valves, and  o th e r h a rdw a re  w ere no t necessarily  com pa tib le  and  frequen tly  
h ad  to be m od ified  so they  w o u ld  w ork  together. A nd th ere  w as no  g u a ran te e  th a t the 
boom  deliv ered  on  a g iven d ay  to a g iven site w as com patib le  w ith  the a c tu a l cond i­
tions. DEC and  C ordova D istric t F isherm en U nited  team s w o rk ing  in Saw m ill Bay in 
early  A p ril n o ted  w ith  fru s tra tio n  th a t the first boom  they rece ived  w as in p oo r repa ir 
and  too  ligh t to dea l w ith  cu rren ts  th a t ran  as sw iftly  as seven  knots.

A s th e  c leanup  m oved  from  on-the-water to sho re lin e  c leanup , v a rio u s boom  
com bina tion s and  con figu ra tio n s w ere used in tiers in the n ea rsh o re  a rea  to close off 
the c leanup  zone from  open  w ater. H ard  boom  and  abso rb en t boorn w ere  bo th  used, 
and  im p rov ised  boom  m ade from  absorben t "pom -pom s" w e re  s tru n g  th ro u g h ou t the

c leanup  area.

Skimmers

M ost sk im m ers in use in the 
U n ited  S tates a re  sha llow  draft, sm all 
vessels d es ig n ed  to w o rk  in p ro tected  
a reas such  a s in sho re  o r n ea rsho re  
w aters. T here  a re  a n um b e r of sk im ­
m ing  system s, b u t all o p e ra te  on  a 
basic p rincipal: O il is ligh te r than  
w ater, and  can  th erefo re be sk im m ed  
off the surface, o r se p a ra ted  from  
w a te r in som e k ind of con tro lled  tank 
o r area.

M ost sk im m ers a re n o t des igned  
to h an d le  m uch  o f a sea. T he ir effec­
tiveness a lso  d ep en d s  d irec tly  on the 
s to rage  capac ity  ava ilab le  a t a g iven 
site o r in th e  area. O th e r facto rs 
affecting th e  effectiveness in c lude the 
consistency  o f the oil, th e  sea state, the 
am oun t o f d eb ris  in the em ulsion , the 
th ickness o f th e  slick, etc.

The e ffectiveness of sk im m ers 
canno t be ju dged  solely by the ability  of the m ach ines to p ick  u p  oil from  th e  w ater. 
Sk im m ing  is a system , no t ju s t a vessel; an  effective o pe ra tion  n eed s good  con tainm en t,

Conveyor bell style skimmer In use al Point Helen. Knight Island, August o( 1989, on 
oil contained within boom. Photo by Patrick Endres
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good  m a in ten ance  and  repa ir capabilities, and  a good  tran sfe r a n d  s to rag e  capab ility  
once the oil is recovered . A nd  m ost im portan t, sk im m ers in P rince W illiam  Sound  
n eed ed  in s tru c tio n s from  th e  air.

"I t's  v ery  h a rd  to see the oil from  the deck  of a boa t," DEC's chief con trac to r 
re p o rted  on  April 20,1989. "Som e b oa ts pass w ith in  200-300 feet of a s lick  and  can 't see 
it."‘J

In th e  early  d ay s o f the spill, DEC's overfligh t and  m ap p in g  in fo rm a tion  w as the 
p rin c ip a l sou rce  of d irec tio n  for sk im m ing  opera tions. O b se rva tion s from  low-flying, 
fixed w ing  a ircraft an d  helicop te rs w ere  u sed  to track  the spill. DEC lan d ed  float p lanes 
in oil slicks to sam p le  and  m easu re  th e  d ep th  o f the oil. DEC's com pu te r serv ices chief, 
w o rk ing  w ith  a c on su ltan t from  A rth u r D. Little Co., d ev ised  a sy s tem  in w h ich  
ove rflig h t in fo rm a tion  cou ld  be d ig itiz ed  and  tran sfe rred  to com pu te r-genera ted  m aps. 
The firs t accu ra te  m ap s o f sp ill size and  m ovem en t w ere  issued  by  DEC on  M arch  27.10

H ow ever, federal, state, an d  Exxon rep o rts  all no te  tha t 
th e re  w as a sh o rtage  o f aircraft, in itially, to p ro v id e  d irec tion  
for sk im m ers. Further, w ea th e r w as o ften  a p rob lem . Even 
w l en w e a th e r in th e  Sound  w as d ecen t fo r flying, frequen tly  
the a irp o rt a t V aldez —  a t the base  o f the m oun ta in s, a t the 
back o f a bay  nea rly  su rro u n d ed  by m oun ta in s  —  w as fogged 
in  for long  periods. Cold m o rn ing  a ir an d  am p le  h um id ity  
caugh t w ith in  the m oun ta in  b a rr ie r com b ined  to  m ake fligh t 
o p e ra tio n s  an  iffy p ropo sitio n  on  m any  days. Ironically, the 
p rob lem  w as m ost p ronoun ced  w hen  the w ea th e r w as best, 
w ith  w ind less m o rn ing s a fte r cool and  clear n ights.

D esp ite  th e  p rob lem s w ith  ta rg e tin g  slicks a n d  d irec ting  
sk im m ers, m o re  th«r> 260 sk im m ers o f v a ry ing  k in d s w ere  
acqu ired  by vario u s paitres, p rim arily  Exxon, in  1989; a 
lim ited  n um b e r w o rked  in 1990." Exxon rep o rts  in  A pril 
frequen tly  m en tio n ed  as m any  as 50 sk im m ers d ep lo y ed  a t a 
tim e in th e  S ound  and  in the Gulf o f A laska. H ow ever, DEC 
m on ito rs n o ted  th a t these n um be rs  w e re  m islead ing .

W hile a g iven  n um b e r o f sk im m ers m ig h t b e  d ep loy ed  in 
th e  sp ill zone  a t a g iven  time, it w as un lik e ly  th a t all w'ere 
ac tually  w o rk ing  a t once. M ain tenance an d  rep a ir w ere  one 
prob lem ; field repa irs  w ere  n o t a lw ays possib le, and  som e 
sk im m ers h ad  to be tow ed  long  d is tances to get shop  w o rk  in 
p o rt.12

Furtherm o re, a full sk im m er w as a u se le ss sk im m er. 
"T here  w as one m ajo r p rob lem  th a t p lag u ed  all the 

sk im m ing  e ffo rts and  rep ea ted ly  b ro u g h t sk im m ing  ope ra ­
tions to a h a lt," w'rote one o f DEC's ch ief m onito rs. "B oth the 
sk im m ers an d  Ihe su p e r su cke rs [a v acuum  m ach ine  u sed  to 
tran sfe r oil from  sk im m ers to barges] o ften  sa t id le  w ith  full 
tank s of recovered  oil d u e  to an  insu ffic ien t n um b e r of 
su p p o r t vesse ls and  b arg es fo r off-loading the oil. F ish ing  
boa ts w ou ld  sp end  one o r tw o  h o u rs  g a th e rin g  o il w ith in  
boom s and  then, a fte r w a itin g  fo r 10 to 12 h o u rs  fo r a su p e r 
sucke r o r a sk im m er to arrive, the b o a ts  w o u ld  som etim es 
ab andon  lire boom , a llow ing  the oil to  float free ."13 Tire 
sk im m ers th em se lves h ad  lim ited  p rac tica l w o rk ing  tim e 

w hen  tran sfe r an d  s to rag e  w as a p rob lem . Tire m ajo rity  o f sk im m ers in u se  filled up  
w ith  w a te r a n d  oil in less th an  an hour.

A n  add itiona l, com ple te ly  non-mechanical p rob lem  w as th a t th e  re sp on se  team  
cou ld  n o t im m ed ia te ly  p u t to use sk im m ers th a t w ere  flow n  in to  A laska from  abroad . 
U.S. sh ip p in g  law s m ake it d ifficu lt for foreign-flag vesse ls to co n d u c t bu s in ess in  U.S. 
w aters, a n d  sk im m ers bu ilt in France, N orw ay , an d  o th e r coun trie s h ad  to receive

Baft'*’
w._________

Two dtferenl kinds of skimmers ol work: a  disc skimmer in 
the foreground, attached by hose to a  vessel, and a 
stationary rope mop skimmer in the center, which pulls the 
rope through the oil and around a  pulley.

Photo courtesy of the Exxon Valdez Restoration Office
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special c learance from  U.S. C ustom s au th o ritie s  in o rd e r to  w ork. Th is w as especially  
ironic because the m ost effective sk im m er tu rn ed  ou t to be a F rench-designed and  bu ilt 
paddle-belt sk im m er ca lled  an Egm opol.14 A nd  the la rgest sk im m er ava ilab le  to  w ork  
on the sp ill w as in the Sov iet Union. W ith he lp  from  the S tate of A laska an d  tl e federal 
governm en t, Exxon w as able to p u t the 425-foot V aydaghup sk i on con trac t on  A pril 21. 
U nfortunate ly , by the tim e the vessel arrived, o iling cond itio n s and  the s ta te  o f the oil 
w ere rap id ly  d e te rio ra tin g  for op iim a l recovery.

Sk im m ers w o rk ing  on free-floating o il w o rked  fairly w ell a t th e  s ta r t of o pe ra tion s 
in M arch and  early  A pril, b u t as oil w ea th ered  and  em u lsified  it c logged g ea r and  
suction  hoses w ith  annoy in g  frequency. Like defen sive  boom ing, recovery  o f free- 
floating oil w ith  sk im m ers h ad  a lim ited  w indow  of efficiency, g iv en  o il cond itio n s and  
gear lim itations.

Tw o innovative d ev e lopm en ts in sk im m ing  ope ra tion s em erged . T he U.S. A rm y
C orp s of Eng ineers se n t a p a ir  of 
d red g e s  w hose  suc tion  g ea r w as 
d es ig n ed  for use in p u llin g  san d  and  
m ud  from  sh ip  n av ig a tio n  areas. The 
suc tion  h ead s no rm a lly  p o in ted  
d ow nw a rd s  and  p u lled  m a te ria l up; 
re sponse  c rew s fig u red  o u t th a t by 
tu rn in g  the h ead s u p s id e  dow n , the 
suc tion  h ead  pu lled  v iscous oil off the 
surface. It w as a sm all innovation , bu t 
it w o rk ed  w ell on w ea th e red  oil. 
F u rtherm ore, the d red g e s  h ad  la rger 
s to rage  h o ld s th an  the ave rage  
sk im m er, w h ich  m ade  th em  a b it 
m ore  independen t.

A second  in nov a tion  cam e from  
the N o rth  S lope oil fields. A t P rudhoe  
Bay, DEC con trac to rs lo ca ted  tw o 
large v acuum  tru ck s th a t w ere  
no rm a lly  u sed  to tran sfe r sp en t 
d rillin g  m u d s  to d isp o sa l sites. The 
m achines, m oun ted  on  trucks, h ad  
p ow erfu l v acuum  h ead s  th a t w orked  
w ell on  the w ea th ered  oil a n d  em u l­
sion. The tw o  m ach ines w e re  tru cked  
800 m iles d ow n  the D alton  and  

R ichardson H ighw ays in a high-speed trip  u n d e r A laska S tate T roope r esco rt from  the 
A rctic to so u th ern  tid ew a te r —  qu ite  an  ach ievem en t u n d e r late w in te r d r iv in g  cond i­
tions.

The su p ersuck ers w ere  m oun ted  on  barg es and  first u sed  to p um p  som e sp eed  and  
vo lum e in to  the ted iou s and  h a lting  job of off-loading full sk im m ers a t Saw m ill Bay. 
A fter see ing  how  effective the v acuum s w o rked  on  w ea th e red  oil, DEC m oved  the 
barges to H erring  and  N o rthw es t b ay s on  K nigh t Island, w here  oil a n d  m ousse  w ere 
th ick  enough  to vacuum . The DEC recovery  ope ra tion  w ith  su p e rsu ck e rs  p u lled  abou t
450,000 gallons of m ousse  and  oil from  the w a te r b e tw een  A pril 3 and  th e firs t w eek  of 
May.

Skim m ers w ere u sed  ex tensively  in sho re lin e  c leanup  ope ra tion s th ro u g h o u t 1989. 
As oil w as w ashed  off sho re lines o r freed by tilling, th e  oil floa ting  in th e  n ea rsh o re  
zone w as p u shed  by fire-hose sp ray  tow a rd s  a sk im m er, w h ich  w ou ld  p ick  u p  the 
m ousse and  oil. Exxon and  the C oast G uard  p h a sed  o u t sk im m ers d u r in g  1990 o pe ra ­
tions ove r the objections o f sta te  m on ito rs and  c leanup  d irecto rs. S tate m on ito rs 
frequen tly  reco rded  th a t sh een s re leased  from  c leanup  ope ra tion s w ere  sk im m able, 
w h ile  Exxon o r C oast G u a rd  m on ito rs  d isag reed  and  sk im m ers w ere n o t d ep loyed .

The business end of a  "supersucker," a  hose attached to a vacuum truck on a  barge, 
an innovation from the North Slope oil fields. The operator picks up oil contained by 
boom.

Photo courtesy of the Exxon Valdez Restoration Office
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O n e  of th e  p rin c ip a l 
fa c to rs  in o  d ec is ion  to  use 
d isp e rsa n ts  is w h e th e r  th e  
im m ed ia te  harm  in th e  
im m ed ia te  vicinity o f th e  
slick is b e t te r  th an  h av ing  
th e  oil g o  e ls ew h e re  to 
c a u se  m o re  w id e s p re a d  
d am ag e .

Instead, c rew s d ep en d ed  on  vario u s absorben ts, su ch  as boom , pom-poms, and  pads. 
W hile th is m ay have  been  an  effective a lte rn a tive  to sk im m ers,15 it a lso g en e ra ted  large 
am oun ts  of so lid  o ily  waste. S tate m on ito rs  specu la te  th a t Exxon m ade  the cho ice of 
so rben ts ove r sk im m ers, in part, b ecau se  the so lid  w aste  prob lem  w as easie r to  deal 
w ith  th an  dep loym en t, m ain tenance, off-loading and  sto rage p rob lem s assoc ia ted  w ith  
sk im m ers. H owever, the reason  g iven  for den ia l o f DEC's suggestion  to u se  sk im m ers 
w as u sua lly  s im p ly  th a t the sh een s observed  w ere  too ligh t to  skim .

Burning

B urn ing  is h igh ly  d ep en d en t on  the freshness of the oil. The gases th a t ign ite  and  
bu rn  m ost easily  e v ap o ra te  quickly; 12-72 h ou rs  im m ed ia te ly  fo llow ing  the d isch arge  is 
th e  op tim a l w in d ow  fo r a ttem p ted  b u rn in g  of N o rth  S lope c rud e  oil effectively on  the 
w ater.

Also, w h ile  oil is, indeed , ligh ter th an  w ater, m ost oil in an oil sp ill d o e s  n o t settle 
in to  a hom ogenous, u nb ro ken  pancake. The th ickness of the slick can vary  from  po in t 
to point, a reas of w a te r m ay a lte rn a te  w ith  pa tches of oil, w ave and  w ind  ac tion  m ay 
b reak  u p  the slick, a nd  oil a n d  w a te r em u lsion s m ay  con tain  too m uch w a te r to  ignite.
It is no  easy  trick  to ign ite  oil and  keep  it b u rn in g  on  th e  w ater. In add ition , b u rn in g  oil 
p rodu ces a large vo lum e of thick, nox iou s sm oke. A ny b u rn  m ust take in to  accoun t 
n ega tive  effects d ow nw in d  fo r h um an  se ttlem en ts o r possib ly  w ildlife.

O n  th e  m o rn ing  o f the second  day, S atu rday , M arch  25, equ ipm en t n eed ed  to 
conduc t a b u rn  (special ig n ite rs  and  fire-resistant boom) w as a rriv ing  in V aldez.
Shortly  before noon, the A laska R egional R esponse Team  (RRT)1*’ ag reed  gen e ra lly  to 
a ttem p t bu rn ing . A lthough  Exxon h ad  no t fo rm ally  app lied  to conduc t the burn , DEC's 
on-scene coo rd in a to r gave a verba l go-ahead, on  th e  genera l cond ition  th a t th e  sm oke 
from  a bu rn  d id  no t th rea ten  re s id en ts  o f any  area. Exxon go t its gear to  the b u rn  site 
late S a tu rd ay  even ing .

The b u rn  redu ced  to ta rry  re s id u e  abo u t 12,000 to 15,000 gallons of oil.17
Yet, as w ith  o th e r conven tiona l re sp on se  m ethods, the size o f the sp ill a n d  the 

v ariab ility  o f cond itio ns sh ow ed  th e  lim its of even  th is  re la tively  successfu l technique. 
The state, w h ich  actively  en cou rag ed  the burn, gave  the go-ahead the nex t d ay  for 
Exxon to try  b u rn in g  in o th e r areas. U nfo rtuna te ly , the w ind  w as rising, b reak in g  up  
com pac t slicks and  w h ip p in g  w a te r in to  th e  oil. O n  Sunday, sam p ling  sh ow ed  th a t the 
o il w as becom ing m ousse, w ith  a w a te r con ten t a s h ig h  as 80 percen t of to tal volum e. 
A ttem p ts to ign ite the w a te ry  m ousse  failed. Shortly  thereafter, the w ind  s to rm  of 
M arch  26-27 m ade fu r th e r b u rn in g  im practical o r impossible.

Dispersants

"D isp e rsan t"  is a very  genera l h e ad in g  for a g ro u p  o f chem icals o r fo rm u la tio n s 
d es igned  to b reak  u p  large concen tra tio n s of oil on th e  su rface in to  sm alle r a n d  sm alle r 
■ ancen tra tions.

D ispe rs ing  an oil sp ill d o e sn 't m ake the oil d isappea r, nnd d isp e rsan ts  d o  no t 
necessarily  change th e  oil in to  som eth ing  less h a rm fu l to the env ironm en t. G enera lly  
speak ing , th is class o f chem ica ls d isp e rse s the oil in to  la rg e r vo lum es of w ater. In a 
sense, d isp e rsan ts  d ilu te  an  o il slick by  tak ing  p a rt of the oil off the su rface an d  d is tr ib ­
u tin g  it in the u pp e r layers o f th e  w a te r co lum n. Experts genera lly  agree th a t p u ttin g  
oil in to  the w a te r co lum n, even  in la rge r d ilu tions, can  h ave  nega tive  effects on  fish, 
p lan ts  an d  sm alle r an im a ls th a t live o r  feed n ea r th e  surface. O ne o f the p rin c ip a l 
facto rs in a decision to u se  d isp e rsan ts  is w h e th e r the im m ed ia te  h a rm  in th e  im m ed i­
a te  v ic in ity  o f tn e  slick is b e tte r th an  h av ing  th e  oil go  e lsew here to cause m o re  w id e ­
sp re ad  dam age. D ispe rsan ts a re  in tended  less a s a so lu tion  and  m ore as a defensive 
technique.

"[T ]he p rin c ip a l b io logical b enefit of d isp e rsan t u se  is p reven tion  of oil s tran d in g
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The c h a rg e s  a n d  
coun te r- charg es 
(concerning d isp e ran ts l 
re c e iv ed  so  much p u b ­
licity th a t it is im possible 
to s e p a r a te  th e  techn ica l 
information a n d  field 
repo rts  from th e  high- 
level, highly public 
argum ents.

Dispersant application equipment 
Prince William Sound

on sensitive  shorelines," s ta te s a N a tio n a l A cadem y of Sciences re p o rt on the tech­
n ique .18 Decision-makers balance the p o ten tia l h a rm  of u ing  d isp e rsan ts  aga in s t the 
h a rm  of a llow ing  oil to  w ash  u p  on  beaches, in m arsh e s  and  in estuaries.

The effectiveness of d ispersan ts, like o th e r m e th od s and  technolog ies, d ep en d s  on 
how  well the chem icals are m ixed  and  app lied , w h a t th e  cond itio n s a re a t the site, and  
w ha t the com position  of the oil is a t the time. G enera lly  speak ing , oil is m ore d ifficu lt 
to d isp e rse  as it w eathers.

The d isp u te  ove r the app ro v a l a n d  testing  o f d isp e rsan ts  on th e  Exxon Valdez sp ill 
qu ick ly  left the rea lm  of techno logy  and  science and  leap ed  in to  the w o rld  of politics, 
o opu 'a r m edia, an d  legal m aneuvering .

1 he charges and  counter-charges received so m uch  pub lic ity  th a t it is im possib le  to 
sep a ra te  the technical in fo rm ation  and  field repo rts  from  the high-level, h igh ly  pub lic  
a rg um en ts  th a t in c luded  the G ove rn o r of A laska, the U.S. S ecre tary  of the In terior, and  
th e  chief execu tive officer o f th e  Exxon Corp.

O n A p ril 18, in a speech  to th e  A ncho rage C ham be r of C om m erce, the p re s id en t of 
ARCO A laska, Bill W ade, w o nd e red  a lo ud  "W hy d id  it take from  8:30 a.m. F riday  to 7 
p.m . S unday  even ing  to get p e rm iss ion  to  u se [d ispersan ts] on  a full-scale basis?" 
W ade's com m en ts p o in ted ly  im p lied  th a t the re sp on se  "cou ld  h av e  been  b e tte r"  had  
Exxon received perm ission  to sp ray  d isp e rsan ts  earlie r.19 Then, in a n a tional m agaz ine  
in te rv iew  app ea rin g  less th. 1 . w eek  later, Exxon ch ief execu tive officer L aw rence 
R aw l w as m ore d irec t in his accusa tions. The federa l a n d  s ta te  g o v e rnm en ts  —  m ostly  
the A laska DEC —  d id  n o t let Exxon u se  d isp e rsan ts  th a t w ou ld  h av e  k ep t 50 p ercen t 
o f th e  oil from  reach ing  the shorelines, R aw l charged .

"T he basic p rob lem  w e ran  in to  is th a t w e  h ad  e nv ironm en ta lis ts  adv is in g  the 
A laska D epa rtm en t of E nv ironm en ta l C onse rva tion  th a t the d isp e rsa n t cou ld  be toxic,"

Raw l said.
A nd  in an sw er to ano th e r 

question, in w h ich  th e  repo rte r 
asked  R aw l to s ta te  specifically 
w ho  s to p p ed  Exxon from  
app ly in g  d isp e rsan ts  im m ed i­
ately, R aw l added , " I t w as the 
s ta te  a n d  th e  C oast G u a rd  th a t 
rea lly  w o u ld n 't g ive u s the go- 
ah ead  to load  those p lanes, fly 
those so rties, an d  ge t on  w ith  i t . 
W hen  you  get 240,000 b a n  els of 
oil on the w ater, y ou  canno t get 
it all up . But w e cou ld  h av e  kep t 
u p  to 50 p ercen t of th e  oil from  
en d in g  u p  on  the beach som e­
w h e re ."20

Ju st tw o  clays later, in an 
A p ril 26 in te rv iew  in th e  n ew s­
p ap e r USA Today. U.S. Secretary  
o f the In te r io r M anuel Lujan 
echoed  an d  exp anded  upon  
R aw l's a sse rtion s —  tak ing  care  
to ex trac t th e  U.S. C oast G uard  
from  R aw l's a ss ignm en t of 
b lam e. T he n ew spap e r's  in te r­
v iew er a sk ed  Lujan w hy  the 

C oast G u a rd  w asn 't in charge, a n d  w hy  the re spon se  seem ed  so  slow . Lujan replied, 
"T he C oast G uard  w as in charge, very  clearly. But w h en  they  s ta r te d  d o ing  th e  th ings 
th a t they w ere  su p po sed  to do, the s ta te  o f A laska objected to it."

In an sw ering  ano the r question , Lujan added , "T he  C oast G u a rd  tried  bu rn ing ; 
A laska objected. They tried  chem ical d isp e rsan ts; A laska objected. The C oast G uard ,

is tested I n  a  spill drill conducted in March, 1992, in
Pholo by L J. Evans
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Exxon a n d  A lyeska  h a d  
neithe r e n o u gh  d isp e rsan t 
nor th e  equ ipm en t to 
d ep lo y  it. T here  w a s  n ev e r 
a  c a s e  in which lo a d e d  
d isp e rsan t p la n e s  w e re  
he ld  on  th e  g ro u n d  
b e c a u s e  th e  g ov e rnm en t 
couldn't o r w ouldn 't m ake 
a  decision.

w h ich  is the federa l c leanup  agent, ju st d id n 't know  w h a t to d o ."
Lujan d id  lay som e blam e a t the feet of th e  C oast G uard , b u t on ly  "fo r le tting  

A laska in tim id a te  them ," p resum ab ly  on  bu rn in g  an d  d isp e rsan t use.71
The sto ry  th a t w as deve lop ing  im plied  th a t the sp ill h ad  been  con tro llab le  —  

p rim arily  th ro ugh  the use of d isp e rsan ts  —  b u t th a t th e  gov e rnm en t h ad  b locked use of 
th e  chem ica ls because of p ressu re  from  env ironm en ta lis ts, igno rance  of sp ill response, 
o r p la in  indecision. Exxon and  A lyeska w ou ld  repea ted ly  c la im  th a t the state, in 
particu la r, h ad  in sisted  too h a rd  and  too long on  m echan ica l c le anup  —  booms, 
sk im m ers, etc. —  a techn ique th a t w as clearly  in ad eq u a te  fo r the size o f the spill.

T here  a re  se rio u s strateg ic and  factual p rob lem s w ith  such  a  claim .
Exxon and  A lyeska had  n e ith e r eno u gh  d isp e rsan t n c r  th e  e qu ipm en t to d ep loy  it, 

T here  w as n ev e r a case in w hich loaded  d isp e rsan t p lan es  w ere  h e ld  on  the g round  
because  the g overnm en t cou ldn 't o r w ou ldn 't m ake a decision. W ha tev e r d e lay s 
o ccu rred  cam e becau se the righ t equ ipm en t w asn 't in  Valdez, the e q u ipm en t failed to 
w o rk  p roperly , o r because the w ea th e r p rev en ted  th e  a irp lan es from  ge tting  in the air.

The p rob lem  w ith  d isp e rsan t app lica tion s w as essen tia lly  th e  sam e as the p rob lem s 
th a t p lag u ed  o th e r ea rly  effo rts to con tain  and  con tro l th e  oil: The sp ill w as enorm ous, 
a n d  the resources to dea l w ith  it w ere  n o t available.

Exxon's u p p e r m an agem en t ignored  these facts a n d  chose, in stead , to w eave  a tale 
o f b ung lin g  bu re au c ra ts  and  schem ing env ironm en ta lis ts . It w as an  easier, p e rh ap s  less 
p a in fu l w ay  to exp la in  aw ay  a p rob lem  tha t w as b ig g e r th an  any  con tro l an d  con ta in ­
m en t techn ique on hand .

Th is d isp e rsan t story, as it unfo lded , p rom p ted  G ove rn o r S teve C ow pe r to d em and  
som e k in d  of su b stan tia tio n  for these c la im s from  Law rence Rawl. The G overno r called 
R aw l's s ta tem en ts  "d em ons trab ly  false."

"I u rg e  y cu  to repud ia te  th e  in accu ra te  s ta tem en ts y ou  and  o th e r Exxon officials 
h av e  m ade  regard ii g the S tate's ac tions on  d isp e rsa n t u se ," C ow p e r w ro te  in a le tte r to 
Rawl. "If y o u r com pany  dec ides in stead  to c ling  to its story , I th ink  th e  pub lic  is 
en titled  to see som e p roo f."22

In a rep ly  sen t by facsim ile the sam e day, Raw l w ro te  th a t all h e  h ad  sa id  w as tha t 
"o fficia ls o f the S tate o f A laska and  the C oast G uard  w e re  in d iscu ss ion s d u r in g  the 
first th ree  d ay s on w he th e r d isp e rsan ts  sh o u ld  be u se d ."  H e a lso  s ta ted  flatly that the 
d isp e rsan ts  w o rked  "ex trem e ly  w e ll" in the ea rly  tests. H e d id  n o t re p e a t the im plica­
tion from  h is F ortune com m en ts th a t "en v iro nm en ta lis ts " w ere  adv is in g  against 
d isp e rsan ts  because th ey  w ere toxic. R aw l sa id  p roo f o f all h is s ta tem en ts  w ou ld  follow 
d u r in g  C ong ressional h ea ring s th e  nex t week.23

The exchanges d ied  d ow n  afte r that, and  Exxon's n o s ition  rev e rted  largely to the 
con ten tion  th a t the d isp e rsan ts  w o rked  and  th ere fo re  sh o u ld  h av e  received  earlie r 
app roval. The "p ro o f"  becam e little m ore th an  a ba ttle  o f conflic ting  opin ions, ra th e r 
th an  a  b a ttle  o f conflic ting facts.

The w ho le  in c iden t g enera ted  m ore h ea t th an  light. P u ttin g  as id e  the anger, the 
rhetoric, the blam e-avoidance nnd the po ten tia l legal pos tu ring , the reco rd  from  the 
field an d  from  th e R egional R esponse Team  (RRT) g ives a b e tte r p ic tu re  of the technical 
p rob lem s associa ted  w ith  d isp e rsan t u se  d u rin g  the firs t th ree  days.

The s to ry  o f d isp e rsan t use on  the Exxon Valdez sp ill begins, actually, before the 
tan k e r ev e r h it the rocks.

D isp e rsan ts began  to be con sidered  as an  first-line d efen se  ag a in s t sp ill d am age  in 
the 1970s, a lth ough  the first fo rm ula tion s an d  app lic a tio n s p rov ed  t be extrem ely 
h arsh , env ironm en ta lly . By the mid-1980s, d isp e rsan ts  h ad  been  som ew ha t refined, 
a lth o u gh  po ten tia l p rob lem s w ith  w ild life and  p lan t d am ag e  still exist. H owever, by 
the late 1980s th e  s ta te  an d  A lyeska P ipeline Service C om pany  b egan  d iscu ssion s abou t 
how  to im p rove  A lyeska's in itial response capab ilities by ad d in g  e q u ipm en t and 
s tockp iles of d ispersan t. A lyeska w as in terested, b u t in sis ted  th a t th e  A laska RRT 
a d o p t g u id e lin es  for d isp e rsan t use before A lyeska w en t ah ead  w ith  the investm en t in 
a dd itio n a l resources.

O n M arch 8-9,1989 — just m ore  than  tw o  w eeks b efo re  the Exxon Valdez sp ill —
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O n  th e  d a y  o f th e  spill, 
w inds w e re  light a n d  s e a s  
w e re  less th an  tw o  feet; 
the d isp e rsan t w a s  not 
mixing with th e  oil well 
eno u gh  to b re a k  up  th e  
slick.

th e  RRT ad o p ted  initial gu id e lin es for d isp e rsan t use, m ak ing  A laska one of the few 
s ta te s in the na tio n  to h av e  a m echan ism  for pre-approval of d isp e rsa n t use. The RRT 
d iv id ed  a hypo th e tica l re spon se  zone —  Prince W illiam  S ound  and  the n o rth e rn  Gulf

o f A laska —  in to  th ree  zones, A n tin g  g u id e ­
lines for each.

Z one  1 in c lud ed  the a p p ro v ed  traffic lanes 
for tankers en te rin g  a n d  leav ing  the Sound, 
a long w ith  la rge a reas o f d eep , o p en  w a te r to 
the east and  w est of th e  lanes. In th is area, 
d isp e rsan ts  w ere  co n s id e red  accep tab le, and  
the federa l o r s ta te  on-scene coo rd in a to rs  h ad  
au th o rity  to  u se  chem icals a t th e ir d iscretion .

Z one 2 in c luded  the G u lf o f A laska. The 
RRT con side red  d isp e rsa n ts  accep tab le for use 
in th is area, b u t b ecau se  o f tho size  o f Z one 2 
the RRT d ec id ed  th a t a c tu a l a p p ro v a l w ou ld  be 
on a case-by-case basis.

Z one 3 in c lud ed  all o f the Sound  ou ts id e  of 
the traffic lanes. In th is area, chem ica ls w ere  not 
con sid e red  an accep tab le op tio n  becau se o f the 
m any  is land s and  bays th a t w ere  critical 
nesting, rearing, an d  feed ing  a reas for birds, 
m a rin e  m am m als, fish and  o th e r w ildlife. This 
d es igna tio n  w as con sis ten t w ith  bo th  the 
p rev a ilin g  know ledge  ab o u t the h a rsh n e ss  of 
d isp e rsan ts  a nd  genera l s tra teg y  for u sing  
them . Chem icals w e re  pre- approved for u se in 
Z one  I because it w as im p o rta n t to d o  eve ry ­
th ing  possib le  to keep  oil o u t o f the sensitive  
Z one 3.

Yet pre-approval d id  n o t im p ly  th a t 
d isp e rsan ts  p resen ted  no  p o ten tia l dangers, 
even  in Z one 1. The RRT, w h ich  in c lud es EPA 
and  DEC, knew  very  w ell th a t th e  scientific 
lite ra tu re  on  oil sp ill d isp e rsa n ts  w a rn ed  o f 
som e po ten tia l h a rm  to w ild life  from  d ispersed  
oil.

A cco rd ing  to a com m ittee  look ing  a t the genera l aspec ts o f d isp e rsa n t use for the 
N a tio n a l A cadem y of Sciences, "In open  w aters, o rgan ism s on  th e  su rface  w ill be less 
affected by  d isp e rsed  oil th an  by  an oil slick, b u t o rgan ism s in th e  w a te r colum n, 
p a rticu la rly  in the u p p e r layers, w ill experience g rea te r expo su re  to oil com ponen ts  if 
the oil is d isp e rsed ."24

M ore specifically, on ihe p a rticu la r d isp e rsan t Exxon p lan n ed  to u se  in 1989, a 
C an ad ian  federa l g ov e rnm en t repo rt found  th a t in labo ra to ry  tests, ce rta in  m arin e  
an im a ls th a t live in the w a te r co lum n su ffe red  g rea te r m o rta lity  w hen  exposed  to 
d ispersant-oil-water con cen tra tio n s as o ppo sed  to the oil-water con cen tra tio n  alone.25

The RRT action  of M arch  8-9,1989, also  in c lud ed  som e ex tra  cond itio n s for Zone 1 
u se  b ased  on  w he th e r b irds, fish  and  o th e r an im a ls w ere  p re sen t b ecau se  of seasonal 
m ig ra tions, w h en  they w ere g iv ing  b irth  o r ra ising  th e ir young.

In o th e r w ords, the RRT recogn ized  the ro le  of d isp e rsan ts  as a po ten tia l defensive 
m easu re  aga in s t sp ill dam age, b u t the s ta te  and  federa l agencies e n cou rag ed  cau tion  
because  d isp e rsan ts  w ere  po ten tia lly  harm fu l. Th is action reflec ted  the rea lities of sp ill 
response: Every decision invo lves balancing  the po ten tia l h a rm  of the a ilm en t aga in st 
th e  s id e  effects caused  by th e  trea tm en t.

A second rea lity  —  one  th a t w ou ld  p resen t itself d u r in g  th e  Exxon Valdez sp ill —  is 
th a t d isp e rsan ts  a re  n e ith e r 100 percen t effective no r 100 p ercen t g u a ran teed . Field tests

Zone 2: the G ulf.af Alasko. * ■ 5• ■ i
:-:f ■>Dispersa'nfs:.use d ccep tg b le  in this area, but ' ■.
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1C Zone 3 all .of Prince Willfdnrr Sound.'outside-the traffic lanes::^ .’:,- 
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D esp ite  Exxon's claims 
of gov e rnm en t in te rfe r­
e n c e  a n d  indecision, 
d isp e rsan t use w a s  shut off 
by ihe lim itations of th e  
p ro d u c t a n d  th e  
unp red ic tab ility  a n d  fo rce  
of A laska's la te  w in ter 
w ea th e r.

m ocf d isp e isn n ts  a rc  no t com m on, and  v a rio u s m on ito ring  m e th od s to assess 
effectiveness d o  n o t often p roduce  scientific o r technical consensus. Therefore, before 
a p p ro v in g  w id esp read  d um p in g  of po ten tia lly  d am ag ing  chem icals on th e w ater, a 
re sp on d e r w ill w an t to be reasonab ly  certa in  th a t the d isp e rsan ts  a re  g o ing  to d o  som e 
good. Even in the case of Zone 1, w here  d isp e rsan ts  w ere pre- au thorizcd  for u se by the 
RRT, an  on-scene c o o rd ’n a to r w ou ld  be expected  to u se  p rudence, d iscre tion , and  
experience to gu id e  h is o r h e r ac tions before p ou rin g  tens o f th o u san d s o f ga llon s of 
chem ical in to  the ocean.

A th ird  po in t to con side r is th a t no sing le m e thod  of re spon se  w as likely  to so lve 
the p rob lem  of 200,000 barre ls o f oil on  the w ater. T he vo lum e o f oil w as so  g reat, and  
so concen tra ted , th a t d isp e rs ing  the oil w ith  chem icals w as h a rd ly  a su re  th ing.

"A t th is ea rly  s tag e  of the spill, the oil slick w as ex trem ely  th ick," w ro te  DEC's 
technical expert on d isp e rsan ts  in a la ter analysis of Exxon's c la im s th a t d isp e rsan ts  
w ou ld  h av e  effectively  e lim inated  50 percen t o f the oil. "U s ing  tab les from  Exxon's O il 
Spill C hem icals T ra in ing  S em inar handbook, I ca lcu la ted  th a t a slick of 240,000 bbls. 
[barrels] vo lum e ove r 2,500 acres w ou ld  have  h ad  an  ave rage  th ickness of 3.8 mm . This 
is s im p ly  too th ick  to  d isp e rse ."16

N onetheless, the firs t conversa tion  betw een  DEC an d  C oast G uard  officials in the 
early  h o u rs  a fte r the g ro u n d in g  w as abou t d ispersan ts . A t abou t 1:15 a.m. on  M arch  24, 
D an  L aw n of th e  V aldez DEC office spoke w ith  C om m ander S teve M cCall o f the C oast 
G uard , the cap ta in  o f the p o rt a n d  the pre-dcsignated federa l on-scene coo rd ina to r.

"W ith in  10 m in u te s  of the d ep a rtm en t being  no tified  w e h ad  the d iscu ssion  abou t 
d ispersan ts, an d  w e recogn ized  th a t if cond itions w ere righ t w e'd  use th em ," L aw n 
recalled .27

A t 8:30 a.m. on Friday, M arch 24, A lyeska P ipeline Service C om pany  m ad e  form al 
requ es t to the federa l on-scene coo rd ina to r to d ro p  50,000 gallons o f d isp e rsan t, 
b eg inn ing  tha t day. A t the tim e o f the request, A lyeska h ad  less th an  4,000 gallon s in 
Valdez, a lth ough  an  e s tim a ted  8,000 gallons w ere  s to red  in Kenai a n d  ano th e r 8,800 
gallons in A nchorage. H ow ever, A lyeska d id  not have the eq u ipm en t o r th e  a irc ra ft to 
m ake any d rop  a t all.28

The oil slick w as in Zone 1, the area  of pre-authorization, so C m dr. M cCall a t 3 
p.m. ap p rov ed  a test app lication . A t 6 p.m., a specia l a rm  and  bucke t th a t cou ld  be 
h u n g  from  a he licop te r a rriv ed  in V aldez from  Kenai. A fter load ing, the h e licop te r flew 
to the s ite  of g ro u n d in g  and  d ro p p ed  its load on  the thick, com pac t slick n e a r  the 
tanker.

The C oast G u a rd  a n d  DEC ag reed  tha t th e  d isp e rsan t d id  little good, if any. 
D ispersan ts are, in large part, d es igned  to w eaken  th e  su rface  ten sion  of th e  oil, thereby  
"b re ak in g " the slick up . H owever, s im ply  lay ing  th e chem ical on  top  o f a s lick  isn't the 
best w ay  to g e t resu lts; agitation, w he the r from  w ind  o r seas, is n eed ed  for op tim al 
efficiency. O th e r factors, such  a s th e  size of the d rop le ts  o f chem ical, cou ld  n o t be 
p rop e rly  con tro lled  u s ing  the he licop te r and  bucket.

In fact, Exxon's consu ltan t, G o rdon  Lindblom , w as d ead  ag a in s t the h e licop te r 
d rop . A cco rd ing  to la rossi's d epo sitio n  taken  in A ugu s t 1992, he an d  L indb lom  h ea rd  
abo u t it w h ile  the tw o  w ere  in an  Exxon jet b o u nd  for V aldez from  Texas. la ro ssi to ld 
the a tto rn ey s th a t L indb lom  w as v isibly angered  by th e  p ro sp ec t o f th e  h e licop te r d rop, 
say ing  th a t it w as likely to fail, an d  m ake it m ore  d ifficu lt to g e t su b sequ en t ag reem en t 
to u se m ore  d ispersan t.

Especially w hen  seas are calm  and  there is little w ind. O n  the d ay  o f th e  spill, 
w in d s w ere  ligh t an d  seas w ere  less th an  tw o feet; the d isp e rsan t w as no t m ix ing  w ith  
the oil w e ii enough  to b reak  u p  the slick. The C oast G uard  and  DEC conc lud ed  cond i­
tions w e re  s im ply  n o t r ig h t for d ep en d in g  on the d isp e rsan t b ecau se  th ere  w as insu ffi­
c ien t m ixing.

The C oast G u a rd  app ro v ed  ano the r test the fo llow ing m orn ing, in h op e s cond i­
tion s h ad  changed  o r th a t b e tte r app lication  m igh t y ie ld  b e tte r results. It d idn 't. O nce 
again, the ligh t w in d s  an d  calm  seas d id  no t m ix the d isp e rsa n t p roperly .

A th ird  test, on S unday  m orning, w as h am pered  because  tine aircraft's d ep loym en t
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2.2 Shoreline cleanup

Sho re lin e  con tam in ­
ation  w a s  a  m ajo r issue for 
s ta te  au th o ritie s  a n d  local 
communities. The rap id ly  
fragm en ting  "fron ts’’ a n d  
the limited re c o v e ry  a n d  
s to ra g e  c a p ab ili tie s  w e re  
quickly o ve rw he lm ing  th e  
re sp on se  effort.

sy stem  d id  n o t w o rk  p roperly . The fourth, and  last test in Z one 1 cam e on the a fte r­
noon  of Sunday, M arch 26, as seas w ere  b u ild in g  and  a gale w as b rew ing  to th e  north . 
C om m and e r M cCall o f th e  C oast G u a rd  w as sa tisfied  the d isp e rsan ts  h ad  a reasonab le  
chance o f w o rk ing  now  th a t the w ea th e r h ad  changed , and  he a p p ro v ed  full u se  of 
d isp e rsan ts  in Z one 1 on  S unday  even ing .

The w ea th e r w as g e tting  better, re la tive ly  speak ing , fo r u s ing  d isp e rsan ts  to b a ttle  
the oil slick. W inds h ad  in creased  to 15-20 knots, a n d  seas w ere  k ick ing  up. But the 
b u ild in g  w in d s and  seas a lso  b eg an  to b reak  th e  la rg e  p an c ak e  o f oil in to  sm a lle r slicks 
an d  s tream ers; th e  m ain  body  o f th e  slick w as a lso  m ov ing  o u t o f th e  m idd le  of the 
S ound  and  closer to  the sho re  of the is land s to the w est.

O n  M onday, as a full-scale s to rm  s ta rted  to sw irl in the Sound, Exxon app lied  
abou t 5,500 gallon s o f d isp e rsan ts  in Z one 1, b u t the w ea th e r w as d r iv in g  the slick 
west-southwest, tow a rd s Disk, E leanor, a n d  K n igh t Is land s —  and  in to  Zone 3. M ore 
th an  tw o  v/eeks earlier, th e  A laska RRT h ad  con sid e red  the u se  o f d isp e rsan ts  in  th a t 
sen sitiv e  zone an d  rejected the idea. H ow ever, Exxon requ es ted  specia l p erm ission  to 
sp ray  in th a t zone la te S unday  afternoon, To sp ra y  there, Exxon w ou ld  n eed  specia l 
c learance from  DEC; w ith in  an  h o u r of the request, a t 5:20 p.m., DEC d e te rm in ed  th a t 
the w a te r w a s d eep  enough  and  th e  d ro p  zone  w as far eno u gh  from  sho re  to allow  a 
Z one 3 d rop .

It n ev e r h app ened . M onday 's gale tu rn e d  in to  a 70-mph m ae ls trom  by Tuesday .
A ll a irc ra ft w ere  g rounded . A nd  m ore  im po rtan t, the w in d ow  fo r effective u se of 
d isp e rsan ts  h ad  closed.

D esp ite  Exxon's cla im s of g ov e rnm en t in te rfe rence  and  indecision , d isp e rsan t u se 
w as sh u t off by  th e  lim ita tions of the p ro d u c t a n d  the u np red ic tab ility  and  force of 
A laska's la te w in te r w eather. E q u ipm en t p rob lem s, u n ev en  app lica tion , and  a  sho rtage  
of the chem icals the re sp on d e rs  n eed ed  exacerba ted  th e  p rob lem .

The oil s ta r te d  to w ash  a sho re  in la rge  am oun ts, and  ove r w id e  areas, b eg inn in g  in 
early  April. T h ro ugh ou t th a t m onth, resources and  techn iqu es w ere  ta rge ted  m ain ly  on 
th e  m assive  and  exp an d in g  p rob lem  of on-the-water recovery, and  on  defensive 
boom ing . A lthough  oil w as w eathering , b reak in g  up, a nd  w as frequen tly  concen tra ted  
a t n ea rsh o re  sites, there w as no  sing le o r m ain  "o il slick ." The ba ttle  a g a in s t the oil w as 
m ore like a g ue rrilla  war, fough t in sk irm ish es on m u ltip le  fronts, ra th e r th an  a concen ­
tra ted  a ttack  ag a in s t a m assed  enem y.

Yet even  as on-the-water e ffo rts ex p an d ed  an d  Exxon m ob ilized  m ore an d  m ore  
vesse ls an d  equ ipm en t, it w as becom ing  c lear th a t sho re lin e  c le anup  w as abo u t to 
becom e p e rh ap s  an  even  b igge r p rio rity . O il w as w ash in g  a sh o re  a t one site, only  to be 
lifted off by th e  nex t tide  cycle.

" I t is d iscou rag in g  for the c rew s to see oil com e off a beach d u r in g  a tide change 
an d  im pac t an o th e r (sometim es clean) beach ," re p o rted  DEC's m a in  con trac to r on 
A p ril 19. Tine con trac to r add ed , th e  fo llow ing  day, "A ll a tten tio n  is still d irec ted  to 
o ffshore recovery. N o th in g  b e ing  d on e  to sho re lin e  con tam in a tio n ."29

This w as a  m a jo r issue for s ta te  au th o ritie s  a nd  local com m un ities. The rap id ly  
fragm en tin g  " f ro n ts "  and  th e  lim ited  recovery  an d  s to rag e  capab ilitie s w ere quickly  
ove rw he lm ing  the re sponse  effort. O il w as n o t on ly  h ead in g  o u t o f th e  Sound  fo r the 
o u te r K enai P en in su la  and  K odiak  archipelago, b u t it w a s  sw ir lin g  th ro u g h o u t the 
S ound  a n d  h ittin g  m ore an d  m o re  shorelines.

"T here  is som e k ind  of co rre la tio n  b e tw een  the tid e s an d  th e  m ovem en t o r re loca­
tion  of free-floatin'; oil," the DEC con trac to r exp la in ed  in th a t A p ril 19 repo rt. " I h e  oil 
a p p e a rs  to  be m ov ing  th ro ugh  N o rthw es t Bay in a counter-clockw ise d irection, u p  and  
a ro u n d  Pt. E leano r in a c lockw ise d irection, d ow n  the  eas t s ide  o f K n igh t Island  and  
back  to th e  w est th ro ug h  U ppe r and  L ow er passages. T hen  (d epend ing  on th e  tide
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The only w ay  to truly 
stop  th e  recu rring  cy c le  of 
oiling w a s  to b re a k  it 
onshore, by re cov e rin g  
s tra n d e d  oil a n d  
p rev en tin g  it from g e ttin g  
loose e v e ry  six hou rs w hen  
ih e  tid e  c h an g ed .

stage), w hen  it re ad ie s  the w est side, it c ith e r trave ls no rth  to N o rthw es t Bay o r sou th  
to h e rr in g  Bay."

A w eek  later, on  April 26, the repo rt noted, "L o ts of nil is be ing  w a sh ed  from  
Smith, Little Sm ith and  Seal is lands as w ell as the no rth  e a s t co rn e r o f P o in t Eleanor. 
These a reas w ere heav ily  im pacted  d u rin g  the m ajor re lease of oil."-10

This scenario, occu rring  a round  n o rth e rn  Knight Island  and  the sm a lle r is land s to 
the eas t th a t April, suggested  th a t m uch of the on-the-water recovery  w as really 
becom ing an  end less —  and  losing —  gam e of chase w ith  fam ilia r oil concen tra tions. 
The on ly  w ay to tru ly  s top  the recu rring  cycle w as to b reak  it onshore, by recovering  
s tran d ed  o il and  p rev en tin g  it from  getting  loose every  six h o u rs  w h en  th e  tide 
changed . A nd  there w as p len ty  of oil to be w ashed  off: A n um b e r o f DEC field repo rts 
no ted  p oo led  oil and  s tre tches of greasy, b row n  em u lsion  u p  to a nd  exceed ing  tw o  feet 
d eep  s tra n d ed  on sho relines o f the area.

The re-oiling p i ib lem  w as s ta rtin g  to m ove sou th , as well, as p rev a ilin g  cu rren ts  
and  changes in w ind  carried oil off the beaches o f the Sm ith  Islands, Seal Island, and  
G reen Island. Two of the m ost heav ily  o iled a reas of 1989 —  P c in t H elen  a t the so u th ­
ern  tip  of Knight Island, and  a t S leepy Bay a t the n o rth e rn  h ead  of L a touche Island  —  
w ere affected  largely by  secondary  oiling from  th e ir n o rth e rn  cousins. T hese  tw o 
so u th e rn  P rince W illiam  Sound  sites w ou ld  be the focus of som e o f the m o s t in tense 
c leanup  activ ity  w ell in to  1991, and  even  1992.

W hile there w as little activ ity on  the sho re lin es d u rin g  the firs t w eek s a fte r the 
spill, by th e  second w eek  in A pril (around the 19th-20th d ay  of the response), the C oast 
G uard  a nd  DEC w ere  p u tting  increasing p ressu re  on  Exxon to p lan  fo r a n d  execu te a 
full-fledged sho reline c leanup  program .

W ork ing  off the re la tive success o f v acuum  equ ipm en t to p ick  u p  w ea th e red  oil 
from  th e  w ater, there w as one a ttem p t a t Sm ith Island  to u se  vacuum  eq u ipm en t on  the 
shoreline. The trick w as to vacuum  oil w ithou t pu lling  u p  cobb les an d  fine sed im en ts. 
W here th e  o il w as d eep  and  the rocks w ere large, v acuum ing  ac tu a lly  w o rked . H ow ­
ever, recovery  w as slow  and  the a reas w here  it m igh t w o rk  w ere  lim ited.

Exxon m ade  one h igh ly  public ized, a lm ost d espe ra te  e ffo rt to d o  sho re lin e  c leanup  
w ith  w o rke rs literally w ip ing  rocks by h an d  w ith  ab so rb en t m ateria l. T h is looked 
lud ic rou s on  television, and  sup erv iso rs  from  all p a rtie s  th o ug h t it u se less and  im p rac ­
tical a lm o st as soon as they saw  it. S tale m on ito rs repo rted  d u r in g  1989 th a t con trac to r 
crew s occasionally reso rted  to hand-w ip ing w hen  w a itin g  to  be re-deployed o r w hen 
equ ipm en t w as dow n, b u t rock-by-rock c leanup  w as essen tia lly  e lim in a ted  as a rea lis­
tic op tio n  a fte r a sing le a ttem pt.

W ash ing  the beaches w as genera lly  reg a rd ed  as the m o st p rac tica l m ethod, bu t 
there w ere  various theo ries abou t how  to do  it. Exxon tried  sev era l com b ina tion s of 
m anpow e r and  equ ipm en t. U nde r one a rrangem en t, a t the " to p "  of the beach  (roughly 
the n igh- tide line) w o rke rs s tru n g  a perfo ra ted  hose th a t cou ld  ca rry  a h ig h  vo lum e of 
cold sea w ater, w h ich  flooded the sed im en ts a t low  p ressu re . W orkers "dow n-beach" 
ag ita ted  th e  sed im en ts w ith  rakes and  o th e r h an d  tools to  re lease the oil, w h ich  w as 
lifted o ff by  the flood and  collected in fron t o f boom s s tru n g  ju s t o ffshore. T h is w o rked  
fairly well, a n d  DEC m onito rs repo rted  th a t th e  tilling re leased  m o re  oil th a n  flooding 
alone. H owever, w h ile hand-tilling passed  in a n d  o u t of fash ion  th ro u g h o u t the 
response, it w as ra re ly  u sed  w ith  the flooding sy stem  after those ' ' tests. N o t all 
sho re lin es lend  them selves to hand-tilling, a nd  the am oun t o f labo r necessa ry  for full- 
scale app lica tio n  was, a t the time, a d au n tin g  p roposition . A t th a t poin t, th e re  w as still 
n o  firm  p la n  to hou se  workers, feed them , clean them , an d  d ispo se  of all th e  w aste  they 
w ou ld  p roduce.

A second  v aria tion  of the h ead e r flooding sy stem  ad d ed  w o rke rs u s in g  moderate- 
to h igh-pressure hoses to w ash  rocks. This re leased  m ore oil th an  the flood alone, and  it 
covered  m o re  g rou n d  a t a faster ra te  th an  th e  hand-tilling m ethod. It cou ld  a lso  be used  
on  m any  typ es of shoreline. Th is varia tion  w as n o t w ith o u t som e obv iou s p rob lem s. 
B iologists w ere  concerned  abou t b lasting  an im a ls and  p lan ts  off the shorelines. C oastal 
geo log ists w ere  concerned  that high-pressure b lasts w ou ld  w ash  aw ay  the fine sedi-
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Little m o re  th an  six 
w eek s  a f te r  full-scale hot- 
w a te r  w ash ing  b e c a m e  
s ta n d a rd  sho re lin e  
trea tm en t, b o th  th e  C o a s t 
G u a rd 's  scientific adv iso r 
a n d  in d e p e n d e n t 
b io logists e x p re s se d  
con c e rn  th a t th e  hot 
w a te r  w a s  "cooking" th e  
b e a c h  life a n d  p e rh a p s  
do ing  m o re  harm  th an  
g ood .

An omnisweep, or omniboom In

m en ts  u nd e rn ea th  b ig  rocks and  cobbles; that, in tu rn , m igh t de-stabilize th e  beach and  
tr ig g e r se riou s erosion.

T he tem pe ra tu re  of the w a te r w as a prob lem , too: The n ea rsh o re  w a te rs  in the 
Sound, even  in the sum m er, rare ly  rise m uch  above 45-50 d eg ree s F ah renhe it. Lots of 
co ld  w a te r tend ed  to m ake  the oil th ick and  tarry, m ak ing  it h a rd e r  to  m ove  and  h a rd e r 

scover. This a lso  tended  to encou rag e  w o rke rs to u se  h ig h e r p re s su re  to  b last the 
tu iry  oil, w hich m ade  b io log ists and  geo log ists m o re  n e rv o u s  th an  before. C old  w ate r 
w ou ld  n o t cu t the oil.

Hot w a t e r  a n d  high pressure

O ne of the e n d u rin g  im ages of the Exxon Valdez c leanup  is of w o rk e rs  in hard-hats 
a n d  yellow  ra in  g ea r b la s ting  a t rocks w ith  h igh-pressure ho ses th a t fired  h o t w ater. 
V irtua lly  every  beach  th a t h ad  sign ifican t o iling  (m oderate to heavy, by  DEC defin i­
tions) w as w ashed  w ith  e ith e r hot-water ho ses o r hot-water m echan ica l w ash ing  
dev ices called  "om n isw eep s" o r "om n ib oom s." In all, as m uch  as 150 m iles o f sho reline 
w ere  p robab ly  w ash ed  w ith  h o t (140-160 deg rees F ahrenheit) w a te r in  198931

In te rm s of sho re lin e  ecology, h o t w a te r hu rts . A s early  in the c le anu p  as July, 1991, 
little m ore  th an  six w eeks a fte r full-scale hot-water w ash in g  becam e s ta n d a rd  shoreline 
trea tm en t, bo th  the C oast G uard 's  scien tific adv iso r a n d  in d e p e n d e n t b io log ists ex­
p ressed  concern  th a t the h o t w a te r w a s "co o k in g " th e  beach  life a nd  p e rh a p s  do ing  
m o re  h a rm  th an  good.33 Th is g ro u p  w as n o t so ie ly  conce rned  w ith  the im m ediate, 
acu te  im pac ts of th e  h o t w a te r and  h igh  p ressu re . These sc ien tis ts w e re  a lso  concerned  
th a t th e  p lan ts  and  an im a ls on  the sho re lin es w ashed  w ith  h o t w a te r w o u ld  ac tually  
re tu rn  to no rm a l more slowly th an  those left alone, o r th o se  trea ted  less harsh ly .

In an article p ub lish ed  in  1990, tw o  in d ep en d en t A laska b io log ists qu es tio n ed  the 
w isd om  of the h o t w a te r w ash  based  on in fo rm ation  g a th e red  from  a s tu d y  site they 
e s tab lished  on G reen  Island .33 A second  p ap e r exp an d ed  on  th is hypo thesis, offering 
d a ta  that, th e  a u th o rs  suggested , sh ow ed  th a t h o t w a te r a n d  h ig h  p re s su re  h ad  killed

m ore  an im a ls n nd  p lan ts  
th an  th e  oil m ig h t have. 
They took  th e ir ana lysis a 
s tep  fu r th e r and  suggested  
th a t recovery  m igh t 
th e re fo re  be slow er.

"C om p le te  loss of 
m usse ls  an d  rockw eed 
[due  to tre a tm en t] a t these 
sites h as changed  or 
e lim in a ted  severa l ecologi­
cal n iches," the s tu d y  
conc lud ed .34 W ithou t the 
cove r of the m usse ls and  
seaw eed , the b io logists 
said, it w as h a rd  for the 
u su a l a rray  o f sm all 
in te r tid a l p la n ts  and  
an im a ls to  estab lish  
th em se lv es and  surv ive; 
the expo sed  rock  su rfaces 
w ere  too dry, too exposed  
to  p red a to rs , a n d  too 
heav ily  p o u n d ed  by w ave 
action. M oreover, the 

operation, washing oiled shoreline. Pholo by Rob Schaeder n o rm a l p rog ress ion  of
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Having "survivors o f 
shoreline organism s, in 
o th e r w ords, is an  
im portan t s te p  on  th e  w ay  
to full recove ry . But in hot- 
w ate r, high-pressure 
treatm ent, th e re  a r e  few  
survivors, if any; th e re fo re , 
re cov e ry  is likely to  ta k e  
longer.

p la n t life w a s  likely to be d e layed  because the exposed  su rfaces a llow ed  so-called 
"o p p o r tu n is tic "  species, such  as v a rio u s algae, to e stab lish  th em se lv e s in fo rm idab le  
nnd  ove rw he lm ing  num bers.

This p ap e r w as ac tually  p a r t o f a la rger s tu d y  com m issioned  by  the N a tion a l 
O cean ic and  A tm ospheric  A dm in is tra tio n  (NOAA), and  fin anced  by th e  EPA, the 
C oast G uard , the A m erican  P etro leum  In stitu te  an d  Exxon, am ong  o thers. The N O A A  
s tu d y  w as m uch  m ore  forceful, an d  its conc lu sions m o re  po in ted , th an  th e  p rev iou s ly  
pub lish ed  work. N O A A  re leased  th e  p ap e r15 in A p ril 1991 a t a W ash ing ton , D.C. p ress 
conference. NO A A 's top  officials n o t only  sa id  h o t w a te r w ash in g  d id  m o re  h a rm  than 
good  and  se t back  recovery, b u t c losed by su ggestin g  th a t "som e tim e s  th e  b e s t tiling to 
d o  in an oil sp ill is nothing."-'6

"I t is c lear," th e  s tu d y  reads, " th a t the d a ta  . . .  s tron g ly  s u p p o r t the conc lu sion  tha t 
hyd ro ca rb on  con tam ina tion  and  high-pressure, hot-water tre a tm en t each  c au sed  m ajor 
adv e rse  im pac ts to th e  in te rtid a l b io ta  of w este rn  P rince W illiam  Sound, b u t th a t the 
effects of th e  tre a tm en t p redom ina ted . M oreover, it a p p e a rs  likely  th a t th e  trea tm en t, 
w h ile  rem ov ing  oil from  the u p p e r and  m id- intertidal zone, w here  its effects w ere 
som ew ha t res tric ted  to re la tively  to le ran t o rgan ism s su ch  as barnacles, rockw eed, and 
m ussels, tran sp o rted  the rem ob ilized  oil in to  the low er in te rtid a l a n d  sha llow  sub tid a l 
zones, w here  the oil w as p laced  in to  con tac t w ith  re la tive ly  m o re  sen s itiv e  an d  p ro d u c ­
tive o rgan ism s su ch  as h a rd  she lled  clam s and  c ru s tacean s."37

The au th o rs  o f the s tu d y  argue, in short, th a t a lot of th e  to u gh e r sh o re lin e  o rg an ­
ism s m igh t h av e  been  k illed by tne oil, b u t th a t a f. ir n um b e r w o u ld  su rv ive. T h e re ­
fore, w h ile the overall hea lth  of the sho re lin e  m igh t suffer, p o p u la tio n s  w ou ld  lim p 
a long  and  g rad u a lly  re-establish th em se lves fully. H av ing  "su rv iv o rs ,"  in o th e r words, 
is an  im p o rta n t s tep  on  the w ay to full recovery. But in hot-water, h igh-pressure 
trea tm en t, th e re  a re  few  su rv ivors, if any; therefore, recovery  is likely  to take longer.

The s tu d y  also suggests th a t th e  h igh-pressure w ash  d rov e  oil o u t o f the u p p e r
beach, b u t the h oses a lso  d ro v e  oily 
fine sed im en ts  in to  p laces b elow  the 
tide  line, th e reby  o iling  p laces th a t 
w ou ld  h av e  e scaped  o iling  o therw ise.

Before ad d re ss in g  the specific 
technical an d  sc ien tific  p o in ts  ra ised  
by the N O A A  study , it is h e lp fu l to 
look a t th e  s tu d y  firs t w ith in  the 
con tex t o f th e  la rg e r technical d eba te  
ab o u t sho re lin e  c le anu p  in general, 
an d  second, w ith in  the con tex t of 
Exxon Valdez sp ill politics.

T here  h as long  b een  a d eb a te  
am ong  re sponders, b io log ists and  
policy-makers from  in d u s try  and  
g ov e rnm en t a b o u t w h e th e r oil sp ill 
c leanup  sh o u ld  p roceed  b eyond  
any th in g  m ore th an  s im p1 i p ickup. 
Indeed , N O A A 's in tro d u c tio n  to the 
1991 repo rt cites severa l o f the best- 
k now n  re fe rences on  the sub ject from  
the p as t d ecad e  o r so. The N O A A  
repo rt is n o t n ecessa rily  an  iso lated  
analysis; ra ther, th e  conc lu sion s (and 
som e of th e  p rin c ip a l a u th o rs  an d  

d irectors) o f th e  s tu d y  are a p ro d u c t o f a certa in  schoo l of th o u g h t ab o u t oil sp ill 
c leanup .

The N O A A  H aza rd o u s M ateria ls section, w h ich  is the d e s ig n a ted  scientific su p p o r t 
c oo rd in a to r fo r the federal on-scene coo rd ina to r, leans tow a rd s  th e  ap p ro a ch  taken  by

- _GN£V '--

Workers washed oil with hot-water hoses toward the water where skimmers picked 
up the oil Photo by Patrick Endres
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the school o f lim ited  cleanup. John Robinson, w ho led m uch o f N O A A 's w o rk  on the 
Exxon Valdez spill, w as not genera lly  in favo r o f agg ressive c leanup . H e took  d irec t 
con tro l o f the con troversia l N e t E nv ironm en ta l Benefit A nalysis s tu d y  of 1990, w hich  
conc luded  th a t rock-washing o r sed im en t excavation  w as ill-advised. It becam e the 
federal gove rnm en t's official policy.

R obinson's position  w as largely  based on concern  for in te rtid a l com m un ities, and  
the technical lite ra tu re  h as  a n um ber of references to su p p o r t h is  position . In add itio n  
to those c ited  in  the N O A A  report, o th e r s tud ie s —  in c lud ing  one c on du c ted  in p a rt by 
DEC's chief technical con su ltan t (Erich G und lach , n ow  of the A rth u r D. L ittle Co.) —  
suggest th a t m ost o iled  sho re lin es exposed  to w ind  and  w ea th e r h av e  a g ood  chance of 
recovering  th e ir bio logical h ea lth  w ith in  p e rio d s o ften  m easu red  in years, n o t d e ­
cades.38 So, g iven the facts th a t P rince W illiam  Sound 's ecosystem s w ere  largely  n o t 
exposed  to o th e r ex te rna l env ironm en ta l stresses, th a t the w ea th e r is h arsh , th a t ocean 
cond itio ns are genera lly  h igh  energy, and  th a t there a re  a lot o f n u tr ie n ts  flu sh ing  in to 
th e  m arin e  ecosystem s to a id  recovery, it w ou ld  no t necessarily  be u n re a so n ab le  to 
suggest th a t m in im al sho reline c leanup  m igh t be b e tte r th an  agg ressive  c le anup  in such 
a  situation .

Th is ra ises se rious questions abou t the cleanup: Is the N O A A  s tu d y  accu ra te  in its 
p ic tu re  o f hot-water, h igh-pressure w ash ing  d u rin g  the Exxon Valdez cleanup?  A re the 
resu lts s trong  enough  to p rom p t a conclusion th a t the techn ique sh o u ld  n o t h av e  been 
u sed  in A laska, and  sh ou ld  n o t be used in the future? These ques tio n s a d d re s s  both  
scien tific a n d  stra teg ic issues.

The d a ta  collected by the NOAA  researchers is thought-provoking, b u t it su ffers 
from  a certa in  im precision —  no  fault of the researchers, really  —  because of the 
w o rk ing  cond itions on the sho re lines in 1989. It is im possib le  to gen e ra lize  too b road ly  
abou t hot-water, h igh-pressure w ashing, since that m ean t d iffe ren t th ing s a t d iffe ren t 
sites, w ith  d ifferen t heaters, d iffe ren t crew  chiefs, d iffe ren t ex terna l p re s su re s  (meeting 
goals in  schedu ling , fo r example), and  d iffering  levels o f fide lity  to p ro p e r  p rocedures. 
W hile th is m igh t have affected som e of the data, th is a lso  m igh t affect the genera l 
conc lu sions abou t w ash ing  m en tioned  by NOAA  officials w hen  the re p o rt w as re ­
leased.

Som e w ash ing  crew s w ere  carefu l and  som e w ere not. Som e basic p rob lem s in 
variab ility  of perfo rm ance included:

□ U ncoo rd in a ted  sp ra y in g
S tate m on ito rs often observed  Exxon crew s sp ray ing  hoses ran d om ly  on the 

shorelines, ra th e r th an  w ork ing  sy stem atically  d ow n  a beach. This o ften  m eant 
th a t som e peop le  p u t m ore h o t w a te r and  m ore p re ssu re  on  a g iven  a rea  than 
o thers. Som e w orkers w ere  a llow ed  to po in t hoses d irec tly  in to  fine sed im en ts, 
w h ich  m obilized  oil and  sand  and  allow ed it to be tran sp o rted  in to  th e  low er 
in tertidal. In short, trea tm en t w as uneven, no t ju s t from  s ite  to site, b u t w ith in  sites 
them selves.

□ Igno ran ce  o r ca re le ssn ess in  ap p lic a tio n  o f tre a tm en t
Everyone ag reed  th a t it w as im po rtan t for c rew s to avo id  sp ray in g  the so- 

ca lled  "g reen  zone," the rich, low er in te rtida l a rea cha rac te rized  frequen tly  by the 
p resence of filam en tous g reen  algae.

"G enerally , a c leanup  sq u ad  w as to w ash  a beach  by  fo llow ing th e  tidal 
w a te rs d ow n  the beach on the ebb tide and  m ov ing  back  u p  the sh o re  w ith  the 
flood tide, s to p p in g  in tru siv e  trea tm en t if the g reen  zone  w ere  exposed . H owever, 
m any  c rew s ignored  these restrictions, in sisting  on  w o rk ing  the a rea  ra th e r  than  
sh u ttin g  dow n  o r m ov ing  to a less sensitive location," th e  DEC's c le anu p  m on ito r­
ing section  repo rted  in its 1992 sum m ary .31’

Also, once oil w as re leased from  the beach in to  the con ta inm en t zone for a 
sk im m er to retrieve, w o rke rs w ere su p po sed  to tu rn  d ow n  the p re s su re  on  the ir 
h oses an d  gen tly  p u sh  the floating oil tow a rd s the sk im m er.
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Hof w a te r  a n d  high 
p ressu re  a r e  h arsh  
trea tm en ts, a n d  th e  d a t a  
g a th e r e d  by  N O A A  g ive 
us a  b e t te r  id e a  o f h ow  
harsh  th ey  might be.

"U n fo rtun a te ly , d esp ite  repea ted  exp lana tion s of th is m e thod , c rew s w ere  
often  a llow ed  to tu rn  m ost if n o t all of th e ir hoses on  the oil w ith o u t redu c in g  the 
in ten sity  o f th e ir sp ray ," DEC's m on ito rs reported.'"’ T h is no t on ly  cau sed  a lo t of 
m ix ing  and  tu rbu lence, b u t d um p ed  a  good  dea l of w a rm  w a te r  in to  th e  n ea rsho re  
area, w h ich  cou ld  affect th e  su rv iv a l a n d  recovery  of the ex trem e low e r in te rtid a l 
areas.

□ S ch ed u lin g  and  re p o rt in g  o f re su lts
T h ro ug hou t 1989, DEC po in ted  o u t to bo th  federa l and  Exxon au th o ritie s  

th a t too m uch  tim e and  e ffo rt w as being  sp e n t on  sho re lin es th a t w e re  n o t as 
heav ily  o iled  as o thers. C rew s w ere  o ften  d ep loy ed  on m ode ra te ly  o iled  sho re lin es 
th a t cou ld  b e  com p le ted  quickly, ra th e r  th an  on m ore h eav ily  o iled  sh o re lin e s tha t 
m igh t take m ore time, a n d  there fo re  th row  off the c rew s' sch edu led  goals, and  
repo rts  of p rogress, fo r sho re lin e  m iles trea ted .

F rom  the s tan d p o in t o f the N O A A  study , th is issue  ra ises q ue s tio n s  ab o u t 
w h e th e r th e  d am ag e  from  h o t w a te r  w ash in g  cou ld  h av e  been  m in im ized  
th ro u g h o u t the reg ion  by  concen tra ting  th e  h a rsh  techn ique on ly  on  th e  m ost 
h eav ily  o iled  sites, u s ing  m ild e r techn iqu es on others.

□ Poo r cho ices o r c om b in a tio n s  o f e q u ip m e n t
Shore w ash in g  w as m o re  effective a t re leasing  oil w h en  hoses a n d  the 

om n iboom s w ere  u sed  in con junction  w ith  a low-pressure beach  d e lu g e  sy stem  
(such as th e  p e rfo ra ted  hoses). H ow ever, som e p laces u sed  it an d  som e d id  not, 
w h ich  m ean t th a t m ore w o rk  w as d o n e  w ith  the m ost p ow erfu l equ ipm en t. In 
add ition , th e  om n iboom s w ere o rig in a lly  in ten d ed  to w o rk  p rim a rily  o n  steep, 
rocky  faces a n d  som e la rg e b ou ld e r beaches. H owever, Exxon g rad u a lly  b eg an  
u s in g  th em  on  a lm ost all k in d s o f beaches, w ith  the excep tion  of low-energy, fine- 
sed im en t sho relines.

N O A A 's d a ta  d id  not, an d  p rob ab ly  cou ld  not, correct fo r these  im p o r ta n t v a r i­
ables. T he s tu d y 's  m odel fo r hot-water w ash ing  w as based  on  one a c tu a l o b serv ed  test 
o f the technique ^he rest re lied  on  im prec ise  o r incom plete  d o cum en ta tio n . R ecords 
m ay  show  that i beach  w as w ash ed  w ith  h o t w ater, b u t the reco rd s u sed  by  N O A A  d id 
n o t show  w here  on  th e  beach th e  h o t w a te r a n d  h igh  p re ssu re  w ere  app lied.'" T here  are 
som e w ays to recon stru c t this,42 b u t to DEC's know ledge  N O A A  d id  n o t know  abo u t 
them  o r chose n o t to u se  them . F rom  the  s tan d p o in t of science, th is is a real p rob lem : 
D ata b ased  on im prec ise  sou rces w eaken s the d a ta  an d  the conc lu sion s b a sed  on  them .

B iologists from  the A laska D ep '- tm en t o f F ish and  G am e (ADF&G) rem arked ,
"T he N O A A  re p o r t a ttem p ts  to c ircum ven t th is p rob lem  by re ly ing  on g en e ra l segm en t 
repo rts  a n d  from  observ a tion s by 'in d iv idu a ls  w o rk ing  in th e  field (e.g. field bosses for 
specific locations).' W hile th is m ay  p ro v id e  add itio n a l deta il o n  beach  c le anu p  efforts, 
one m u s t questio n  the ability  o f such  in d iv id u a ls  to  recall th e  exact tre a tm en t th a t 
o ccu rred  ( tem peratu re, du ra tio n , n um b e r of passes, etc.) on a specific lo ca tion  w here  
th e  N O A A  tran sec ts w ere  conduc ted . W here m u ltip le  tre a tm en ts occu rred , d iffe ren t 
in d iv id u a ls  w ere  invo lved ."41

H o t w a te r a n d  h igh  p re ssu re  are h a rsh  trea tm en ts, and  the d a ta  g a th e red  by 
N O A A  g ive us a b e tte r idea o f how  h a rsh  th ey  m ig h t be. H ow ever, b ecau se  o f the 
variab ility  of the tre a tm en t from  site to site, coup led  w ith  the scien tific u n re liab ility  of 
som e o f th e  sou rce s used, the conc lu sions N O A A  reaches a b o u t se tb acks to recovery  
caused  by tre a tm en t are c loser to h ypo th es is  th an  proof. O ne year's d a ta  b ased  on  
ob serv a tion s im m ed ia te ly  a fte r the sp ill m akes fo r an  in com p le te  d a ta  set, s ta te  rev iew ­
e rs suggested ; severa l y ears o f re c ru itm en t a n d  reco lon iza tion  d a ta  a re  n e ed ed  to reach  
th e  k ind  o f conc lu sion s the repo rt's  a u th o rs  suggested .44

N O A A  w as w o rk ing  u n d e r d ifficu lt c ircum stances, an d  it is n o t su rp r is in g  th a t its 
d a ta  w ou ld  su ffe r from  tire w eaknesses describ ed  above. The state, in rev iew ing  the 
repo rt and  in re sp on d in g  to q ues tio n s from  the press, tried  to  m ake c lear th a t it d id  no t
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d ism ijs  NOAA 's find ings out-of-hand.
The state 's rev iew ers ag reed  genera lly  th a t the N O A A  repo rt's  conclusions, 

especially e stim ates of ra te s  of recovery, are no t fully su p p o rte d  by th e  s tu d y 's  data. 
However, it w ou ld  be im p ru d en t to ignore  th e  genera l p ic tu re  the rep o rt d raw s  abou t 
the harshness o f h o t w a te r and  h igh  p ressu re  on  in te rtid a l life. A p p ly ing  th is p iece of 
science to oil sp ill sho re lin e  c leanup  strategy , one m igh t con c lud e  that:

a) H o t w a te r and  h ig h  p ressu re  can be ex trem ely  h a rsh  on in te r tid a l com m unities.
b) Such trea tm en t p robab ly  h as  im plications for recovery as w ell a s in itial acu te 

effects.
c) Therefore, before choosing  such  a technique, re sp ond ers  m u s t m ake su re  any  

d am age from  the tre a tm en t is accep tab le based  on th e  po ten tia l th rea t from  th e  oil.
It w as well k now n  from  the s ta rt th a t ho t w a te r an d  h igh  p re s su re  w ere  a p o ten ­

tia lly  h arsh  com bination  for sho re lin e  treatm ent.
"(T jcsting d on e  on  Block Island  by Exxon and  the USCG hav e  d em on s tra ted  tha t 

w a te r flu sh ing  and  h yd ro  b lasting  a re  bo th  effective rem ova l m e thod s," w ro te  DEC's 
m ain  con trac to r on  M ay 3. "T he  only th ing  to d e te rm in e  now  is th e  tem p e ra tu re  range 
o f the w ater. A dm ira l Yost seem s to th ink  th a t a clean, d ead  beach  (using h o t water) is 
b e tte r than  a live, semi-oiled beach (using cold  w ater) ."45

In fairness, Yost, th e  C oast G uard  com m andan t, w as n o t a lone in th is assessm en t. 
The sta te 's sp ill officials ag reed  th a t h o t w a te r flu sh  h ad  a ro le —  p e rh ap s  a sign ifican t 
one —  in sho reline c leanup . S tate a nd  federa l officials agreed  th a t the p o ten tia l d am age  
o f trea tm en t w as accep tab le b ased  on  th e  po ten tia l th re a t from  the oil.

A nd here is p recisely  w here  o p in ion s separate, n o t ju s t in th is instance, b u t in Ihe

Photo by Rob SchaefferAerial view of beach cleaning using hol-waler washing, sklmmmers and boom.



The po ten tia l harm  to 
limpets a n d  ro c k w e ed  
from h o t w a te r  s e em ed  
a c c e p ta b le ,  b a s e d  on  the 
p o ten tia l harm  to th e  
region's e conom ies  a n d  
communities, o n d  to  h ighe r 
trophic sp e c ie s  such a s  
fish, seals, a n d  seab ird s .

la rge r and  m ore com m on  d eb a te  abou t conduc ting  sho re lin e  tre a tm en t a fte r an  oil spill: 
W ho defin es te rm s su ch  as " th re a t"  and  "harm ? " W ha t resources, v a lues, econom ies, 
and  u ses a re  m ost im p o rta n t and  deserv e  p ro tec tion  —  especially  w h en  p ro tec tio n  for 
som e m ay  have n eg a tiv e  re su lts for others?

For the S tate o f A laska, th e  bo ttom  line w as th a t c leanup  policy w as a  com plex  
m a tte r o f pub lic policy, n o t m ere ly  a scientific considera tion . H ow ever, science p ro ­
v id ed  the s ta rtin g  point.

First, the sp ill w as eno rm ous, and  the sho re lin e  im pac ts w ere  u np reced en ted . The 
11 m illion  gallons lo st from  the tan k e r w ashed  in to  h u n d re d s  of sa lm on  stream s, 
e stuaries, b ird-nesting areas, m a rin e  m am m al h au lo u t a n d  rea rin g  zones, a n d  o th e r 
critical hab ita t. The oil w as n o t affecting  a lim ited  h ab ita t for a s ing le m a jo r species; it 
w as coa ting  trem endou sly  la rge sec tions o f h ab ita t fo r a n um b e r of im p o r ta n t species, 
som e of w h ich  do  n o t su rv iv e  in la rge n um be rs  o u ts id e  of A laska. N o th in g  in the 
lite ra tu re  g ave  c lea r gu id ance  ab o u t w h a t m igh t h ap p en  to species th a t su ffe red  
w id e sp read  d is ru p tio n  d u e  to oil ove r m assive a reas th a t su p p o rte d  them .

Second, the am o u n t o f oil th a t w as sp illed  —  an d  later, it w as d e te rm in ed , the 
am oun t of oil th a t w as locked u n d e rn ea th  rocky sho re lin es and  bu ried  on  o th e r 
beaches —  ra ised  se rio u s ques tio n s abo u t the po ten tia l fo r sub le th a l effects d u e  to long­
te rm  , low-level expo su re  to hyd rocarbons.

Th ird, d esp ite  the genera l im p ression  th a t A laska is a rich  p a rad ise  fo r w ild  th ings, 
it m u s t be rem em bered  th a t A laska's subarc tic  c lim ate p u ts  m ost sp ec ies on  a razo r's 
edg e  of su rv ival. A trop ica l c lim ate  w ith  end less sum m e r h as m ore  energy , m o re  
d iversity , b e tte r cond itio n s for recovery, g enera lly  speak ing . P rince W illiam  Sound  is 
rich, com pared  to o th e r areas, large ly  because it is n o t sub jec t to th e  sam e b a rrag e  o f 
e nv ironm en ta l in su lts as o ther, m o re  p o p u la ted  an d  in du s tr ia liz ed  areas.

H ow eve r in A laska, any  d is ru p tio n  —  n a tu ra l o r m an-made —  h a s  th e  p o ten tia l for 
d riv in g  a g iven  an im a l p op u la tio n  below  the levels n ecessary  for su rv iv a l. C old  w ater, 
h a rsh  w eather, and  lim ited  so la r energy  a t h ig h  la titu d es  can  all com b ine  to m ake  
recovery  in such  an  area  less d ep en d ab le  th an  recovery  in a  m ore  tem p e ra te  clim ate. 
Th is sp ill w as so large, a nd  its in itial effects so w id esp read , an y th in g  less th an  a full- 
scale a ttem p t a t c leanup  seem ed  like a b iological gam ble.

Last, the tin  ng  o f the spill, in b io logical terms, w as especially  critical. P rince 
W illiam  Sound, the C opp e r R iver delta, the Kenai P en in su la  Coast, th e  B arren  Islands 
an d  the K odiak  A rch ipe lago  —  all these  a reas w ere on th e  verge o f the m assiv e  m ig ra ­
tions o f birds, m arin e  m am m als, a n d  fish th a t beg in  in A p ril a n d  ex tend  th ro u g h  the 
n o rth e rn  sum m er. T he beaches an d  is land s o f the reg ion  a re  p rim a ry  s to p s  on  m ig ra ­
tion  routes, and  p re fe rred  sites to  nest, g ive birth, an d  ra ise  young  for m any  species. 
T he oil, q u ite  literally, w as in the way, o r on  its w ay  to v a s t s tre tches o f critica l hab ita t.

But b io logy w as on ly  p a r t of the decision. The p eop le  a n d  the econom ies o f the 
reg ion  d ep en d  on th e  h ea lth  of resources, th e  seasonal abundan ce  o f g am e an d  fish, 
c lean  w ate . and  w ild e rn ess is lands. Subsistence, com m ercia l fish ing  tou rism , sp o rt 
h u n tin g  and  fishing, and  recreation  a re  th e  fo und a tio n  of th e  local econom ies, a n d  the 
very  reason s the com m un itie s of the reg ion  exist.

C om m ercia l fish ing  seasons w e re  on the verge of open ing , and  th e  concern  w as no t 
ju s t ove r th e  1989 season, b u t the 1990 season  as well. N o t only  w as it im p o rta n t to 
c lear sp aw n in g  b ed s from  oil con tam ina tion , b u t it w as ju s t as im p o rta n t to clean 
beaches th a t held  the p o ten tia l for leak ing oil in to  th e  b ay s and  coves w here  fisherm en  
m ade  th e ir living. A laska to u rism  a t v irtu a lly  every  leve l is b ased  on  p ris tin e  w ild e r­
ness. Subsistence u se rs  d em an d ed  th a t oil be rem oved  from  th e ir h u n tin g  and  fish ing  
a reas as best as possib le. It w as s im p ly  n o t accep tab le o r p ractical to p u t th e se  econo ­
m ies on h o ld  for som e p e rio d  o f y ea rs  w h ile  oil d eg rad ed  natu rally .

A nd  as a practical m atter, a m in im al c leanup  ra ised  the d istinc t possib ility  th a t oil 
b e ing  lifted off beaches an d  m oved  e lsew here  w ou ld  oil a n d  re-oil m any  a re a s  th a t had  
escaped  the in itial im pacts, as describ ed  in field repo rts  an d  ove rfligh ts by s ta te  a nd  
federa l agencies.

T he th rea t from  th e  oil ex tended  far b eyond  the in te rtid a l com m un itie s  o f the
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affected shorelines; the po ten tia l harm  to lim pets and  rockw eod from  hot w a te r  seem ed 
acceptable, based on th e  po ten tia l h arm  to the reg ion 's econom ics and  com m un ities, 
and  to h ighe r trophic species such  as fish, seals, and  seab irds. A rgum en ts fo r lim ited  or 
ligh t cleanup, based  on concerns abou t im m ed ia te  in te rtid a l im pacts, lacked the 
perspec tive  of both the b ro ad e r ecological im p lica tion s and  im po rtan t pub lic  policy 
considerations.

D id the h o t w ate r tre a tm en t work? H ot w a te r a n d  h igh  p ressu re  did, indeed , 
rem ove rela tively  large am oun ts  of w ea th e red  oil from  rocky shorelines. It d id , h ow ­
ever, su ffer from  serious d raw backs. It w as p robab ly  h a rsh  on in te rtid a l c re a tu re s  and  
p lan ts  that su rv iv ed  the o iling itself, a n d  it p robab ly  d ro v e  som e oil a t som e sites 
d eep e r in to  the fine sed im en ts. In add ition , variab ility  in the w ay  crew s con du c ted  the 
trea tm en t caused  secondary  prob lem s, som e of w h ich  the N O A A  1991 s tu d y  po in ts  
out.

O n balance, sta te  officials w ere w illing  to accep t som e o f th is d am age  in exchange 
for rem ov ing  the heav iest concen tra tion s of o il from  sho re lin es as m uch as possib le, as 
fast as possible. The benefits to com m ercial fishing, tou rism , and  o th e r h um an  uses of 
the sho relines o u tw eighed  the po ten tia l d am ag e  and  d is ru p tio n  caused  by th e  tre a t­
m ent.

The trea tm en t w as m ost effective, a nd  m ost acceptable, on  sho re lin es th a t w ere  
heav ily  oiled. A s soon as the heav iest o iling  —  the so-called "g ro ss con tam in a tio n " —  
w as rem oved  by the hoses and  om niboom s, the balance tip p ed  aw ay  from  h ig h  p re s ­
su re  and  ho t w ater. By the m idd le  o f 1989, it w as obv iou s th a t som e o th e r m e th o d  
w ou ld  have  to be used if the c leanup  w as to con tin ue  p a s t the initial, rough  w ash in g  
p rog ram .

Solvents a n d  chemical cleaners

Exxon's firs t a ttem p t to get p as t the lim ita tions o f h o t w a te r w ash ing  (and perhaps, 
som e of its h arsh  effects), w as to p ropo se  the u se  o f a chem ical c leaner called C orcx it 
9580M2. This was, essentially, kerosene w ith  m ost o f the a rom atic s (the m ost toxic

com ponen ts  of p e tro leum
products) rem oved, p lu s  som e 
dete rgen ts. The sub s tan ce  w as a 
m od ifica tion  of the d isp e rsa n t 
th a t Exxon h ad  a ttem p ted  to 
app ly  d u rin g  in itial on-the-water 
response. Exxon sa id  it looked  at 
40 po ten tia l chem ica l c leaners 
from  severa l d iffe ren t m anu fac ­
tu re rs  before se ttling  on  Corexit, 
w h ich  is m anu fac tu red  by Exxon.

re|ecled for beach cleanup.
Test application in 1989 of a  chemical cleaner called Corexit, an Exxon product later

Photo by Rob Schaeffei

C orex it never go t p a s t the 
testing  stage, for m any o f the 
sam e reason s tha t re leg a ted  
h u n d re d s  of o th e r p ro d u c ts  to 
the file cab ine ts d u rin g  th e  Exxon 
Valdez response. It h ad  n o t been 
tested, scientific d a ta  on  its 
toxicity w ere  e ithe r th in  or 
incom plete, a n d  it h ad  o p e ra ­
tional p rob lem s. In add ition , 
pub lic  accep tance of a new , 
w id e sp read  chem ical tre a tm en t 
w as lacking. To landow ners, 
fish ing g roups, and  con serva tion
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I h e  pub lic a n d  ih e  
gov e rnm en ts w e re  
uncom fo rtab le  w ith C o rex it 
use b e c a u s e  no o n e  cou ld  
p rov e  th a t th e  chem ica l 
could b e  re c o v e re d .
C rew s  w ou ld  h a v e  to b e  
re tra in ed , a  m onitoring 
p rog ram  h a d  to b e  
d e v e lo p e d  a n d  
im plem ented, a n d  a  n ew  
con ce rn  a b o u t w o rk e r 
safe ty  w ou ld  e n te r  th e  
picture.

o rgan iza tion s, th e  idea of d u m p in g  chem icals on h u n d re d s  o f m iles of sho re lin es th a t 
had  ju st been  o iled  seem ed m u ch  too risky  —  especially  w h en  there w ere  o th e r a l te rn a ­
tives.

Like the earlie r public flap o v e r d isp e rsan ts  in A pril an d  May, the b itte r a rg um en ts  
abou t C orex it w ere  based, in p art, on  Exxon's in sistence tha t it h ad  an an sw er to th e  oil 
sp ill a n d  th e  governm en t w as ob s tru c tin g  p rogress. A h igh- ranking Exxon execu tive  
b itte rly  com p la ined  to a U.S. S ena te  subcom m ittee  in Ju ly  tha t d esp ite  ove rw he lm ing  
ev id en ce  o f Corcxit's effectiveness, the S tate of A laska w ou ld  n o t allow  the chem ica l to 
be sp rayed . The executive sa id  he  w asn 't su re  A laska even  w an ted  the sp ill to be 
c leaned  u p  quickly,-16 since the DEC w ou ldn 't g ran t a p p ro v a l to use Corexit.

Again, like the d isp e rsan t deba te , the issues and  facts a b o u t C o rexu  w ere no t a s 
c lea r a n d  easily defined  as any  s id e  w ou ld  have  liked.

Exxon's experts stated  th a t th e  toxicity w as low, the c lean ing  efficiency w as h igh, 
a n d  th e ir ab ility  to recover th e  chem ica l and  oil w as good. S tate and  federa l e n v iro n ­
m en ta l sc ien tists (including DEC, Fish and  Game, and  EPA) felt th a t the toxicity 
in fo rm a tion  w as lim ited and  incom plete . Both g ov e rnm en ts  ag reed  th a t C orex it took  
oil o ff th e  rocks, b u t neither felt th a t C orex it w as m uch  m o re  efficien t o r less d is ru p tiv e  
th an  h o t w ater. A nd  m ost o b se rv e rs h ad  se riou s q ues tio n s abou t the ability  of Exxon 
c rew s to con ta in  and  collect the oil-water-Corexit m ix tu re  th a t w ash ed  off the rocks 
in to  th e  w ater. In m ost of the 1989 tests, Exxon u sed  m ore chem ical —  in a t least o ne  
case, tw ice as m uch chem ical —  as it cou ld  ac tua lly  recover.

D id  Corexit g e t oil off the rocks? The answ er, acco rd ing  to s ta te  and  federal o b se rv ­
ers, w as yes, a lthough  it w o rked  b e tte r u n d e r d ry  cond itions .47 C ou ld  Exxon recover 
the m ix o f water, oil and C orex it once it w as in the water? N o t so  well, the g ov e rnm en t 
o b se rv e rs said. "T here  is little ev id en ce  to ind ica te  th a t a n  app rec iab le  am oun t o f 
w a sh ed  oil (let a lone the app lied  Corexit) w as recovered  a fte r th e  test app lica tio n s," the 
EPA repo rted .4* S tate and  federa l observe rs repo rted  th a t C orex it tests g enera ted  a 
redd ish-brow n p lum e tha t sn eak ed  ou ts id e  con ta inm en t a n d  abso rb en t boom s a n d  w as 
d ifficu lt to  recover.

F ede ra l and  sta te  agency staff, in c lud ing  EPA and  the s ta te  D epa rtm en t of F ish and  
Game, w ere  no t satisfied w ith  th e  lim ited  in fo rm a tion  availab le on  the toxicity of 
Corexit. The existing tests to ld regu la to rs som eth ing  abou t the acu te  effects of Core.dt, 
b u t they  w ere  silen t on the effects o f longer-term  expo su re  —  a critical p o in t if C o rex it 
w ere to be used  in large quan titie s  covering  h u n d re d s  of m iles o f v a rio u s w ildlife 
hab ita t. There w as also little firm  in fo rm ation  abou t the longer-term  effects of a m ix  of 
C orex it and  oil on w ildlife —  again , a critical poin t, con sid e ring  tha t Exxon had  n o t 
d em on s tra ted  its ability  to con ta in  and  recover w ha t it w ash ed  off; the elusive reddish- 
b row n  p lum e w as troubling.

In sho rt, the pub lic and  the g ov e rnm en ts  wore uncom fo rtab le  w ith  allow ing a 
chem ical d isp e rsan t to be sp ray ed  th ro ug hou t h u n d re d s  of m iles o f the sp ill a rea 
becau se  n o  one cou ld  p rove th a t the chem ical cou ld  be recovered . C rew s w ou ld  h av e  
to be re tra ined , a m onito ring  p ro g ram  had  to be d eve lo p ed  and  im plem en ted , a n d  a 
new  concern  abou t w orker sa fe ty  w ou ld  en te r the p ic tu re.

N o  one, on c ith e r side, cou ld  claim  th a t the ex isting  test d a ta  in 1989 su p p o rte d  h is 
position  w ithou t equivocation. But like m ost m ajor c leanup  decisions, th is i ne h in g ed  
on  m ore  sub tle, less technical po in ts. It w as p a rt science, p a rt risk  asscssm ei t, p a rt 
opera tiona l, and  p a r t practicality . T est d a ta  w ere ju st a p a r t of a com plica ted  ju d gm en t 
call.

F rom  the s tan dpo in t of opera tion s, C orexit w as far from  a su re  th ing. W hen th e  
chemical-oil-mix cam e off the b each  and  w en t in to  the w ater, conven tiona l sk im m ing  
equ ipm en t h ad  difficu lty  p ick ing  it u p  and  abso rben t boom s d id n 't necessarily  so ak  it 
up. O n A ugu s t 28, Exxon app lied  73.S g a llon s of chem ical to a test a rea  an d  could 
recover less than  42 gallons of oil-water-Corexit mix; the n ex t day , Exxon app lied  
a lm ost 60 gallons of chem ical a n d  cou ld  re trieve less than 42 g a llon s of mix. In bo th  
cases, the reddish-brown p lum e e scap ed  from  the tes ting  area, a n d  no one could tell 
how  m uch  of w hat got free in to  th e  ocean w as chem ical a n d  how  m uch w as oil.
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n fiT n r n T r f f iw r  tuwt^  ~

"A n o th e r d is tu rb in g  observation  w as th a t [Corexit] a p p ea red  to ca rry  oil in to  the 
w a te r co lum n  . . .  an d  w e have little a ssu ran ce  abou t its toxicity  a n d / o r  know ledge  of 
its u ltim a te  fate in the m arin e  env ironm en t," EPA's observe rs w ro te .4*

A nd  it d id n 't seem  to w ork  well w hen  it w as ra in ing  —  a se riou s d raw b ack  in 
ra iny  Trince W illiam  Sound.

N O A A  m a in ta in ed  th a t w ash ing  w ith  C orexit w ou ld  be less h a rm fu l th an  w ash ing  
alone, since the so lven t w o rked  a t low e r w a te r tem pera tu res . It w as an  in te resting  
theory, b u t th e re  w as n o th ing  in the science th a t suggested  th a t h itt in g  m arin e  life w ith 
a so lv en t and  100-degree w a te r w as s ign ifican tly  less harm fu l th a t h itt in g  th e  an im als 
w ith  160-degree sea w a te r alone.

A nd  finally, from  the s tan dpo in t o f pub lic  policy, a llow ing  a com pany  to in troduce  
many, m any  th o u san d s of gallons of chem ica ls ove r m any  h u n d re d s  o f m iles o f A laska 
sho re lin es —  based  on lim ited  scientific and  pub lic  rev iew  —  seem ed  irresponsib le, 
espec ia lly  w hen  there w as no th ing  to suggest the chem icals w o rked  any  b e tte r th an  sea 
water.

T he question  cam e d ow n  to this: If h o t w a te r w ash ing, m anua l p ickup, and  o th e r 
ex isting  m e thods d id  an  acceptable jo b  of c lean ing  w ith in  an  accep tab le  rang e  of side 
effects, w hy  gam ble  the rest of the c le anup  on a chem ical th a t h ad n 't been  show n  to be 
m uch  less d am ag in g  01 m uch  more effective?

Exxon n ev e r re tre a ted  from  its p o s ition  th a t C orex it sh o u ld  h ave  been  used. The 
Coast G uard , m eanw hile, sen t m ixed m essages. O n S ep tem ber 10,19S9, th e  federal on- 
scen * coo rd in a to r to ld  Exxon tha t he w asn 't conv inced  C orex it w as effective,50 yet 
w ith in  a few  m onths, the C om m andan t o f the C oast G uard  w ou ld  lobby th e  A laska 
G ove rn o r d irec tly  to app ro v e  Corexit in  1990. Federa l on-scene coo rd in a to r C iancag lin i 
w as a lso  quo ted  in a M arch  new s s to ry  u rg ing  use o f C orex it d u r in g  1990 cleanup .51

Exxon con tin ued  to p ress its case fo r u sing  Corexit in 1990. Tire d eb a te  s tum b led  
a long  on  the sam e legs as before: toxicity and  opera tiona l efficiency. The toxicity 
a rg um en t aga in s t C orex it go t som ew ha t w eake r and  Exxon's ability  to recover the stu ff 
go t som ew ha t s tronger.52 DEC app ro v ed  lim ited  testing  a t five sites th a t sum m er, w ith  
the in ten t of find ing  o u t w hethe r C orex it cou ld  be u sed  as a sp o t w asher, ra th e r th an  a 
b lanke t trea tm en t.

The 1990 tests p rov id ed  little new  in fo rm ation  to decision-makers. The state 's 
observ e rs of a Ju ly  14,1990 test repo rted  th a t a Corexit-and-water w ash  aga in  p rov ed  
to rem ove m ore w ea th ered  oil than w ash in g  w ith  w a te r alone.

DEC's Judy  K itagaw a observed in a m em o to h er su p e rv iso r th a t " th is  is the 
sev en th  C orex it 9580 dem onstra tion  I h av e  o b se rv ed " since 1989. She re ite ra ted  h er 
observa tion s of the chem ical's effectiveness in a b rie f p assage  th a t b e tray s som e w eari­
ness w ith  the exercise.

"W e a lready  lea rned  from  the 1989 tria ls th a t COREXIT p lu s  h o t w a te r rem oves oil 
b e lte r th an  h o t w a te r a lone and  tha t COREXIT/oil m ix tu res a re  d ifficu lt tc  con tain  and  
collect from  w ater. All agencies ag reed  w ith  th is last year. The d em on s tra tio n s of spo t 
w ash in g  w ith  COREXIT in July, 1990 h av e  recon firm ed  th is," sh e  w ro te .53

A second  DEC m on ito r agreed w ith  K itagaw a's evalua tion, w ritin g  th a t "C orexit 
w as u nques tio n ab ly  su p e r io r in rem ov ing  oil from  the b ed rock  su rface ."54

But each  m on ito r m ade  add itional ob serv a tion s th a t suggest, once again, that 
dec isions abou t technology and  eva lua tio ns of effectiveness in oil sp ill re spon se  a re 
m ade w ith in  the con tex t of cond itions and  risks ex isting  a t a g iven  p o in t in time.

S ta te  m on ito rs observed  that app ly ing  Corexit, fo llow ed by a w ash  w ith  ho t water, 
w as ce rta in ly  a good c lean ing  com bination . H ow ever, it touk  a long time. A Corexit 
app lication , fo llow ed by  a w aiting p erio d  (the s tu ff had  to so ak  in to be effective) and  a 
wash, took  abo u t 90 m inu tes; w ash ing  a lone  took 15. W as it w o rth  the wait?

A nd  K itagaw a observed  th a t u sing  C orex it to spot-wash ta rry  oil took  oil off rocks, 
b u t it p u t oil a n d  chem ical in to  the n ea rsh o re  area  —  in short, it took  a s tab le  env iron ­
m en ta l p rob lem  and  m ade  it a mobile env ironm en ta l p rob lem . W as it w o rth  it, in 
env ironm en ta l terms?

There  w as n ev e r m uch of a doub t th a t C orex it cou ld  rem ove oil from  o iled  shore-
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In 1989, th e  pub lic  
a g e n c ie s  d irec tin g  th e  
c le a n u p  c o n c lu d ed  th a t 
Exxon's chem ica l w a s  not a  
b e t te r  a lte rn a tiv e  th a n  th e  
m e thods a v a i la b le  a t  th e  
time, in 1990, th ey  
r e a c h e d  th e  sam e  
conclusion.

lines. T here  w ere d ou b ts  abou t w he the r it cou ld  be con ta ined  and  recovered, and  there 
w ere  d ou b ts  abou t w he th e r it v' as toxic to m arin e  anim als, a n d  if so, to  w h a t degree. 
G iven th is set of facts, d iffe ren t g ov e rnm en t observers cam e to  very  d iffe ren t conclu ­
s ion s abou t w he th e r C orex it shou ld  be u sed  on the Exxon Valdez c leanup .55

State agencies sha red  bo th  ope ra tiona l and  ecological concerns. F ish an d  gam e 
officials w ere w ary  abou t in troducing  th e  chem ical in to  n ea rsh o re  a reas w ith o u t a 
b e tte r h and le  on its short- and  long-term effects. DEC h ad  sim ila r concerns, b u t based  
its decision  p rim arily  on  th e fact th a t Exxon u sed  too m uch  chem ical to  recover too 
little oil; Corexit d id n 't app e a r any  b e tte r than  w ash ing.

Federa l g ov e rnm en t’s officials h ad  m ixed opin ions. The C oast G u a rd  w asn 't su re  
the C orex it w as m uch  bette r th an  ho t w a te r w ash ing, a nd  the EPA w as concerned  th a t 
Exxon's inab ility  to con tain  Corexit and  clean it u p  cou ld  p u t o il and  chem ical in to  the 
w ater. N O A A 's John Robinson in 1989 v igorously  p rom o ted  th e use o f Corexit, w h ich  
in h is ju d gm en t w ou ld  speed  u p  th e  response. H e w as concerned  th a t th e  slow-moving 
c leanup  e ffo rt w ou ld  leave oil to h a rd en  and  w ea th e r o v e r the w in ter, m ak ing  it 
d ifficu lt to  cican.56

But really, the d iffe ring  op in ions w ere  n o t really b ased  on w h e th e r the chem ical 
w as o r w as not a good  cleaner. Rather, each observer w as heav ily  in fluenced  by 
in d iv id u a l a ssessm en ts o f risks (from the oil as well as the chemical), th e  rang e  of o ilier 
choices th a t w ere availab le (hot w a te r a n d  h igh  p ressu re  vs. the chemical), a ssum p tion s 
ab o u t tim e (w hether all c leanup  w ou ld  end  in September), pub lic  accoun tab ility  
(w hether the em ergency  a llow ed  the g ove rnm en ts to c ircum ven t th e ir re spon sib ility  to 
con su lt the pub lic abou t p u ttin g  a chem ical in to the env ironm ent), a n d  o th e r pub lic 
policy issues.

C leanup  decisions h ave  a con tex t b eyond  science an d  technology, a n d  th e  Corexit 
issue w as no  different. In 1989, the pub lic  agencies d irec tin g  the c leanup  conc lud ed  
th a t Exxon's chem ical w as not a b e tte r a lte rn a tiv e  th an  th e  m e th od s ava ilab le  a t the 
time. In 1990, they reached  the sam e conclusion. N o th in g  in th e  tests su g ge s ted  to the 
s ta te  agencies th a t d ou s ing  beaches w ith  a kerosene-based so lv en t w as any  b e tte r th an  
w ash ing  (1989) and  m echan ical a n d  m anua l rem oval (1990). It w asn 't any  faster, and  
no  one cou ld  p rove  th a t it w as any  less h arsh  th an  w ash ing. It ad d ed  som e th in g  nev  to 
the env ironm en t, an d  p resen ted  add itio n a l con ta inm en t p rob lem s. It ra ised  m ore 
ques tio n s th an  it reso lved.

Mechanical treatment

Backhoes, tractors, front-end lo aders and  o th e r sm all and  large m echan ized  u n its 
w ere  u sed  on  sho relines p rim arily  in 1990, and to a lim ited  d eg ree  in 1991. In m ost 
cases, th e re  w as n o th ing  especially com plicated  abou t the w ork; it w as g enera lly  a 
m echan ized  m agnifica tion  of w ha t w o rke rs w ere d o in g  by hand .

Front-end lo aders sc raped  u p  and rem oved  large ta r and  a sp h a lt p a tch es (such as 
a t A ialik  G lacier Beach on the o u te r Kenai P en in su la  coast); trac to rs p u lled  thick, steel 
tines th ro ugh  concen tra tion s of bu ried  oil to release th em  (an excellen t exam p le  w as 
the w o rk  a t beach segm en t LA20,57 in S leepy Bay, on  Latouche Island); b ackhoes d ug  
up  pocke ts of heavy, b u ried  oil o r pu lled  o iled sed im en ts from  h ig h  in te r tid a l a reas to 
m id- intertidal a reas for e ithe r rem oval o r b io rem ed ia tion  (KN405, on Po in t H elen, on 
K nigh t Island  and  o th e r places).

There w as little d isp u te  abou t the c ru d e  effectiveness of m echan ica l equ ipm en t: It 
m oved  a lo t of m ate ria l th a t cou ld  no t o th erw ise  be m oved  by hand . T he s ta te  favored  
w id e r u se  of m echan ical equ ipm en t based  on the risk-benefit ana lysis th a t h as been 
d iscu ssed  th ro ug h ou t th is report. The federa l g ov e rnm en t (and to  som e degree, Exxon) 
began  resis ting  w id e r use of m echan ical equ ipm en t in mid- to la te sum m e r o f 1990, 
large ly  b ased  on th e risk-benefit conclu sions reached  by  NOAA.

H ow ever, th e re  w as som e ag reem en t abou t w ha t the m ach ines cou 'd  d o  well, 
a ssum ing  one accep ted  th e  short-term  d is ru p tio n  the m ach ines caused .
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Front-end lo a d e rs  
s c ra p e d  up  a n d  rem o v ed  
la rg e  ta r  a n d  a sp h a lt 
p a tch e s; tra c to rs  p u lled  
thick, s tee l tines th rough  
con cen tra tio n s  c f  b u rie d  
oil to  r e le a s e  them; 
b a c k h o e s  d ug  u p  p o ck e ts  
of heavy , b u rie d  oil.

O n  cobble beaches w ith  m ode ra te  s lop e  (such as the LA20 example), a sm all trac to r 
p u lling  steel tines of v a rio u s d ep th s  cou ld  ag ita te  the sed im en ts  and  re lease  large 
am oun ts  of bu ried  oil, p a rticu la rly  if th e  tilling w as done  on a rising  tide, w hen  w a te r 
lifted th e  oil o u t a n d  m ade  it e a s ie r to collect. O n beaches d om ina ted  by sm all o r m id ­
size bou lders/ ’11 a backhoe w as very  effective a t p u lling  back  la rg er rocks so  w o rke rs 
cou ld  e ith e r scoop  o r shovel m ousse  in to  bucke ts o r bag s for rem oval.

B ackhoes an d  o th e r equ ipm en t w ere  u sed  to ' pu ll d o w n "  oil a n d  oily rocks tha t 
w ere  s tran d ed  in the h igh  u p p e r in te rtid a l a reas w here  s to rm s and  h igh  tides had  left 
b erm s far u p  the beach. The m e th od  becam e know n  as "s to rm  berm  re location ," and  
w as g enera lly  accep ted  as a good  w ay  to expose oil to w ea th e rin g  o r b io rem ed ia tion  
[see nex t section]. The oil h ad  w oun d  u p  in these u p p e r beach a reas largely  as a resu lt 
o f h ig h  tides and  s to rm s th a t o ccu rred  in 1989, w hen  oil w as on  the w ater.

T here  w ere  w ays o f in i reasing  the efficiency of a m echan ica l o p e ra tio n  —  such  as 
tilling  on a ris ing  tide only —  b u t Exxon and  the C oast G uard  th o ugh t th is im practical, 
since s tay ing  a t a site  and  w a itin g  for the r ig h t tid e  cycle p rev en ted  a c rew  from  
m ov ing  to a n ew  site. In add ition , in som e cases, oil w as s tran d ed  so  h ig h  on a beach 
th a t tilling  on  a ris ing  tide  cou ld  on ly  be d on e  d u r in g  the few  lim es d u r in g  a m on th  
th a t tides w ere  ru nn in g  h ig he r th an  average. This, as well, w as v iew ed  by  Exxon and  
th e  C oast G u a rd  as an  u naccep tab le  sch edu ling  a n d  logistics p rob lem .

S to rm  berm  relocation, w h ile  genera lly  accep ted  as a leg itim ate m e th o d  by all 
parties, occasionally  h igh ligh ted  d ifferences in app ro ach  b etw een  the s ta te  and  federal 
governm en ts . The s ta te  som etim es favo red  m echan ica l tre a tm en t th a t rem oved  the oil:
A s long  a s one w as go ing  to send  a p iece of h eavy  equ ipm en t to a shoreline, w hy  n o t
m ake it one th a t cou ld  rem ove the pollution? !■

Exxon and  the C oast G u a rd  p re fe rred  an  app ro ach  th a t sim p ly  expo sed  the o iled f
sed im en ts  for lim ited  rem oval, w eathering , b io rem ed ia tion , o r all three. T hey  a rgu ed  
ag a in s t large-scale rem ova l first b ecau se  of fea rs th a t the rem oval w ou ld  p rom o te  >
erosion. W hen th a t p rov ed  la te r n o t to be a p rob lem , they  a rg u ed  ag a in s t it because it 
c au sed  logistical an d  d ispo sa l p rob lem s th ey  fo und  unaccep tab le.

A nd  ove ra rch ing  all these  o p e ra tio n a l a rg um en ts  w ere  the concerns ab o u t m obiliz ­
ing oil in to  th e  env ironm en t by tilling  it w ith  h eavy  equ ipm en t. NOAA, in particu lar, 
th o ug h t th a t h eavy  tilling cou ld  take an  unaccep tab le, b u t re la tive ly  s tab le  p rob lem  
(buried oil s tran d ed  below  the surface) and  tu rn  it in to an  unaccep tab le, m obile  p ro b ­
lem . The concern  w as th a t oil cou ld  be re leased  in to  the w a te r w here  it cou ld, for 
exam ple, d is ru p t an  area fishery, o r cause  fine, o ily  sed im en ts to m ig ra te  d ow n  in to  the 
lowui, uno iled  in te rtid a l zone.

The s ta te  v iew ed  all the cou n te r a rg um en ts  —  logistics, o il m obiliza tion, etc. —  as '
valid  concerns, b u t g enera lly  DEC and  o th e r sta te  officials felt th a t q u a lity  w o rk  and  [’
good  tim ing  cou ld  a llev ia te  som e of th e  m o re  p ress in g  env ironm en ta l concerns. In .c
som e cases, the s ta te  and  federa l g ov e rnm en t fo und  com m on  g round ; in o thers, it !
d idn 't. G enerally, everyone v iew ed  m echan ica l tre a tm en t as a h igh- im pact tre a tm en t *
th a t m ad e  sense a t som e sites b ased  on  w h ich  risk-benefit conclu sion  o ne  ten d ed  to [/
favor. £

Bioremediation59

The lim ita tions o f large-scale w ash in g  an d  the sho rtcom ings of so lv en ts like 
C orex it h igh lig h ted  the em erg ing  fact in 1989 th a t if an  ex tensive and  area-wide 
c leanup  p ro g ram  w ere  to  con tinue, som e o th e r techn ique w ou ld  be necessary .

The U.S. E nv ironm en ta l P ro tec tion  A gency (EPA) p ropo sed  in M ay and  June of 
1989 to try  and  sp eed  up  th e  n a tu ra l ra te  o f d eg rad a tio n  of the oil by app ly ing  fertiliz­
e rs  to rocky shorelines. The genera l te rm  for th is ty p e  of c le anup  is b io rem ed ia tion .

T he idea  of u s ing  som e k ind  o f artific ia l s tim u lu s  to sp eed  up  the n a tu ra l b reak ­
d ow n  o f p o llu tan ts  h ad  been  a ro u n d  fo r som e time, a lth o ugh  the idea b eg an  to have  
som e lim ited  app lica tio n  in the 1960s and  early  1970s. In 1967, the fam ous c ru ise  liner
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I h e  Exxon Valdez oil 
".pill w a s  h ard ly  th e  b e s t 
lime to em ba rk  on  a  
b ro a d  p ro g ram  of 
re s e a rc h  a n d  d ev e lo pm en t 
of oil spill re sp on se  
techno logy. H ow ever, a  
ta rg e te d  p ro g ram  for a  
specific te ch n iqu e  o r 
p ro d u c t w a s  possible.

Q ueen  M ary w as p erm anen tly  m oored  in Long Beach, C aliforn ia. A t the time, it 
con ta ined  abou t 800,000 gallon s of oily w aste  w a te r in its bilge. C on trac to rs  u sed  
b io rem ed ia tion  techn iques to break  d ow n  the hyd ro ca rb on s in the b ilge w ater, a n d  the 
ow ners received app rov a l to d ischarge  the bilge tank s a fte r six w eek s o f trea tm en t.”0 
O th e r field experim en ts and  tria l app lica tio n s over the cou rse  o f the n ex t 20 y ea rs 
in c luded  effo rts to im p rove  the qua lity  o f u n d e rg ro u n d  w a te r sou rces an d  con tam i­
n a ted  so ils by app ly ing  b io technology.

M ost of these early  effo rts h ad  one m ajor th ing  in com m on: The w o rk  w as d on e  
largely w ith in  the confines of a closed o r con tro lled  system . U nde r tho se  k in d s of 
cond itions, a sc ien tist o r con trac to r o r eng inee r cou ld  tinker w ith  the v ariab les th a t 
op tim ize  the effectiveness o f the trea tm en t. C on tro lling  tem pera tu re , n u tr ie n t levels, 
and  o th e r physical factors can have  a trem endou s effect on the results.

The Exxon Valdez oil sp ill w as a very  d ifferen t m atter. P rince W illiam  Sound  w as 
any th ing  b u t a con tro lled  system . It w as a w ild, rem o te  m arin e  en v iro nm en t sub ject to 
ex trem e w eather, b ig  seas, 10-foot tid a l changes fou r tim es a day, a nd  seasona l sw ing s 
in so la r energy, tem pera tu re, a n d  n u tr ie n t availability . The A laska B io rem ed ia tion  
Project, a s EPA called it, w as an  unp reced en ted  exercise in ap p lied  b io techno log ical 
research, even  if ju dged  on n o th ing  m ore  th an  the area th a t w as trea ted  an d  the 
am oun t o f fertilizer th a t w as app lied.

A s no ted  before, the Exxon Valdez oil sp ill w as h ard ly  the bes t tim e to em ba rk  on  a 
b road  p rog ram  of research  and  d ev e lo pm en t of oil sp ill re spon se  technology. H ow ­
ever, a ta rge ted  p rog ram  for a specific techn ique o r p ro d u c t w as possib le.

A t the EPA's urging, and  w ith  fu nd in g  from  Exxon u n d e r a specia l techno logy  
d ev e lo pm en t agreem ent, b io rem ed ia tio n  becam e the focus o f the effort.

There is n o th ing  m agic ab o u t b io rem ed ia tion , especially  in the fo rm  i l fool< d u r in g  
the Exxon Valdez. C rude  oil w as a good  cand id a te  for b io rem ed ia tion , p rim a rily  be­
cause o f its chem istry . In te rm s of volum e, abou t a th ird  of the oil is m ad e  u p  o f light, 
volatile g asses th a t evapo ra te  fairly quickly; the m id d le  th ird  (or more, in  som e crudes) 
is m ade  u p  hydroc<.rbon s th a t can  be b roken  d ow n  re la tive ly  easily  by n a tu ra l forces,

an d  the last th ird  o r so  is m ad e  
up  of com pou nd s  th a t a re  m o re  
res is tan t to qu ick  d eg rad a tio n : 
waxes, asphalts, a n d  so on.

Chem ically, the oil b reak s 
d ow n  n a tu ra lly  for severa l 
m ajo r reasons. E xposu re  to 
su n lig h t an d  a ir causes som e 
d eg rad a tio n , an d  som e is the 
re su lt of m icrob ia l activ ity. The 
m icrobes d o n 't ac tu a lly  " e a t"  
the oil; the im age o f b ug s 
chew ing  u p  cha in s o f m olecu les 
a n d  sp ittin g  o u t the le ftovers is 
n o t qu ite  right. It is m o re  like 
they  m ake th e  cha in s " r u s t o u t." 
The m icrobes use ca rbon  in 
vario u s b iochem ical w ays; as 
they  pu ll c a rbon  o u t o f the 
cha in s of m olecu les th a t m ake 
up  the d iffe ren t p a r ts  o f the oil, 
the cha ins fall a r ..n. ih e y  b reak  
d ow n  in to  th e ir basic e lem ents. 
So the theo ry  b eh ind  
b io rem ed ia tion  o f c ru d e  oil is 
simple: If you  p u t m o re  m i­
crobes to w o rk  on th is p rocess,

Bioremediation took the form of applying to oiled shorelines fertilizers which added 
nitrogen and phosphorous, which stimulated the already good population of oil-eating 
bacteria in Prince William Sol nd. The compounds were brought in by boat.

Photo by Mike Ebel
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The a lte rn a tiv e s, 
b e y o n d  ho t w a te r  
w ashing, w e re  lim ited The 
oiling, e v e n  a f te r  w ash ing, 
w a s  substan tia l. F rustration 
w a s  high, a n d  ex p e c ta tio n s  
w e re  low. Sudden ly , it 
a p p e a r e d  som eon e  h a d  
found th e  a n sw e r  to th e  
problem ,

you  w ill get faste r deg radation/ ’1
To test th is theory, EPA pu t u p  abo u t $5 m illion, Exxon com m itted  add itio n a l 

fund ing , and  the s ta te  th rew  its sta ff an d  su p p o r t in to  a high-speed research  project.
The project cou ld  take one of tw o  basic approaches: a) inoculation, in w h ich  vast 

n um b e rs  o f o il-degrading bacteria w ou ld  be in tro du ced  in to  the ecosystem , o r b) 
enhancem en t, in w h ich  the ex isting m icrob ial popu la tion  w ou ld  be boo sted  by  the 
a d d itio n  of v ario u s nu trien ts.

The p rocess w as n e ith e r well-explained n o r well-understood, p articu la rly  by the 
public, and  p a rticu la rly  a t the outset. M ost p eop le  env is ioned  a k ind  of biological 
w arfa re, in w h ich  new , eng ineered  bac teria  w ou ld  be un leash ed  on th e  env ironm en t. 
To the public, th is con ju red  up  the im age of the M u tan t M icrobe T ha t A te P rince 
W illiam  Sound, as out-of-control b ac teria  ove rw he lm ed  an a lready-stressed env iron ­
m ent. Even as late in the sp ill re spon se  as the sp rin g  o f 1991, a n a tional n ew s repo rte r 
w o u ld  describe  the b io rem ed ia tio n  e ffo rt as a p rocess o f sp ray ing  m illion s o f oil-eating 
m icrobes on  the sho res o f P rince W illiam  Sound/’2

That w as n o t rea lly  w h a t w as p ropo sed  in 1989. A lthough  EPA con sid e red  inocula­
tion, researchers rejected the idea p rim arily  because  P rince W illiam  Sound  a lready  
seem ed  to h ave  a good  popu la tion  o f oil-eating bacteria. N o t all k ind s o f bac teria  are 
h yd ro ca rb o n  d eg raders, b u t it tu rn ed  o u t tha t P rince W illiam  Sound  h ad  the righ t bugs 
—  abou t five p ercen t of the basic m icrob ial popu la tion/0 T h is re la tive ly  h igh  level of 
d eg ra d e rs  in  the "u n fe r til iz e d " p opu la tio n  w as there, researchers th ink, because of 
n a tu ra l d r ip s  of turpentine- like h yd ro carbons com ing  from  th e  spruce-hem lock ever­
g reen  fo rest of the Sound. It w as a fairly good scientific bet th a t the increase in avail­
ab le  carbon  —  the sp illed  oil —  w ou ld  cause a jum p  in the hyd rocarbon- deg rader 
p op u la tio n  in the a rea  anyw ay. But if the overa ll p opu la tion  of bac teria  cou ld  be 
m u ltip lied  exponen tia lly , then the m odest, n a tu ra l increase in oil-dcgraders cou ld  be 
tu rn e d  in to  a p op u la tio n  boom . The EPA-DEC-Exxon p ro ject w ould  n o t use artificial 
m ean s to p u t m o re  oil d eg rad e rs  in to  th e  ex isting  popu la tion . Instead, c rew s w ou ld  
s im p ly  boost the overa ll b ac teria l popu la tion ; five percen t of a b illion bac teria  is m uch 
m o re  th an  five p e rcen t o f a m illion.

The best w ay to s tim u la te  m icrob ial g row th  w as to a d d  n itro g en  and  p ho sp h o ru s  
to the ava ilab le  n u tr ien t mix; the bes t w ay  to p u t n itrogen  and  p h o sp h o ru s  o u t there 
w as to sp re ad  fertilizer. The research team  n a rrow ed  th e  choices d ow n  to In ipo l 
EAP22, a F rench-m anufactu red liqu id  fertilizer, a n d  severa l k in d s  of slow-release 
p e lle ts o r b riquettes. O n July 31,1989, Exxon began  app ly in g  fertilizers to  o iled beaches 
a t G reen  Island. By th e  end  of the c leanup  season, som ew here  be tw een  74 an d  110 
m iles o f sho re lin e  h ad  been  sp rayed  o r p ep p e red  w ith  fertilizers.64

The th ree  m on th s from  concep tion  to w id e sp read  app ro v a l and  app lica tion  for a 
n ew  o il sp ill c leanup  techn ique w as ex trem ely  b rie f —  especially  one th a t in troduced  
chem ica ls and  m assive do ses o f a d d itio n a l n u tr ie n ts  to an  open  env ironm en t. EPA 
s ta r te d  scou ting  for field test sites in M ay and  conduc ted  lab tests in June. It s ta rted  a 
90-day field test a t Snug H arbor, K n ight Island, on  June 8 —  b u t a pp ro v a l fo r w id e ­
sp re ad  use o f fertilizers cam e bare ly  h a lfw ay  th ro ugh  the te s t to  d e te rm in e  w he th e r 
fe rtilize rs w orked .

In fact, w h en  bo th  th e  sta te  an d  federa l g ov e rnm en t g ave  ten ta tiv e  a pp ro v a l to the 
u se  o f fertilizers, th e  p rog ram  stood  on a few  lab tests, th in  field test data, an d  lite ra tu re  
sea rches th a t gave on ly  lim ited  ev id ence abou t w h e th e r the fertilizers w ere toxic. There 
w as v ir tu a lly  no  b ro ad e r ecological ana ly sis ab o u t w h a t the add itio n  o f all those 
n u tr ie n ts  m ig h t do. T here h ad  been  no  pub lic  h ea rin g s and  no  real o pp o rtu n itie s  for 
in d ep en d en t scien tific rev iew  of the data . O n the d ay  Exxon su bm itted  its p ropo sa l for 
area-w ide use, th e re  w ere  n o t even  any  accep ted  gu ide lin es for app lication .

T h is w as an  u nu su a l p rocess fo r app roval, to be sure, b u t the s ta te  an d  federa l 
g ov e rnm en ts  w ere o p e ra tin g  in in te re sting  times. The a lternatives, b eyond  ho t w ater 
w ash ing , w ere  lim ited . The oiling, even  a fte r w ash ing, w as substan tia l. F rustra tion  w as 
h igh, a n d  expec ta tion s w ore low. S udden ly , it ap p ea red  som eone h ad  fo und  the 
a n sw e r to the problem .
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The momentum  b eh in d  
b io rem ed ia tio n  g rew  
con s id e rab ly  a f te r  ih e  
1989 trial app lica tion . By 
January, e v e n  w ithou t 
com p le te  re p o rts  on  1989 
activities, th e  C o a s t G u a rd  
a n d  N O A A  w e re  b ank in g  
on b io rem ed ia tion , a s  w a s  
Exxon.

In July, afte r a m on th  o r so of tre a tm en t at Snug H arbo r, the EPA pro ject le ad e rs  
p ro d u c ed  w h a t has becom e know n  as the "po stag e  s tam p "  photo, an  aeria l sh o t o f a 
c lean rec tang le s tam ped  on  a black b ackg round  of o iled  beach. W hile EPA cou ld  n o t 
conclusive ly  p rove th a t th is "s tr ik ing  d isap p e a ran c e " o f the oil from  th e  rocks w as d u e  
to b io rem ed ia tion , they found  30 to 100 tim es m ore m ic roo rgan ism s on the trea ted  
p lo ts  th an  on  the unfertilized  p lo ts.6'’

A second  field lest w as conduc ted  in Ju ly  a t Passage Cove. O n Ju ly  25, fo llow ing  
app lica tio n  o f Inipol, EPA toxicologists collected w a te r sam p le s and  b ro u g h t th em  back 
to the lab. There, they ran  s tan d a rd  acu te toxicity tests on  severa l k in d s  o f m a rin e  
an im a l la rvae (a stage of d eve lopm en t a t w h ich  one w o u ld  expect an im a ls to  be m ost 
sen sitiv e  to pollution). The p re lim ina ry  re su lts  from  the toxicity tests su g g e s ted  th a t 
In ipo l cou ld  be harm fu l to sm all m arin e  anim als, b u t it cou ld  be m ixed  in w eak e r 
so lu tions. So, the conclusion w as n o t th a t In ipo l w as "sa fe ," in the b road  sen se  o f the 
w o rd ; the conclusion w as th a t one cou ld  app ly  the chem ical in so lu tio n s w eak  eno ugh  
to both  accelerate d eg rad a tio n  and  m in im ize harm  to m a rin e  life. In add itio n , the EPA 
d a ta  sugges ted  the risk  to an im als w ou ld  d isap p ea r fairly  sh o rtly  a fte r app lic a tio n  —  
p e rh a p s  a  d ay  o r two. The relative risk  w as h igh  im m ed ia te ly  afte r app lica tion , b u t 
d ro p p e d  off s teep ly  a fte r that.

W ha t decision-makers had, therefore, w as ano th e r in ca rna tion  o f the sam e  basic 
c le anup  balancing  act: M ost m e thod s (including leav ing  th e  oil alone) h ad  risk s th a t 
accom pan ied  the benefits. H ow  bad ly  one w an te d  o r n eed ed  re su lts d ro v e  one's 
ju d gm en t ab o u t how  m uch  risk  w as acceptable.

S ta te and  federa l sc ien tis ts on a jo in t research  and  d ev e lo pm en t team  sa t d ow n  
w ith  Exxon to com e u p  w ith  gu ide lin es for a large-scale field tria l o f b io rem ed ia tio n . 
T he g ro u p  dec ided  th a t fertilizers shou ld  be app lied  only  to  certa in  k in d s o f sho relines, 
p rim arily  tho se  w here  beach  hyd rau lic s an d  tida l flu sh  p ro v id ed  a good  o p p o r tu n ity  
fo r th e  runo ff to be d ilu ted .

They also  m ade som e p ractical dec isions abou t app lica tio n  m ethods. T he sp rin k le r 
sy s tem  u sed  a t Snug H arbo r app ea red  to d e liv er the best resu lts; the slow , steady , ligh t 
w e ttin g  of the surface by the sp rin k le r a llow ed  a s low  an d  s teady  re lease  of n u tr ie n ts  
from  the so lid  fertilizers. The g rou p  decided , how ever, th a t th is w as im p rac tic a l on  a 
la rge scale. They se ttled  on tw o basic m ethods. The first w as app lic a tio n  o f In ipo l u sing  
b ackpack  tank s and  sp ray  w ands; the second  w as sp re ad in g  o f C ustom b len  pelle ts 
u s in g  th e  k ind  o f hand-held w h irle r u sed  to sp read  fe rtilize r on su b u rb an  law ns. These 
m e th o d s  w ou ld  be refined  over time, b u t they  s tayed  basically  th e  sam e.

The nex t s tep  w as to tra in  su p e rv iso rs to m ake su re  th e  C ustom b len  w as p ro p e rly  
w e ig hed  and  m easured , th a t In ipol so lu tion  w as p rop e rly  m ixed  a n d  m ain ta in ed , and  
th a t w o rke rs knew  w hat th ey  w ere  d o ing  and  w ere  p rop e rly  p ro tec ted . The 
C ustom b len  d id n 't p resen t m uch of a prob lem , since the pe lle ts cou ld  be easily  
w e ighed  and  w o rkers sim p ly  n eed ed  to sp re ad  the s tu ff even ly  w ith in  a specified  area 
(essentially "x "  p ou nd s of C ustom blen  o ve r " y "  sq u a re  feet of shoreline). W orke r 
safety  w as p rim arily  a m a tte r o f keep ing  the pelle ts from  d irec t con tac t w ith  th e  skin, 
since C ustom blen , like m ost g arden  fertilizers, irrita tes the sk in  and  can  cause  a fe rtil­
iz e r "b u rn ."

The In ipo l w as m ore of a prob lem . The so lu tion  in c lu d ed  m ore th an  ju s t a n itro ­
gen- an d  phosphorus-based fertilizer, because  there w as m ore to b io rem ed ia tio n  than  
s im p ly  delivering  m ore bugs to the w o rk  site. The fo und a tio n  of the p rocess w as the 
increase in the m icrobial popu la tion , b u t the add itio n a l com ponen ts  o f th e  In ipo l w ere 
n eed ed  to keep the m icrobes on the oil.*6 These add itio n a l com ponen ts in c luded  
bu toxye thano l, w hich w hen  fresh can be h arm fu l to bo th  m arin e  life a n d  hum an s. The 
bu toxy e th ano l evapo ra ted  relatively quick ly  (within a b o u t 24 hours), b u t it w a s 
im po rtan t to keep w ild life aw ay  from  it d u r in g  th a t period . W orkers h ad  to avo id  
b rea th ing  o r abso rb ing  th e  fum es th ro ug h  the skin.

The so lu tion  also  in c luded  the su rfac tan t laurel pho spha te , so rt o f a d e te rgen t, th a t 
ten d ed  to p rodu ce  a dispersant- like effect if th e  In ipol w ere  sp ray ed  too  h eav ily  o r 
m ixed  too "r ich ." W hen w o rke rs app lied  the In ipol im p roperly , it w ou ld  ac tu a lly  w ash

76 THE EXXON VALDEZ  OIL SPILL



It w a s  c le a r  the t th e  
s ta te  a n d  g e n e ra l public 
h a d  a  d iffe ren t 
und e rs tan d in g  th an  th e  
fe d e ra l g ov e rnm en t a n d  
Exxon a b o u t th e  s ta tus of 
b io rem ed ia tio n  a s  an  
a p p ro v e d  c le a n u p  
techn ique  for w id e s p re a d  
use in P rince William 
Sound.

oil off the rocks. A telltale sign of th is m istake w ou ld  be clean streak s s tr ip in g  d ow n  an 
o th e rw ise  oiiy rock. D u ring  the 1989 tria l app lica tion  p rog ram , som e poo rly  tra ined  
w o rk  c rew s d id n 't u nd e rs ta n d  how  and  w hy b io rem ed ia tion  w as su p p o sed  to work, 
trea ting  the In ipol as a beach cleaner in stead  of an  add itiv e .

In ipo l a lso  h ad  to be k ep t flow ing at the righ t level o f viscosity. In th e  cool clim ate 
of P rince W illiam  Sound, left to itself the In ipol w ou ld  get thick. It h a d  to be h ea ted  
gen tly  an d  its tem pe ra tu re  and  m ix m ain ta ined .

The R&D com m ittee considered  these scientific and  opera tiona l questions, and  pu l 
th e  p ropo sa l before the In teragency Shoreline C leanup  C om m ittee, the in teragency 
rev iew  g rou p  th a t inc luded  fishing and  conserva tion  pub lic  in te rest g roup s. The ISCC 
app ro v ed  the gu idelines, a s d id  the Regional R esponse Team . Exxon received form al 
au th o riza tio n  from  the C oast G uard  to p roceed  on  A ugu st 1, a lth o u gh  C oast G uard  
officials h ad  a lready  to ld Exxon the federal on-scene coo rd in a to r w ou ld  app ro v e  
b io rem ed ia tion  as quick ly  as possible.*’7

It is im po rtan t to no te  th a t no  one h ad  confirm ed th a t b io rem ed ia tio n  w as effective 
on  the rocky sho relines o f P rince W illiam  Sound. Both the s ta te  and  th e  federa l g ov e rn ­
m en t exp ressed  th e ir in ten tion  to  rev isit the b io rem ed ia tio n  issue in 1990. A decision  to 
p u t fe rtilize rs "in  the too lbox" (to use th e  response vernacular) w ou ld  be based  on 
w h e th e r th e  1989 tria l p rog ram  p roduced  da ta  tha t su p p o rte d  the h yp o th e s is  th a t 
fertilizers w ere  bo th  safe and  effective. The b u rd en  of p roo f —  and  th e  responsib ility  
for collec ting  the necessary  d a ta  —  w ou ld  be on Exxon.*’11 EPA w ou ld  also  be involved 
to a la rge degree, since m ore com plete analysis of the Snug  H a rbo r an d  Passage Cove 
s tu d ie s  d u r in g  th e  1989 season  w ould  be availab le o v e r the w in te r o f 1989-90.

How ever, the m om en tum  beh ind  b io rem ed ia tion  g rew  con siderab ly  a fte r the 1989 
tria l app lication . By January , even  w ithou t com plete  repo rts on  1989 activities, the 
Coast G u a rd  and  NOAA  w ere bank ing  on b io rem ed ia tion, as w as Exxon. The m ateria ls 
p rep a re d  by all these o rgan iza tion s for the p rinc ipal w in te r p lan n in g  m eeting  in 
February , 1990, m ade s tron g  claim s abou t tire effectiveness of b io rem ed ia tio n  (Exxon 
and  EPA), d ism issed  m ost concerns abou t the possib ility  of any  adv e rse  ecological 
effects (Exxon and  EPA), o r iden tified  b io rem ed ia tion  as the b es t tre a tm en t op tion  
because of it w as a ssum ed  to cause little d is ru p tio n  to sho re lin es (NOAA).

Exxon's researchers claim ed, based  on th e ir labo ra to ry  stud ies, th a t In ipo l w o rked  
n o t only  on  su rface oiling, b u t also on subsu rface  o iling as d eep  a s one foot in to  the 
beach.69 N O A A  recom m ended  tha t b io rem ed ia tion  be a "p r im a ry  o p tio n "  fo r trea t­
m ent, especially  in sh e lte red  areas th a t cou ld  su ffe r th e  m ost ecological d is ru p tio n  from  
"overly  agg ress iv e " c leanup .70 H ap  Pn tchard , one of EPA's lead  resea rche rs on the 
project, conc luded  from  the 1989 field tests that there w as only  one reason  to exp lain  
the d ifferences b e tw een  test p lo ts and  (unfertilized) con tro l plo ts, a n d  th e  reason  w as 
th a t the ad d ed  n u tr ien ts  enhanced  d eg radation .71 Shortly  thereafter, P ritch a rd  and  a 
colleague, C huck  Costa, began  a sp eak ing  tou r of the m ajo r com m un itie s in the spill 
area. They exp ressed  th e ir en thusia sm  abou t the 1989 tests and  advoca ted  for u se  of 
b io rem ed ia tio n  in the com ing  season.

It w a s clear th a t the sta te  and  genera l pub lic  h ad  a d iffe ren t u nd e rs ta n d in g  th an  the 
federa l g ove rnm en t a n d  Exxon abou t the s ta tu s of b io rem ed ia tio n  as an  app roved  
c leanup  techn ique for w id esp read  use in P rince W illiam  Sound. The s la te  expected  
bo th  Exxon and  the EPA to p roduce  for review  —  no t on ly  fo r p rin c ip a l agencies, bu t 
a lso  for the Regional R esponse Team  and  the pub lic —  com ple ted  re po rts  on  effective­
ness a n d  toxicity. A t the tim e that EPA's P ritchard  w as calling b io rem ed ia tio n  " th e  
only reasonab le  re spon se  techn iqu e" for the 1990 season,72 DEC h ad  no t received the 
in fo rm ation  it h ad  requested .

T h is p resen ted  a sign ifican t com m un ica tions p rob lem . The pub lic  w as being  
p resen ted  w ith  b io rem ed ia tion  as a fait accompli for 1990, a p rim a ry  tre a tm en t tha t 
w ou ld  be u sed  th ro u g h ou t the sp ill area. H owever, DEC in sisted  th a t th e  issue h ad  no t 
y e t been  resolved. M em bers of the public, inc lud ing  com m ercia l fish ing  g roups, A laska 
N a tiv e  lan dow ne rs  and  subsistence users, local governm en ts, an d  con se rv a tion  groups, 
w ere  con tused . Som e w ere o u trig h t skeptical. It a p p ea red  to th em  th a t a dec ision  had
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The s ta te  a n d  pub lic 
c o n ce rn s  a b o u t 
b 'o rem ed ia tio n  cou ld  b e  
s e p a r a te d  into th re e  
c a tego rie s: p ro c e d u ra l 
p rob lem s re g a rd in g  th e  
a p p ro v a l p rocess, 
d iffe re n c e s  in a p p ro a c h  to 
th e  c leanup , a n d  g a p s  in 
the scientific k n ow le d g e  
a b o u t b io rem ed ia tion .

been m ad e  w ith  no  m ore in fo rm ation  th an  before, a n d  no  con su lta tio n  w ith  affected 
resource  users.

S ta te agencies becam e concerned  th a t the b io rem ed ia tio n  b an dw agon  w as ro lling  
fo rw ard  w ith o u t s to p p in g  to p rop e rly  con s id e r the p rob lem s an d  th e  q u e s tio n s from
1989.

"W herea s N O A A  iden tified  b io re in ed ia tiv e  trea tm en t as a p rim a ry  o p tio n  fo r the 
1990 cleanup , the s ta te  con side rs b io rem ed ia tio n  as on ly  one op tio n  th a t m ay  be u sefu l 
and  th a t trea tm en t dec isions w ill h ave  to b e m ade  o n  a site-specific b asis," s ta te  o n ­
scene coo rd in a to r S teve P rovan t w ro te  to h is  federal c o u n te rp a r t on  Feb. 15. "N O A A 's 
recom m endatio n s sh o u ld  acknow ledge  th a t land  ow ners, land  m anagers, re sou rce  
m an ag e rs  and  u se r g roups, in c lud ing  s ta te  an d  federa l agencies, d o  p lay  a leg itim ate 
ro le in  m ak ing  site-specific assessm en ts a nd  dec isions on  th e  trea tm en t m e th o d s ."73

The s ta te  a n d  pub lic  concerns abou t b io rem ed ia tio n  cou ld  be se p a ra ted  in to th ree 
categories: p rocedu ra l p rob lem s reg a rd in g  th e  app ro v a l p rocess, d iffe rences in a p ­
p roach  to the cleanup, a n d  g ap s in  the scien tific k now ledge  abo u t b io rem ed ia tion .

The s ta te  still expec ted  the b io rem ed ia tio n  questio n  to com e befo re tw o  im po rta n t 
com m ittees: a) the In te ragency  Shore line C leanup  Com m ittee, w h ich  h ad  rev iew ed  and  
ap p ro v ed  th e  p rev iou s year's b io rem ed ia tio n  p rog ram , an d  b) the A laska Regional 
R esponse Team  (RRT), which, u n d e r the N a tion a l C on tingency  Plan, h ad  to b e  con­
su lted  ab o u t the u se  of new  techno log ies by the federa l on-scene coo rd in a to r. It shou ld  
also  be n o ted  th a t in th e  RRT, the s ta te  h ad  critical au th o rity  re g a rd in g  the ap p ro v a l 
a n d  u se  of chem ical c leaners su ch  as d isp e rsan ts  o r Inipol, the fertilizer. A s p lan s fo r 
th e  1990 c leanup  season  unfo ld ed , th e  s ta te  w as concerned  th a t th e  fede ra l g ov e rnm en t 
was, by d es ign  o r by m isund ers tand ing , go ing  a ro u n d  tw o  critical g ro u p s  o f resource 
u se rs  a n d  ow ners.

N O A A 's recom m enda tion  th a t b io rem ed ia tio n  be a "p r im a ry  tre a tm en t"  h ad  m ore 
to d o  w ith  the agency 's basic app ro ach  to c leanup  th an  w ith  any  specific c la im s abou t 
th e  effectiveness of th e  fertilizers. The agency genera lly  favo red  a s tra tegy  of leav ing  
s tran d ed  oil to w ea th e r n a tu ra lly  (with som e exceptions), b u t if v a rio u s p a rtie s  p re ­
fe rred  to go ahead  and  actively  tre a t a site, the re la tive ly  ligh t touch  of b io rem ed ia tio n  
w as best. N O A A 's 1990 c leanup  recom m enda tio n  specified  th a t fe rtilize r tre a tm en t 
sh ou ld  cease if it tu rn ed  o u t th a t the b oo s t from  fertilizers w as no  better, o r  only 
m arg in a lly  better, th an  n a tu ra l ra tes of d eg rad a tio n .

This w as ano th e r exam p le  of a basic d ifference b e tw een  s ta te  and  federa l re sp on d ­
ers: B ased on  its p rio rities, N O A A  felt it accep tab le to leave m o re  s tra n d ed  o il than  d id  
the state, b ased  on  its p rio rities.74

"I t is a p p a re n t from  th is re com m enda tio n  th a t N O A A  does n o t s u p p o r t ac tual oil 
recovery  . . .  b u t in s tead  recom m ends th a t oil be m ere ly  exposed  to m icrob ia l d eg rad a ­
tion  o r the effects of fu tu re  sto rm s," the s ta te  F ish and  G am e d ep a r tm en t w ro te  in its 
com m en ts on  the N O A A  plan. "T he  s ta te  sh o u ld  c learly  object to  th is p ro p o sa l on the 
basis th a t sign ifican t q u a n tis e s  o f oil still rem ain , an d  tre a tm en t sh o u ld  con tin u e  if 
techno log ies exist to a llow  fu r th e r recovery  w ithou t u n d u e  h a rm  to the en v iro nm en t."75

This p o s ition  is one of the first h in ts  of w h a t w ou ld  becom e a m ajo r c leanup  
d isag reem en t ove r b io rem ed ia tio n  in 1990. The sta te  w o u ld  in sist th a t b io rem ed ia tio n  
w as a fin ish ing  step, th e  last tre a tm en t a fte r all o th e r e ffo rts to  remove th e  o il h ad  been  
exhausted , e ith e r because the techno logy w as p layed  o u t o r th e  rem ova l w as becom ing 
too d isrup tiv e . By estab lish ing  b io rem ed ia tio n  as the "p r im a ry "  tre a tm en t th ro u g h ou t 
th e  sp ill area, the sp ill re sp ond e rs  w ou ld  m iss an  o p p o rtu n ity  to g e t the po llu tio n  o u t 
of the e nv ironm en t a ltogether, the sta te  felt. The s ta te  resource agencies ag reed  unan i­
m ously  th a t ag ree ing  to th is federa l policy w ou ld  m ean  ag ree ing  to d o  less th an  s ta te  
regu la tio n s requ ired .

A s a technical a n d  scientific m atter, th e re  w ere  still la rge g ap s  in w h a t w as know n  
abou t b io rem ed ia tion , an d  m ajo r ques tio n s th a t h ad  n o t been  add re ssed . Both Exxon 
and  EPA sa id  repea ted ly  th a t no  adve rse  ecological effects h ad  been  "o b se rv ed ," b u t 
v isu a l observ a tion  w as no t the sam e th ing  as scientific inquiry . Fish an d  G am e no ted  
th a t the ex isting  d a ta  d id  n o t even  beg in  to  a d d re ss  q ues tio n s abou t long-term  effects
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Kelso laid  out th e  
s ta le 's position. No, A laska 
d id  not o b je c t to 
b io rem ed ia tion ; th e  s ta te  
m ere ly  n e e d e d  all Ihe 
a v a ila b le  information, it 
n e e d e d  time to  rev iew  it, 
a n d  it n e e d e d  to  inc lude 
key  public in te rest g ro u p s  
in the decision .

of d um p in g  th o u san d s of ga llon s of liqu id  fertilizer a n d  th o u san d s  of p o u n d s  of solid 
fertilizer in to  the P rince W illiam  Sound  ecosystem .

Finally, the federa l g ov e rnm en t w as a ssum in g  app ro v a l o f b io rem ed ia tio n  w ithou t 
con side ring  a d e ta iled  se t o f o pe ra tion a l a n d  w ild life  p ro tec tion  gu ide lines. N O A A  and 
Exxon w ere  o ffering up  fertilizers a s the tre a tm en t o f choice, b u t th ey  h ad n 't d em on ­
stra ted  th a t they  cou ld  get the fertilizers to  th e  oil. The public, p a rtic u la rly  com m ercial 
fish ing  g roups, w ere especia lly  concerned  abou t w h a t they  con sid e red  a high-speed 
ru sh  to u se  fertilizers.

The s ta te  d id n 't o ppo se  b io rem ed ia tion, b u t it certa in ly  favo red  a m o re  cau tio u s 
app roach . S tate officials a lso  felt th a t any  m ajo r policy choice, su ch  as th is one, h ad  to 
in c lude th e  fish ing  g ro u p s  and  subsistence u se rs o f the sp ill area.

Federa l officials a p p ea red  to con stru e  th e  s ta te 's cau tio n  as p o ten tia l ob s tru c tio n  o r 
opposition . O n M arch 23, C oast G uard  C om m andan t A dm ira l P au l Yost m e t w ith  
G ove rno r S teve C ow pe r to p ress fo r sta te  app ro v a l of bo th  b io rem ed ia tio n  an d  Corexit. 
C ow per sa id  the s ta le  w ou ld  m ake its decision  by M ay 1, in tim e to m ake p lan s for the 
1990 c leanup .76

M isunde rs tand in g s  h ad  risen  to such a level th a t o n  M arch  30, 199^, s ta te  and  
federa l officials called  a k ind  o f sum m it m ee ting  in A ncho rage to d iscu ss 
b io rem ed ia tio n  policy. The m ee ting  in c luded  som e of th e  h ighest- rank ing  pub lic  
officials w o rk ing  on  the spill: DEC C om m issione r Kelso, D epu ty  F edera l On-scene 
C oo rd in a to r C ap ta in  D ave Zaw adsk i, and  Dr. John Skinner, d e p u ty  a ss is tan t EPA 
adm in is tra to r. A lso p resen t w as Jack Lamb, a le ad er of the C o rdova  fisherm en 's union.

Kelso la id  o u t the s ta te 's position . No, A laska d id  n o t object to  b io rem ed ia tion ; the 
sta te  m ere ly  n eed ed  all the ava ilab le  in form ation, it n eed ed  tim e to rev iew  it, nnd  it 
n eeded  to in c lude key pub lic  in te re st g ro u p s in  the decision.

EPA ag reed  to p rov id e  all its toxicity testing  in fo rm a tion  in tim e for the s ta te  to 
m eet its M ay 1 decision dead line ; one of the m ost im po rtan t toxicity ana ly se s w as then 
in p rog ress. Exxon ag reed  to p ro v id e  the s ta te  w ith  all its s tu d y  p ap e rs; severa l w ere 
n o t com p le te  at th a t time. The m ost im po rtan t s tu d y  concerned  e ffectiveness of 
b io rem ed ia tio n  on  sub su rface  oil —  a critical piece o f the puzzle, since Exxon and  the 
C oast G uard  w ere, a t th a t time, w ide ly  a ssum ing  th a t b io rem ed ia tio n  w ou ld  be the 
tre a tm en t o f choice for sub su rface  oiling.77

Kelso sa id  th a t b ased  on w ha t th e  s ta te  knew  at tha t point, he w as a ssum ing  
b io rem ed ia tion  w ou ld  be in the too lbox fo r 1990. H owever, h e add ed , the s ta te  w ould  
requ ire  b e tte r ope ra tiona l gu id e lin es —  before app lica tion  s ta r ted  —  and  it w ou ld  also 
requ ire  a scien tific m on ito rin g  p rog ram .

D u ring  April, DEC, w o rk ing  w ith  the U n ivers ity  o f A laska F airbanks, convened  a 
g rou p  of in d ep en d en t rev iew ers to  look a t the availab le in fo rm a tion  on the A laska 
b io rem ed ia tio n  project. The rev iew ers genera lly  felt th a t th e  te chn ique  w as still w orth  
pu rsu ing , a nd  th a t it cou ld  p robab ly  go ahead  safely w ith  good ope ra tio n a l and  
m on ito rin g  controls.

O n A pril 26, G ove rno r C ow per gave the go-ahead for sta te  ap p ro v a l of 
b io rem ed ia tion  for 1990, b u t the decision  w as con tin gen t on the d ev e lo pm en t o f the 
m on ito rin g  and  opera tiona l gu id e lin es DEC had  suggested . A fter six w eeks, h e  said, 
th e  s ta te  w ou ld  reassess bo th  the p erfo rm ance of the app lica tion  team s an d  any  new  
scientific in fo rm ation  th a t had  becom e available. The s la te  felt th is a p p ro a ch  balanced  
the need  for new  app ro ach es to dea ling  w ith  the s tu bbo rn  o iling  cond itio n s w ith  the 
need  to a ssu re  the pub lic  tha t the p roduc t w as safe.

A t the en d  of the six-week "co n d itio n a l"  app lica tion  p rog ram , DEC gave  app rova l 
to con tin u e  app lica tio n s on Ju ly 20, 1990. H ow ever, the DEC app ro v a l w as largely  a 
form ality, as fertilizers h a d  becom e a com m on and  accep ted  p a rt of th e  trea tm en t 
p rog ram . B io rem ed ia tion  w ould, how  'or, rem ain  con troversia l.

T h ro ug hou t the 1990 season, s ta te  m on ito rs  c la shed  repea ted ly  w ith  the C oast 
G u a rd  and  Exxon over th e  issue of w hen  a sho re lin e  w as ready  fo r fertilizers. The ru le 
w as th a t b io rem ed ia tio n  w as p rim arily  a fin ish ing  technique, to be ap p lied  w hen  
conven tiona l rem oval e ffo rts w ere com plete; the w o rk  o rd e rs  from  the fede ra l on-scene
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Fish a n d  G a m e  
con tinued  to  ta k e  a  
c o n se rv a tiv e  a p p ro a c h  to 
b io rem ed ia tio n  n e a r  
critical h ab ita t a n d  s e t up 
buffer z o n e s  a ro u n d  
stream s. T rea tm en t cou ld  
g en e ra lly  b e  tim ed to 
co in c ide  w ith th e  n a rrow  
w indow s of time w h en  fish 
a n d  fry w e ren 't com ing o r 
going.

coo rd in a to r u sually  fo llow ed th a t genera l rule. H owever, in the field, m on ito rs b a ttled  
w ith  each o ther's som ew ha t sub jective a ssessm en t of w hen  conven tiona l rem ova l w as 
"com p le te ." This on-going strugg le  led to higher-level con su lta tion s and  an  abo rted  
effort by the DEC to se t a s tan d a rd  th a t w as m ore scientific an d  less subjective. The 
sta te  even tu a lly  found  a w ay  a round  th is p rob lem , and  there w ere few conflic ts ab o u t 
fertilizers in 1991.

But for all the a ssu rances th a t b io rem ed ia tion  caused  no  adve rse  ecological effects, 
an d  for all the cla im s th a t fertilizers h ad  w o rked  in 1989 and  w ou ld  w o rk  on  s u b su r ­
face o il in 1990, both  the s ta te  a nd  federal g ove rnm en ts gave th e ir a p p ro v a ls  b ased  on 
very  lim ited  scientific data. It w as n o t un til the w in te r of 1990-91 — nea rly  tw o  years 
in to  the project —  that the g ove rnm en ts b egan  to assem b le  m ore conv inc ing  scientific 
justifica tions for actions they  h ad  a lready  taken.

A s tim e w en t by and  m ore scientific m on ito ring  w as done, th e  toxicity questio n  
w ou ld  be an sw ered  fairly defin itively. Dr. Jam es C lark  o f EPA conc luded , b ased  on  h is 
field tests, th a t the acu te toxicity of the fertilizers (Inipol, particu larly) w as lim ited, and  
tha t the p u lses of am m on ia  re leased  by the fertilizers, an d  m ixed  in the n ea rsh o re  
w aters, w ere  w ell w ith in  estab lished  EPA w ate r qua lity  s tan d a rd s. C lark 's conclu sions 
w ere  backed  up  by in d ep en d en t rev iew ers h ired  by DEC in 1990-91.™

H ow ever, the s ta te  Fish and  G am e D epa rtm en t still favored  a c au tio u s  ap p ro a ch  to 
u sing  b io rem ed ia tion  in a n d  a ro u n d  sa lm on  stream s, and  o th e r fisheries hab ita t. Tire 
toxicity tests an d  lite ra tu re  search  done  by C lark  gave a genera l p ic tu re  o f the p rob lem s 
one m igh t expect, how ever, they  d id  no t (and cou ld  not, really) d raw  an  accu ra te  
p ic tu re  of how  b io rem ed ia tion  m igh t affect eggs, fry, a n d  so on a t d iffe ren t critical 
tim es in the g row th  cycle. They also cou ld  n o t take in to  accoun t the m arg in  of e rro r 
p resen ted  by variab ilities in  the tra in ing  o f crews, th e ir efficiency and  th e ir accu racy  
d u r in g  app lication . For these and  o th e r reasons, Fish and  G am e con tinued  to take a 
con serva tiv e  app roach  to b io rem ed ia tion  n ea r critical h ab ita t an d  se t u p  buffe r zones 
a ro u n d  stream s. T rea tm en t cou ld  genera lly  be tim ed  to co incide w ith  th e  n a rrow  
w in d ow s of tim e w hen  fish and  fry w e ren 't com ing o r going. The d ep a r tm en t p re ­
ferred  to u se  tho se  w indow s to get rid  of the oil by rem ov ing  it, ra th e r th an  s im p ly  
sp re ad in g  fertilizers.™ A ctual rem oval was, theoretically , the best choice, since it 
rem oved  one po ten tia l toxicity p rob lem  (oil) and  e lim in a ted  the possib ility  o f a second 
one (Inipol and  Customblen).

EPA's Science A dv iso ry  Board, in rev iew ing the d a ta  from  the A laska 
b io rem ed ia tion  project in June 1992, cam e to sim ila r conc lu sions reg a rd in g  e nv iro n ­
m en ta l safety  of the project:

"G iven  the site-specific cond itio ns of th is A laskan  ecosystem , the tim ing  o f the 
onset o f b io rem ed ia tion, th e  lim ited  a reas of app lica tion  and  the lim ited  app lica tio n  
rates, a d equ a te  field in fo rm a tion  w as g a th ered  to conc lud e  th a t the b io rem ed ia tio n  
effo rt w ou ld  no t n ega tive ly  im pact the P rince W illiam  Sound  ecosy stem ."1'0

The nex t question  is, of course: D id the s tu ff work?
The an sw er is p robab ly  yes, b ased  on  the assem b led  science. T here is no t w id e ­

sp re ad  agreem en t, how ever, on  w he th e r it w o rked  eve ryw here  equally, w h e th e r it 
w o rked  equa lly  as well from  y ea r to  year, a n d  w h e th e r the ra te  of d eg rad a tio n  
ach ieved  th ro ugh  the use of fertilizers w as sign ifican tly  h ighe r th an  the n a tu ra l ra te  of 
d eg rad a tio n .

First, let's d ea l w ith  the general question  of w he th e r fertilizers w orked , the d efin i­
tion o f "w o rk ed "  being d e te rm in ed  by w he th e r the add itio n  of fertilizers acce lera ted  
d eg rad a tio n  beyond naturally-occurring levels.

Everyone ag reed  tha t p u ttin g  fertilizers on  a beach caused  a p op u la tio n  boom  for 
th e  m icrobes w ho  a lready  lived on the beach. The U n ivers ity  of A laska F airbanks 
sc ien tis ts do ing  the m icrob io logy w ork  on th e  jo in t research  p ro ject w ere  sa tisfied  th a t 
boo sting  the overall p opu la tio n  also boosted  the p op u la tio n  of h yd ro ca rb on  dcg raders . 
So far, so good.

The nex t p a rt of the ana lysis w as con siderab ly  trickier: N ow  th a t y ou  had  all these 
m icrobes, d id  they a ttack  and  b reak  dow n  the oil, a cco rd ing  to the hypothesis?
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The most optim istic 
su ppo rte rs  of b io rem ed ­
iation on  th e  Exxon Valdez 
re sp on se  say  th e  fertilizers 
s p e e d e d  up  th e  p ro c e s s  a t 
least three-to-five times 
ove r natu rally-occurring 
levels. The low er-end 
estim ates put th e  r a te  a t 
one-to-two times faster.

Thu m ost conv inc ing  an sw er to th is question  w ou ld  lie in an  ana ly s is  o f th e  
changes in the chem ical com position  of the oil. If one cou ld  sh ow  th a t o v e r th e  sam e 
p erio d  of time, oil on an un fe rtilized  beach  sh ow ed  less chem ical change th a n  oil on a 
fertilized beach, one m igh t be ab le to link the change  to th e  m icrobes.

This w as n o t so easy to do, fo r severa l reasons. First, th e re  w a s  a lo t o f "n o ise "  to 
dea l w ith, in te rm s of collecting and  ana ly z ing  data . Th is science w as b e ing  conduc ted  
in the m idd le  o f a trea tm en t zone, so  w h ile  sc ien tis ts tried  to s ta r t th e ir  ana ly sis u sing  
o iling cond itio ns that w ere  s im ila r to each other, th e re  w as a ce rta in  u navo id ab le  
im precision  in m ak ing  th a t call. Next, w h ile  w o rk  c rew s w ere  su p p o se d  to s tay  aw ay  
from  the b io rem ed ia tion  s tu d y  sites, it isn't ce rta in  th a t they s tay ed  aw ay  com plete ly , 
o r th a t th e ir tre a tm en t o f one section of beach d id n 't s tray  too close to the s tu d y  sites. 
A nd as a p ractical m atter, the con tro l sites an d  th e  s tu d y  sites w e re  close to each  o ther.

The bo ttom  line in th is rega rd  is th a t any  ana ly sis o f chem ica l d eg ra d a tio n  h ad  to 
assum e th a t the chem ical com position  (and concen tra tio n  o f oil) in a ny  g iv en  o f se t of 
sam p les m igh t no t h ave  exactly the sam e baseline. T h is is n o t a fatal flaw  by itself, since 
all scientific s tu d ie s  h ave  to d ea l w ith  som e a ssum p tio n s  o f variab ility . Scien tists g et 
a ro u n d  th is by tak ing  eno u gh  sam p les that, b ased  on  s tan d a rd  s ta tis tica l fo rm ulas, they 
h ave  n eu tra liz ed  o r m in im ized  the chances th a t one se t of sam p le s  w ill th row  the 
w hole th ing  off.

The researchers genera lly  acknow ledged  in th e ir m on ito rin g  s tu d y  that, g iven  the 
variab les on the shorelines, a s ta tis tica lly  bom b-proof re su lt w o u ld  h ave  req u ired  
many, m any  m ore  sam p le s from  th e  s tu d y  and  con tro l sites. T h is w as ju d g e d  to be 
physically  im practical, espec ially  g iven  the tim e con stra in ts  u n d e r w h ich  th ey  w ere  
w orking. It is im po rtan t to  no te  h ere  th a t the state-federal-Exxon s tu d y  w as n o t in ­
tended  as a research  project for pub lica tion  in a p ro fess iona l jou rna l, b u t ra th e r  as a 
tool to g ive reasonab le gu idan ce  to  re sp ond ers w o rk ing  u n d e r tim e a n d  em ergency  
dead lines.

Next, th e  labo ra to ry  techn iques fo r chem ical ana ly sis (prim arily  g as c h rom a to g ra ­
phy) cou ld  n o t p in  d ow n  the changes in the p a rtic u la r h yd ro ca rb o n  —  h o p an e  —  th a t 
w ou ld  be the best "m a rk e r"  o f any  tru e  chem ical changes.1" Again, n o t a fa ta l flaw, 
since there a re  o th e r h yd ro carbon s th a t can g ive reasonab le  in d ica tio n s of w h a t m igh t 
h av e  been  go ing  on.

R esearchers in the jo in t study , as w ell as the EPA Snug  H a rb o r a n d  P assag e  C o \ e 
stud ies, looked a t o th e r chem ical h in ts  th a t increased  d eg rad a tio n  m ig h t be tak ing  
place."2 For exam ple, they m ea su red  the levels of "by-p roduc ts" o f d eg ra d a tio n  —  such 
as carbon d iox ide —  and  com pared  re su lts from  te s t a n d  con tro l sites.

As tim e and  ana lysis w en t on, sc ien tis ts a d d e d  u p  all the d iffe ren t h in ts  from  all 
the d iffe ren t s tud ie s and  conc lud ed  th ere  w as a p re tty  good  chance th a t fe rtilize rs 
m ade  m ore m icrobes and  m ore m icrobes m ean t fa s te r b reak d ow n  of the oil. Policy­
m akers looked a t th is in fo rm ation  a t v ario u s s tages and, g iven  th e  fact th e re  w e ren 't a 
lo t o f o th e r availab le options, gave th e  go-ahead fo r th e  p rog ram .

The m ost op tim istic  su p p o rte rs  of b io rem ed ia tio n  on the Exxon Valdez re sp on se  say  
the fertilizers sp eed ed  u p  the p rocess a t least three-to-five tim es o v e r natu rally-occur­
ring  levels."3 The lower-end estim a tes p u t the ra te  a t one-to-two tim es faster.^  A nd 
som e rev iew ers looked a t the DEC-EPA-Exxon s tu d y  and  said  th ey  cou ld  find  no  
statistica lly  sign ifican t d ifference b e tw een  the d a ta  collected a t fe rtilized  an d  u n fe rtil­
ized  beaches."5

An add itional, ex trem ely  im po rtan t ques tio n  from  an  o pe ra tio n a l p e rspec tiv e  w as 
w he the r the ra te  w as con stan t ove r time. M icrobes take the p a th  o f least resistance, so 
to speak; they  w o rk  first on those hyd ro carbon  frac tions th a t a re  m o st am enab le  to 
deg radation . A s the chem ical com position  o f the w ea th e red  oil b eg in s to  be d om ina ted  
by w axes an d  asphalts, it is m ore re s is tan t to d eg rad a tion . T ha t is n o t to say  th a t it 
w on 't even tu a lly  b reak  dow n. H ow ever, it is a reasonab le  h yp o th e s is  th a t s ince  all 
fractions o f the h yd ro ca rb ons d o  n o t b iodeg rade  a t an  equ a l ra te  (pretty ea sy  to prove, 
since the ra tio  of a spha lts  to to ta l m ass is h ighe r in old, w ea th e red  oil th an  in  fresh 
crude), one shou ld  n o t expect b io rem ed ia tio n  of o ld  a sp ha lts  to  go as qu ick ly  as
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b io rem ed ia tion  of oil w ith  m ore m cdium -weight residues.
The tes ting  and  research  d on e  on b io rem ed ia tion  sh o u ld  n o t b e v iew ed  as a quest 

to find the silv er bu lle t for oil spills. If ju d ged  by th a t criterion, it fails. W ha t w e found 
is th a t b io rem ed ia tion  is a realistic op tion  u n d e r certa in  cond itions, an d  w ith in  certa in  
w in dow s of chem ical oppo rtun ity . It h as the best chance to g ive  th e  best re su lts  u nd e r 
con tro lled  circum stances, and  on  hyd ro carbon s in the ir fre sh er states. In teresting ly , the 
research  in  A laska a lso  show ed  th a t a t least in P rince W illiam  Sound, n a tu ra l d eg rad a ­
tion ra tes cou ld  be h ig h e r th an  w e eve r suspected , th anks to th e  re la tive ly  large p o p u ­
la tion of re s id en t hydrocarbon-dcgraders.86

The ru sh  to b io rem ed ia tion  in A laska w as a function  of th e  size o f th e  p rob lem  and  
lim ited availab ility  o f options. The EPA, the C oast G uard , and  Exxon ten d ed  to o v e r­
sta te  the re su lts  and  benefits of b io rem ed ia tion  from  tim e to time. Vet as tim e passes 
and  rev iew ers sit back  fo r less h u rr ie d  ana lysis o f th e  situation , a m o re  con serva tiv e  
v iew  of the p ro ject is tak ing  shape.

The EPA 's Scientific A dv iso ry  Board, a g rou p  of in d ep en d en t sc ien tis ts from  
un ive rs ities a n d  labo rato ries a round  the coun try , takes a v iew  of the A laska 
B io rem ed ia tion  Project th a t is ro ugh ly  consisten t w ith  th a t of th e  state.

The boa rd  po in ts o u t th a t th e  project p rodu ced  a  g rea t dea l o f n ew  know ledge, and  
p rov id ed  som e con firm ation  tha t b io rem ed ia tion  can work. H ow ever, the b o a rd  cited 
in its rep o rt m any  of the sam e g ap s iden tified  by th e  state. Specifically, the rev iew  
boa rd  no ted  d ie p rob lem s in g a th ering  d a ta  d u r in g  the em ergency  response, the 
variab ility  cr sites and  o iling conditions, and  th e  ability  to d raw  firm  and  b ro ad  conclu ­
sions.

"A  large am oun t of usefu l d a ta  w as collected by the A laska O il Spill 
B io rem ed ia tion  Project," the rev iew ers w ro te  in 1992. "If these d a ta  a re  to be u sed  to 
th e ir fu llest extent, rig o rou s in te rp re ta tion  is essential. O n ly  in som e o f the fie ld  s tud ie s 
w as conv inc ing  ev idence of b io rem ed ia tion  ob ta ined , yet m any  o f the sum m arie s  and  
conclu sions read  the sam e."87

The Science A dv iso ry  Board concluded , how ever, th a t a t least tw o  of the fou r EPA 
A laska s tu d ie s  p rov ed  th a t b io rem ed ia tion  w o rked  to som e degree. T he b o a rd  no ted  
th a t it is d ifficu lt to p in  d ow n  ac tual ra te s of d eg rad a tio n  becau se th e  cond itio n  o f the 
oil varied  from  site to site a t the beg inn ing  of trea tm en t. In add ition , it w as w ea th e rin g  
all the while, and  no t necessarily  a t a ra te  equa l am ong  all sites. The EPA  rev iew  is a 
cau tio u s endo rsem en t o f the po ten tia l for b io rem ed ia tion  to  W'ork in m arin e  oil spiP 
sho re lin e  c leanup . H owever, the resu lts of the s tu d y  d o  n o t n ecessa rily  p ro v e  th a t 
ad d in g  fertilizers to  oiled sho relines sp eed ed  u p  the cleanup.

"T he  conclusion  th a t b io rem ed ia tion  reduced  c leanup  tim e m u s t b e qua lified  in 
v iew  of the h ig h  variab ility  in oil chem istry  a t the sites, th e  fact th a t som e beaches w ere 
p rew ash ed  and  the fact th a t the oil w as con tinuously  ag ing  and w ea th e rin g  d u r in g  the 
b io rem ed ia tio n  period . M oreover, the specific es tim ates of c leanup  tim e in th is re p o rt 
h ave  con siderab le  statistical uncerta in ty . Q uan tifica tion  of the effect of b io rem ed ia tion  
is d ifficu lt b ecause of the lim ited  n um b e r o f sites th a t received  d iffe ren t tre a tm en ts and  
the fact th a t th e  sites h ad  d iffe ren t geological charac teris tics."88

The boa rd  fu rth e r specu la ted  th a t b io rem ed ia tio n  has, p erhap s, m o re  p rom ise  as a 
tre a tm en t fo r subsu rface o iling  th an  for su rface o iling  conditions.

W ha t all th is m eans is tha t b io rem ed ia tion  w as the subject of in ten se  debate, som e 
study , an d  p rob ab ly  y ie ld ed  som e resu lts a t som e sites. It d id  n o t tu rn  o u t to  b e  the 
silv er bu lle t th a t m any  h op ed  it w ou ld  be.

82 THE EXXON VALDEZ  OIL SPILL



Notes, Chajoter 2

1 The State of Alaska, through DEC, has been one of the principal participants on an EPA- 
sponsored task force designed to develop a national strategy for testing and approving a 
class of oil spill response products falling under the loose heading of "bioremediation." Sec 
p. 73, this chapter, for a more complete discussion of this technique and its possible future 
application.
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Protection, Washington, D.C., April 19,1989.

3 Alaska Oil Spill Commission, "Spill: The Wreck of the Exxon Valdez," January 1990, p. 56.
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5 Alaska Oil Spill Commission report, p. 5.
6 National Response Team report, The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill: A Report to the President, May

1989, pp. 8-9.
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namesake.
6Nocrager, J.A., and Goodman, R.H., "Oil Tracking, Containment, and Recovery During the 

Exxon Valdez Response," Proceedings of the 1991 international Oil Spill Conference, at 
pp. 193-203.

9 Hull, R., Northwest EnviroService Inc., Final report, December 1990, p. 25
1°Bayliss, R., Janssen, J.H., Keglcr, A., Kendziorck, M., Lawn, D., and Gundlach, E., "Initial 

State of Alaska Response to the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill, Proceedings of the 1991 Interna­
tional Oil Spill Conference," pp. 321-323. (Hereafter this paper is referred to as "Bayliss 
and others.")

"  Various state, Coast Guard and Exxon documents.
12 The National Response Team report of May, 1989, relates as an example that a skimmer with 
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13Gardner, D., unpublished DEC internal report on cleanup operations, Exxon Valdez Oil 
Spill Response Center, 1991. Other DEC reports cite shorter waits for off-loading —  
sometimes five or six hours —  but the problem,from most accounts, was endemic.

14 There is widespread agreement among state and Exxon reports on the effectiveness of the
Egmopol skimmer.

15 Various state and Exxon estimates say that pom-poms, the shredded plastic absorbents that
look like things cheerleaders use, absorbed anywhere from 5 to 20 times their weight in oil 
and mousse.

u'The RRT is described in Section 1.1, p. 10 of this report.
17Estimates such as these arc not precise, but when properly computed they can give a reason­

ably accurate figure. To arrive at a figure like this, one first does a scries of calculations to 
determine the area covered by the slick, the thickness of the slick, and the volume of oil 
contained in the slick. These calculations arc based on observation, sampling, and known 
characteristics of crude oil. Variables can include the freshness of the oil (a third " afresh 
crude's volume can be made up by volatile gasses that evaporate quickly), the percentage of 
the slick that is watery emulsion, and any other physical factor that might affect the 
volume, area, or composition of the slick. From there, a simple multiplication exercise 
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1BNational Research Council, "Using Oil Spill Dispersants on the Sea," National Academy 
Press, 1989, p. 4.

'M R CO  Alaska's Bill Wade, quoted in the April 18 issue of The Anchorage Times.
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above come from that article.
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88 Ibid., p. 3.
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C h a p t e r  3 :  C l e a n u p ,  1 9 8 9 - 9 2

The T/V Exxon Valdez ran  ag ro u n d  on  Bligh Reef, abou t 25 m iles from  the Trans- 
A laska P ipeline term inal a t Valdez, on  M arch 24,1989, a t 12:03 a.m. E igh t of the 11 
cargo  tank s w ere  ru p tu red  and  A laska N o rth  Slope c ru d e  oil b eg an  g u sh in g  from  the 
tan k e r in to  the w ate rs o f P rince W illiam  Sound. The sta te  a n d  federa l g ov e rnm en ts  
e stim ate  th a t 250,000 to 260,000 barre ls o f N o rth  S lope c ru d e  oil (11 m illion  U.S. gal­
lons) sp illed  from  tl e tanker.

The sta te 's response effort b egan  w ith  D an Lawn, the V a ldez  D istric t Office m an ­
age r from  the A laska D epa rtm en t of E nv ironm en ta l C on se rv a tio n  (DEC.). L aw n w as 
no tified  of the sp ill by A lyeska a t 1:05 a.m. H e then  sp oke  w ith  the C oast G u a rd  cap tain  
of the port, CMDR Steve McCall, and  m ade a rrangem en ts to accom pany  the C oast 
G u a rd  to the site o f the g round ing . Before se tting  off for the h igh-speed trip  to the 
tanker in  a V aldez p ilo t vessel, Lawn triggered  (w ithin s ta te  governm en t)  a chain  
reaction  of notification tha t ca lled  u p  re sponders from  A nchorage, W asilla, and  Jun eau  
b eg inn ing  abou t 4 a.m. W ith in  24-30 hou rs, DEC w ou ld  h av e  m o re  th an  30 peop le  in 
V aldez se ttin g  up  the aeria l su rveillance, genera l m on ito ring , com pu te r m app ing , and 
o th e r p rog ram s th a t w ou ld  function in one form  o r ano th e r fo r th e  b e lte r p a rt o f th ree 
years.

L aw n w ou ld  rem ain  on the tank er fo r the nex t 15 hou rs, u s in g  the sh ip 's sate llite 
te lephone to call A nchorage and  V aldez w ith  regu la r u p d a te s  on  th e am oun t of oil lost 

i , , | t an d  th e  stab ility  of the vessel. H e a lso  m ade  regu la r calls to th e  A lyeska te rm inal,
a n o  e r  o r e  e  e r  p a ri w h en  th e  e qu ipm en t a n d  re sp on d e rs  requ ired  by  th e  A lyeska  con tingency  p lan
of th re e  yea rs. w ou ld  arrive. A lyeska officials repea ted ly  a ssu red  Law n th a t the g ea r w as on th e  way,

w hen  in som e cases it w as n o t even  loaded  on barges o r vessels.
C om m issioner D ennis Kelso of th e  DEC got w o rd  o f th e  sp ill a b o u t 6 a.m. from  his 

d epu ty , A m y Kyle, w ho  h ad  been  p h o n ed  a t hom e by  A ncho rage  DEC sta ff a t app ro x i­
m ate ly  4 a.m. Kyle a nd  the d ep a rtm en t's  env ironm en ta l q u a lity  sta ff se t u p  som e 
p re lim ina ry  p lan s and  arranged  a fu ll b rie fing  for fhe G ove rno r a n d  the com m issioner 
a t 8:30 a.m., as the m agn itu d e  of the sp ill began  to becom e clear. G ov e rn o r S teve 
C ow per h ad  lea rned  of the sp ill abou t an  h ou r earlier, from  a re p o r te r  w ho  w as con­
d uc tin g  an  early-morning in te rv iew  w ith  the G overno r in h is  h om e tow n  of Fairbanks. 
A t the close of the in terv iew , the focus o f w h ich  w as com p le te ly  u n re la ted  to oil o r the 
env ironm en t, the repo rte r a sked  C ow pe r h is  th ough ts on  th e  spill. W hen  C ow per 
h ea rd  the details, he im m edia te ly  b eg an  m ak ing  a rrang em en ts  to  get to V aldez. A fter 
sp eak ing  w ith  C ow pe r by p hone  from  Juneau, Kelso caugh t a regu la rly  sch edu led  
flight from  Juneau  to C ordova, on the sou th eas t rim  of P rince W illiam  Sound. F rom  
there, a U.S. C oast G u a rd  helicop te r took h im  to Valdez, w h e re  h e  m e t th e  G overnor. 
A bou t 4 p.m., the G overno r and  Kelso flew  by float p lan e  to th e  Exxon Valdez. O n 
board  they  m et Law n and  DEC investig a to r Joe LeBeau, w h o  p o in ted  o u t th a t e q u ip ­
m en t w as overdue, and  th a t w ha t w as on-scene w as n o t w o rk in g  very  well.

Tw o sk im m ers —  w hich  w ere full a t the tim e —  w ere  m o to rin g  som ew ha t a im ­
lessly a ro u n d  the m assive slick. There w as little o r n o  boom  d ep loyed , a n d  w ha t w as in 
the w a te r w ere  tiny strings o f boom  th a t w ere  n e ith e r con ta in ing  n o r deflecting  any 
sign ifican t am oun t o f crude. C ow per w as incensed by  w h a t he w o u ld  la te r call a slow  
and  in ad equ a te  response. H e w as also  aw are  of the possib le  u se  o f d isp e rsan ts . Kelso 
an d  Law n gave h im  a qu ick  b riefing on  the zones of use an d  th e  a p p ro v a l process, and  
C ow pe r gave no  in struc tions th a t w ou ld  a lte r or affect th e  p re a p p ro v ed  strategy . H e 
unde rstood , correctly, th a t the system  had been d es igned  to m ake su re  tha t chem ical 
d isp e rsan ts  w ere  u sed  in a con tro lled  and  effective m anner, a n d  th a t critical h ab ita ts 
w ou ld  n o t be p u t a t risk  by b ad  ta rg e ting  o r m isuse of the chem icals.

Back in Valdez, a fte r v isiting  the tanker, C ow per a p p e a red  a t a com m un ity  m ee t­
ing  and  p ress conference a t the V aldez civic center. Exxon's ch ief execu tiv e  officer 
F rank  larossi h ad  spoken  to the g rou p  earlier, n o tin g  th a t Exxon w ou ld  b e  m ov ing  
quickly  to u se d isp e rsan ts  on the g row ing  slick. This m ade  the public, espec ia lly  the

Within 24-30 hours, 
DEC w ould  h o v e  m o re  
th an  30  p e o p le  in V a ld ez  
setting  up  th e  a e r ia l 
surveillance, g e n e ra l 
monitoring, c om pu te r 
m apping, a n d  o th e r 
p ro g ram s th a t w ould  
function in o n e  form  o r
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A side from th e  obv iou s 
p rio ritie r th e  first th re e  o r 
four d a y s  of th e  spill w e re  
d om in a ted  by  four 
princ ipal issues:
B  th e  in a d e q u a c y  o f th e  

A lyeska re spon se ;
H  th e  confusing a n d  

u n au th o riz ed  "hand-off" 
o f th e  spill b y  A lyeska 
to Exxon;

H  th e  d isp e rsa n t d is a ­
g reem en t;

H  th e  g ro s s  lack o f c le a n ­
up  resou rces.

fish ing com m un ity , som ew ha t uncom fortab le . The im p lica tion  o f Iarossi's s ta tem en t 
w as tha t d isp e rsan t u se  w as the re sp on se  of choice, and  th a t Exxon w as m ov ing  ahead  
to do  it. T h is w as a t o d d s  w ith  the p lan s in p lace —  w hich the fish ing  o rgan iza tion s 
had  rev iew ed  —  and  it im p lied  th a t Exxon h ad  som e a u th o ri ty  to take con trovers ia l 
a n d  p o ten tia lly  risky  s tep s  to dea l w ith  th e  o il sp ill tha t th re a ten ed  pub lic  h ea lth  and  
pub lic  resources. F isherm en  w an ted  som e assu rance  th a t som eone  o th e r  th an  Exxon 
w as a t th e  sw itch, som eone o r som e en tity  th a t w as accoun tab le  to th e  public. They 
w ere  n o t eage r to h an d  o v e r to a p riv a te  com pany  the au th o rity  to m ake critical 
d ec isions ab o u t pub lic  re sou rces —  resources th a t w ere  lite ra lly  th e  fo und a tio n  o f the 
area 's econom y. A nd from  Iarossi's com m ents, it seem ed  the dec ision  w as all b u t 
m ade.

W hen  C ow pe r s tep p ed  before the g roup , h e  w as asked  ab o u t Iarossi's sta tem en ts. 
H e rep lied , "T here  h a s  b een  a lo t o f sp ecu la tion  on  the u se  o f d isp e rsan ts . Everybody  
rea lized  the risk  th a t th a t poses to m arin e  life . . . .  I w an t to a ssu re  ev e ry body  th a t 
d isp e rsan t is no t go ing  to be u sed  in any th ing  o th e r th an  a ca refu llv  ta rg e ted  w ay. We 
w an t to m ake  su re  th a t w e check back  w ith  the fish ing com m un ity , th a t w e check w ith  
the [A laska D epa rtm en t of] Fish and  Game, and  d o  as little d am ag e  as possib le . You 
can't use d isp e rsan ts  w ith o u t d o ing  d am age  to m arin e  life. T ha t's clear. But w e w an t if 
possib le  to keep  th e oil off the b eaches ."1

C ow pe r h ad  c ry s td iz c d  in h is com m en ts exactly the ty p e  o f d iscu ss ion  th e  A laska 
R egional R esponse T eam  and  sta te  agencies h ad  gone th ro u g h  in d ev e lo p in g  the 
p re ap p ro v a l p rocess fo r d isp e rsan ts  tw o  w eeks before th e  spill. H e w as m ere ly  a s su r­
ing the p eop le  in th e  V a ldez  civic cen te r th a t th e re  w as an es tab lish ed  m echan ism  for 
m ak ing  these p ub lic  policy decisions, a n d  th a t no  one h ad  u n ila te ra l a u th o r ity  to 
c ircum ven t the p rocess o r change th e  rules.

A t the tim e la ro ssi m ad e  h is com m ents, h e w as n o t fam ilia r w ith  d ie  p rocess2 and  
was, p erh ap s, a ssum ing  m o re  au th o rity  th an  Exxon ac tu a lly  h ad . C ow per's  com m en ts 
w ere  n o t som e n ew  s ta te  policy; the G overno r was, in stead , lo tting  p eo p le  know  th a t 
the g ov e rnm en t u n d e rs to o d  the risks and  the b enefits of d isp e rsan ts, a n d  th a t the 
p ro tec tio n  of the fisheries an d  the local cconcm y w as am ong  th e  g ov e rnm en t's  cen tra l 
concerns.

A side from  the o bv iou s p rio rities of pub lic  an d  env ironm en ta l h ea lth  and  safety  
ra ised  by th e  tan k e r d isaster, th e  first th ree o r fo u r d ay s o f the sp ill w ere  d om in a ted  by 
fou r p rin c ip a l issues:

a) th e  in ad equacy  o f th e  A lyeska response;
b) the con fu sing  and  u n au th o riz ed  "hand-off" o f the sp ill by 

A lyeska to Exxon;
c) the d isp e rsan t d isag reem en t;
d) the g ro ss lack o f c leanup  resources.
Adyeska's respon se w as slow  and  weak; it d id  n o t m ee t the requ irem en ts  o f the 

con tingency  p lan. It is im p o rta n t to keep  in m ind  th a t the con tingency  p lan  w as n o t so 
m uch  a se t of requ irem en ts e stab lished  by the governm en t, b u t ra th e r a se t o f response 
s ta n d a rd s  th a t A lyeska h ad  ag reed  w ere  reasonab le  and  a tta inab le .

Tire "hand-off" of re sp on se  au th o rity  by A lyeska to Exxon caused  con fu sion  and  
delays. Exxon assum ed  for itself a role as chief responder, a n d  com m en ts m ad e  by 
Exxon officials sen t a m essage to the pub lic  th a t the g ov e rnm en ts  w ere  n o t really  in 
charge o f m ak ing  key dec is ion s and  p ro tec ting  pub lic  re sou rce s and  the pub lic  in terest.

The d isp e rsan t issue w as d iscu ssed  in m ore  d e ta il in ch ap te rs  one (The Oil Spill 
R esponse O rgan iza tion) a n d  tw o  (Treatm ent Technology). F rom  the s tan d p o in t of the 
p rog re ss o f th e  response, Exxon's in sistence on  fo llow ing its ow n  p re fe rred  s tra tegy  —  
and  its re luc tance to concen tra te  on the s tra tegy  p re fe ired  by  ihe governm en t, even  
a fte r th e  technical re su lts of d isp e rsan t d ro p s w ere  inconc lu sive  —  cou .po . r.ded 
bo tched  respon se by  A lyeska.

A ll o f this, how ever, is tangen tia l to the real issue, w h ich  w as becom ing  in creas­
ing ly  c lear to the A laska public: N o  one w as fu lly p rep a red  to d ea l w ith  a sp ill o f th is 
m agn itu de . T here  w asn 't e n o u gh  equ ipm en t, and  techno logy  d id  n o t p ro v id e  d eep
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By M a rc h  30, a  w eek  
a fte r th e  spill, various 
estim ates of oil re c o v e ry  
h o v e red  a ro u n d  5 ,000 
b a rre ls  (about tw o  p e rc e n t 
o f w ha t w a s  spilled).

redund an cy  o r a b road  range of op tions. The m echan ical capab ilities w ere  ove r­
w helm ed, a nd  the chem ical possib ilities h ad  severe  lim itations. B u rn ing  w o rked  for a 
little while, b u t the w indow  of o p p o rtu n ity  closed quickly  as th e  o il slick  began  to have 
a h ighe r w a te r con ten t. The cond itio ns w ere  m arg in a l fo r d isp e rsan ts, rega rd le ss o f the 
risks the chem icals p resen ted .

The pub lic  w as ou traged . The fish ing com m unity , especially  in C ordova, w as 
su d den ly  an d  unexpec ted ly  con fron ted  w ith  the fact th a t in d u s try  a n d  gov e rnm en t 
e ith e r d id n 't know  o r d id n 't fully exp lain  the frag ility  o f the safety  ne t u n d e rn ea th  the 
Trans-Alaska Oil P ipeline System  and  the tankers th a t c ru ised  a lm o s t d a ily  th ro ugh  
P rince W illiam  Sound.

In any  case, the w ea th e r p u t a qu ick  en d  to the initial response. Late on  Easter 
Sunday, M arch  26, a severe, late-w inter s to rm  w as app ro ach ing  th e  Sound. B etween 
Sunday  and early  M onday  m orning, the w ind  b lew  gu s ts  up  to a m ax im um  of 73 m iles 
p e r h ou r (70 m ph  is con side red  "h u rr ic an e  force"). F light op e ra tio n s w ere  se riously  
curta iled, a lth ough  a N a tiona l O ceanic and  A tm opsheric  A dm in is tra tio n  (NOAA) 
helicop ter g o t in to  th e  a ir before n oon  M onday. O bse rve rs no ted  th a t the oil w as no  
longer in a single, com pact slick. B reakaw ay pa tches and  thick w in d row s  o f oil and  
m ousse h it sho re lin e s in the v icin ity  of Sm ith, Seal and  N aked  islands. O il s tre tched  as 
far as 40 m iles sou th- southw est o f the g ro u n d in g  site. Sk im m ers a n d  o th e r re spon se  
vessels had  re tre a ted  in to  m ore she lte red  areas, aw ay  from  the oil, to  w a it o u t the 
w eather.

By afternoon, the w in d s h ad  fallen som ew hat, b u t w ere  still h igh . W ith in  V aldez 
A rm  itself —  m ore p ro tec ted  th an  the re la tive ly  open  w a te rs  b e tw een  Bligh Reef and  
the w este rn  is land s o f th e  Sound —  no rth ea s t w in d s w ere ru nn in g  a s te ad y  30 kno ts 
w ith  gusts to 40; seas w ere  fou r feet w ith in  the arm , h ighe r and  cho p p ie r a nd  s lopp ie r 
ou tside .3 A few  su rveillance a ircraft go t in to  the a ir th a t afternoon. L ater repo rts  
show ed  tha t oil and  m ousse  w ere  a lready  on  o r n ea r the sho res o f E leano r and  K nigh t 
islands.

If the sp ill w as a t first overw helm ing , it w as now  o u t of control. T h ro ughou t the 
rest of M arch and  m ost o f April, v arious con figu ra tio n s o f sk im m ers and  boom  nnd  
barges w ou ld  a ttem p t on-the-water c leanup, b u t ac tual recovery  o f oil w as ex trem ely  
low, com pared  w ith  the size of th e  p roblem . By M arch 30, a w eek  a fte r the spill, 
v ario u s estim ates o f recovery hovered  a round  5,000 barre ls (about tw o  p ercen t o f w hat 
w as spilled), and  even  th a t figure w as som ew ha t m islead ing , con s id e rin g  th a t the total 
estim ate  of recovery  in c lud ed  w a te r and  m ousse, n o t ju s t oil. N O A A  es tim a ted  th a t an 
add itional 75,000 -100,000 barre ls h ad  p robab ly  evapo ra ted , as th e  ligh tes t frac tions of 
the c rud e  oil tu rn ed  to gas a nd  d isp e rsed  in the a tm osphere .

A fter the Easter storm , the effectiveness of on-the-water recovery  cou ld  rea lly  no t 
be ju dged  in a cum u la tiv e  sense. O il pa tches w ere sp re ad  w ide ly  th ro u g h o u t the 
w este rn  Sound  and, as the w eeks w en t by, to the Kenai P en in su la  a n d  the K odiak 
archipelago. Recovery varied  from  site to site, an d  success cou ld  m ost realis tically  be 
ju dged  against a specific th rea t to a specific resource o r shoreline. A s a whole, on-the- 
w a te r recovery w as h am pered  by w ea th ering  oil, long d istances, e q u ipm en t lim ita­
tions, sto rage lim itations, a n d  spo tting  capab ility . By the first w eek  o f May, th ere  w as 
no  real effort to con ta in  and  collect free-floating oil.

The agencies and  re sp ond ers  tu rn ed  to severa l m ajor tasks: p la n n in g  an d  coo rd in a ­
tion for sho re lin e  c leanup ; defensive boom ing, especially  a t the P rince W il’iam  Sound  
hatcheries; an d  stab iliz ing  the Exxon Valdez an d  getting  the rem a in ing  o ne  m illion 
barre ls of oil off the ship.

3.1 The Exxon V a l d e z

Oil tankers are d es ig n ed  to be full. The stability, seaw orth iness, nnd  s tru c tu ra l 
in teg rity  are all b ased  on  the a ssum p tio n  th a t the vessel w ill be full (or p a rtly  so) w ith
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oil o r w a te r m ost o f the time. S torage tank s a re  d es igned  such th a t the vo lum e and  
w e igh t o f the flu id  in the tank s is balanced  am ong  v arious sec tions o f th e  vessel. The 
Exxon Valdez, h u n g  up  on a rock and  sp illing  its g u ts  rap id ly  in to  P rince W illiam  
Sound, w as m ore th an  a boat w ith  som e ho les in  it; it w as an  ex trem ely  uns tab le  and  
im balanced  con ta in e r exposed  to abno rm al stress and  p ressu re  w ith in  an d  w ithou t. It 
w as a lso  still full o f ab o u t one m illion barre ls o f oil, an d  in d an g e r of b reak in g  up  and  
sp illing  its en tire  cargo.

W ith in  a few h o u rs  of the g round ing , the C oast G uard  and  DEC au th o riz ed  an  
in bound  tanker, the Exxon Baton Rouge, to d ischarge  its d irty  ballast. The Baton Rouge 
th en  steam ed  for Bligh Reef and  its s is te r ship, a n d  by 9:45 p.m . on  M arch  24 th e  sh ip s  
w ere  rafted  up. Portab le  pum ps, hoses, line redu ce rs and  o th e r equ ipm en t w ere 
hooked  up, and  the ligh tering  ope ra tion  began. It w as no t a s im p le  m a tte r o f p um p in g  
oil from  one vessel to the next; it w ou ld  be a lso  a tricky process of m a in ta in ing  the 
vessels' stab ility  an d  balance as oil cam e off the V aldez and  sea w a te r cam e in.

The first ligh tering  hoses w ere  connected  abo u t m idn igh t, and  p um p in g  began 
abo u t 7:30 a.m. on  S aturday , M arch  25. L igh tering  ope ra tion s w ou ld  con tin ue  for the 
nex t 11 days'1 and  in c lud e  th ree tankers: the Baton Rouge, the Exxon San Francisco, and  
the Exxon B aytown. T ran sfe r ra tes varied  from  a few  th ou sand  to 12,000 gallons p e r 
hour. The Baton Rouge took off 460,000 barre ls before leav ing on M arch  30; the San 
Francisco received abou t 450,000; the B ay town took  120,000 barrels. A bou t 20,000 
barre ls rem ained  aboard  the V aldez a t the close o f ligh tering  op e ra tio n s A pril 4. The 
sh ip  w as refloated  a t h igh  tide  on  A pril 5 and  m oved  to an  ancho rage off N aked  Island. 
The vessel w as tow ed  to d rydo ck  in San D iego b eg inn ing  June 20.

L igh tering and  sa lvage of the c ripp led  Exxon Valdez w as one of the few  success 
sto ries from  the first m on th  of the sp ill response.

3.2 T h e  e m e r g e n c y  order

The Exxon Valdez oil sp ill —  and  the p rob lem s w ith  the re spon se  —  th rew  in to
question  the en tire  Valdez-based 
p rev en tio n  and  response system . 
A lyeska had  sh ow n  th a t even  w ith  
idea l w eather, it cou ld  n o t m eet the 
requ irem en ts of the state-approved 
con tingency plan. W hile th e  p o r t o f 
V aldez w as tem po rarily  closed 
d u r in g  the ea rly  d ay s  of the response, 
th e  lim ited  h o ld ing  capacity  a t the 
V aldez te rm ina l m ean t th a t a t som e 
p o in t —  som e po in t re la tively  soon  
a fte r the sp ill —  tankers w ou ld  be 
aga in  load ing  oil at V aldez and  
m ak ing  the passage th ro ugh  Prince 
W illiam  Sound. The C oast G u a rd  h ad  
im po sed  severa l em ergency  restric ­
tion s on traffic in a nd  o u t o f the port, 
b u t a longer-term and  m ore com p re ­
h en siv e  p lan  w as obv iously  neces­
sary. DEC m oved  quickly  to com e up  
w ith  an o rd e r for em ergency  u p ­
g rad e s  in the re spon se  capab ility  and  
the p reven tion  sy stem  at th e  V aldez 
term inal.

D uring  the first w eek  of April,

Boom that sits much deeper in the water than that on hand during the initial response 
to the Exxon Valdez spill is now part of Alyeska's response equipment Alyeska and 
the 13 oil companies which ship oil Irom Valdez all have beefed up their reponse 
equipment, which is deployed in periodic spill drills Photo by Rob Schaeffer
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DEC sta ff began  p rep a rin g  a list o f em ergency  requ irem en ts. The list w ou ld  be p re ­
sen ted  in the form  of an  em ergency  o rd e r from  DEC th a t a lso  re q u ired  a n ew  con tin ­
gency  plan. DEC's d irec to r o f env ironm en ta l quality , L arry  D ietrick, cam e up  w ith  the 
list and  deliv e red  it to A lyeska on  A pril 7. D ietrick's list h ad  the app ro v a l n o t on ly  o f 
the com m issioner, b u t of the G ove rno r as well.

The em ergency o rd e r requ irem en ts included:

n  A lyeska had  to d o  a com plete  in v en to ry  of "c o re "  re spon se  e q u ipm en t availab le 
other than what was in use on the Exxon Valdez response.

■ The com pany  m u st c rea te  a fu lltim e sp ill re sp on se  team  a t th e  A lyeska te rm inal.5 
□ A t the term inal, tankers w ere  to be boom ed  im m ed ia te ly  u po n  arrival, w ith  boom

inspection  to be conduc ted  every  hour.
■ O u tgo ing  (i.e., loaded) tankers h ad  to h av e  tw o  esco rt tu g s from  the  te rm ina l to 

H inch inb rook  Entrance, so u th ea s t o f C o rdova  and  th e  C opp e r R iver Delta.
f l A m arine  p ilo t w as requ ired  to be on th e  tan k e r o r on  the accom pany in g  esco rt tug  

all the w ay to H inch inbrook; u n til the Exxon Valdez g round ing s, p ilo ts left the 
vessel soon a fte r passing  th ro ug h  V aldez N a rrow s and  the v illage o f Tatitlek.

B  DEC specified  a laund ry  list of n ew  sp ill re sp on se  equ ipm en t, a lo ng  w ith  severa l 
specific s tan d a rd s  fo r recovering  and  lig h te ring  oil, an d  new  d ead lin e s  fo r d ep lo y ­
m en t of equ ipm en t from  the V aldez a re a  all th e  w ay  to H inch inb rook .

B  A lyeska w as also  requ ired  to u p g ra d e  b o th  its rad io  com m un ica tion  capab ilities 
and  the p rocedu re s for track ing  rad io  m essages.

The o rd e r in c luded  d ead lin e s for com pliance, an d  G ove rn o r C ow pe r sa id  he w as 
ready  to sh u t dow n  the p ipe line  if the oil com pan ies d id  n o t follow  th ro u g h  in good 
faith and  in a tim ely m anner.

A lyeska chose n o t to challenge th e  o rder. Instead, in a se ries o f n ego tia tio n  sessions 
and  m eeting s w ith  sta te  officials, the g ov e rnm en t an d  A lyeska w o rked  o u t m u tu a lly  
agreeab le  a lte rna tives to som e of th e  o rd e r's  p rov is ions. DEC ag reed  to g ive A lyeska 
m o re  tim e to p rocu re  certa in  equ ipm en t, a n d  w o rk ed  on  severa l so lu tio n s  to c om m un i­

ca tions p rob lem s. A lyeska 
also o u tlin ed  a p lan  th a t 
w en t con side rab ly  fu rth e r 
th an  the idea o f esco rt tugs. 
The com pany  in s tead  
com m itted  to the p u rch ase  
and  o u tf ittin g  of la rger 
escort vessels, w hich 
in c lud ed  specia l d ed ica ted  
re sp on se  c rew s and  eq u ip ­
m en t on  board .

This, a lo ng  w ith  o th e r 
changes d u e  to the em er­
gency o rder, becam e the 
fo und a tio n  fo r A lyeska's 
u pg rad ed  re sp on se  sy stem  
and  th e  im p lem en ta tion  arm  
of the n ew  con tingency  
plan. A lyeska now  opera te s 
the Sh ip  E scort/R esponse 
Vessel System  ( SERVS). The 
10-vessel SERVS fleet 
in c lud es three, 210-fool 
tan k e r tow ing  and  oil 
recovery  vessels; all o u tg o ­
ing  tan k e rs  h ave  a two-ship 
escort.

A barge for recovered oil trails two powerful skimmers, cradled by boom and support vessels 
during a  Cnevron test of new response equipment in Prince William Sound, March 1992. The 
equipment is part of Alyeska's new Ship Escort/Response Vessel System.

Photo by Patrick Endres
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3.3 T h e  Battle of Sawm i l l  B a y

By Sunday , M arch  26, s ta te  officials h ad  d ec ided  to expand  the sta te 's u su a l 
o v e rs ig h t role. G ove rn o r C ow per a u th o rized  DEC to d o  w h a tev e r w as necessary, 
rega rd le ss of cost an d  rega rd less of legal s tra tegy .6 F ru s tra ted  by  the size o f the p ro b ­
lem  an d  the ho les in the response, DEC began w o rk ing  w ith  the local fish ing  fleet, 
p rim a rily  from  C ordova, on  a se ries o f d efen sive  m easu res an d  c leanup  actions. The 
C o rd o v a  fleet had  been  try ing, w ith o u t success, to conv ince A lyeska to in c lude the 
local vessels and  sk ip p e rs  in th e  response. DEC C om m iss ion e r Kelso and  env iro nm en ­
tal q ua lity  d irec to r L arry  D ietrick  m ade  a p o in t o f in c lud ing  the fish ing com m un ity  in 
d eliberations, d iscussions, and  p lan s for action. A t 10:30 a.m. Sunday, DEC in fo rm ed  
the C oast G u a rd  th a t the s ta te  w as tak ing  in d ep en d en t action.

The s to rm  th a t sca tte red  the sp ill on  S und ay  and  M onday  d elayed  th e  a rriv a l o f the 
C o rdova  se iners in Valdez. U pon  a rriv in g  a t the dock  in Valdez, the vessels took on  
fuel a n d  supplies, a s w ell as DEC and  con trac t staff. O n Tuesday, M arch 28, the se in ers 
h ead ed  fo r D isk Island; w hen  they aw oke on W ednesday  a t Disk, oil w as a lready  
floa ting  a ro u n d  them .

The p rin c ip a l task  facing the C o rdova  fleet w as p ro tec tio n  of the h an d fu l of sa lm on  
h a tche rie s on  th e  w est s ide  o f the Sound, especia lly  th e  A rm in  F. K oern ig  h a tche ry  a t 
S aw m ill Bay, Evans Island, a n d  the tow n  o f C henega. Based on  w eather, curren ts, an d  
in fo rm a tion  p ro v id ed  by the fishe rm en  them selves, DEC es tim a ted  th a t the m a in  body 
o f the flo a ting  oil w as th ree d ay s aw ay  from  Saw m ill Bay. T he re  w as one DEC oil sp ill 
re spon se  v e te ran  and  an  exp e rt on c o n tra c t, a n d  th ey  began  s trin g ing  defenses w ith  
th e  h e lp  of C henega residen ts, u sing  som e boom  a lready  a t th e  hatchery.

T he o rig ina l p lan  called  for 
d ep loy in g  th ree s trin g s of boom , 
12,000-15,000 feet each, in layers 
from  th e  en trance  of the bay 
back  tow a rd s  sho re  and  the 
hatchery . The g rou p  n eeded  
h eavy  d u ty  boom, b u t all they  
w ou ld  have  for the first few  
d ay s w ere  variou s types of 
re la tive ly  light-duty con ta in ­
m en t an d  ab so rb en t boom .

A  second  c lu ste r o f C o rdova 
D istric t F isherm en  U n ited  
(CDFU) se ine  vessels a rriv ed  at 
Saw m ill Bay on M arch  29-30 
and  began  to he lp  s trin g  deflec­
tion boom . F ly ing w ea th e r w as 
p oo r (either d u e  to fog a t 
V aldez o r low  w ea th e r in the 
Sound), w h ich  d e layed  the 
d e liv e ry  o f boom  by  helicopter. 
H ow ever, by m idd ay  on 
T hu rsday , M arch 30, A laska A ir 
N a tio n a l G uard  helicop ters 
began  d ro p p in g  abso rb en t a n d  
con ta inm en t boom  in to  the bay, 

the se in e rs  a n d  sk iff o p e ra to rs  p ick ing  it u p  a nd  s tockp iling  o r s trin g ing  it. W hile the 
first fligh ts a llow ed  the S aw m ill Bay re spond ers  to beg in  b u ild in g  defensive lines, the 
m a te ria l th ey  h a d  w as n o t w ell su ited  to the task.

"T he  w ater, m ov ing  7-8 kno ts o r fas te r th ro u g h  here, is fa s te r th an  the ra ted  
p e rfo rm an ce  of the boom ," DEC's field  su p e rv iso r w ro te  on  M arch  31. "So far w e a re

Salmon-rearing pens at the Armin F. Koernig hatchery near the village of Chenega at 
Sawmill Bay on April 8. 1989. Photo by Erich Gundlach
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Begs of absorbent and containment boom were dropped into Sawmill Bay by Alaska Air National 
Guard helicopters. The material was picked up by seiner and skiff operators to be stockpiled or
stockpiling or pul to use. Photo by Geoffrey Orth ©

During Ihe tw o  w eek s  
of in tense o p e ra tio n  a t 
Sawmill Bay, most o f the 
oil skimming w a s  d o n e  by  
fishermen, c o n tra c t 
workers, a n d  D EC  stoff, 
w ho u sed  simple too ls such 
a s  five-gallon p lastic  
buckets.

exp e rim en tin g  w ith  
m u ltip le  ancho ring  
sy s tem s and  rad ica l boom  
angles. C on tin u in g  to use 
ligh te r d u ty  boom  for 
a d d itio n a l levels of 
p ro tec tio n  b e tw een  m ain  
co n ta inm en t boom  and  
h a tch e ry  ...

"[T he  m ain  con ta in ­
m en t boom ] is really  
tak in g  a bea ting  w here  w e 
have  it in a deflection  
m ode, a n d  w e a re  rep lac ­
ing  severa l h u n d re d  feet of 
it p er day . Th is boom  is 
nearly  ten  y ea rs o ld and  
h as  sp e n t m uch  o f its life 
s to red  on the N o rth  Slope, 
b e ing  u se d  m aybe once o r 
tw ice a y ea r for sp ill 
d rills ."7'

The C o rdova  fisher­
m en  a n d  DEC u sed  
v a rio u s  c rea tiv e  con figu ra ­
tions o f ab so rb en t boom, 
pom-poms, and  con ta in ­

m en t boom  to b u ild  defensive lines w hose  s tren g th  w as the sum  of m any  im p rov ised  
parts. O nshore, c rew s rigged  c lean ing  and  repa ir lines fo r the m any  h u n d re d s  of feet of 
d am ag ed  and  so iled  boom . On-the-water p a tro ls  im p rov ised  rep a irs  a n d  connections 
to th e  lines w ith  w h a tev e r they  cou ld  scrounge.

"S ince w e h av e  m any  d iffe ren t types of boom  (most of w h ich  h av e  in com patib le  
en d  connectors), B ryson [Tw idwell, DEC], a rm ed  w ith  a b atte ry-pow ered  d rill and  all 
th e  sp a re  n u ts  and  bo lts from  the ha tchery  and  the v illage he cou ld  find, m an ag ed  to 
connect th e  boom  tog e th er."8

M eanw hile, back in Valdez, CDFU leaders a nd  DEC officials rea lized  th a t the 
Saw m ill Bay d e fend e rs n eed ed  m o re  logistical a n d  vessel su p po rt. Several p eop le  
su gges ted  th a t the s ta te  send  one of its ferries. In a 2 a.m . call to  A laska D ep a rtm en t of 
T ran spo rta tio n  com m issioner M ark  H ickey, DEC com m issione r K elso asked  if he cou ld  
"b o rro w " one  of the sta te  ferries. H ickey's im m ed ia te  rep ly  w as sim ply, "W hich  one?"’ 
H ickey a rrang ed  to d iv e rt the M /V  Bartlett (which no rm a lly  w o rk s  the Valdez- 
C ordova-W hitticr route) to Sawm ill Bay; the ferry, w h ich  w ou ld  be u sed  p rim arily  for 
repairs, supp lies, h ou sing  and  storage, a rr iv ed  A pril 2. The B artle tt h ad  fresh  w orkers, 
fresh  w ater, a n d  supplies, in c lud ing  tw o  d ozen  a lum in um  skiffs to a u gm en t the 16- 
sk iff CDFU w o rkbo a t fleet.

The B artle tt a rriv ed  the sam e day  as th e  oil. U ntil A pril 2, m ost o f the oil th a t h ad  
a rr iv ed  h ad  com e in the fo rm  of tend rils  o r p a tches sp u n  off the m ain  body  o f the slick. 
T h a t Sunday , a b ig  tida l su rge  b ro u g h t large s lug s of o il and  m ousse  to  the b rin k  of the 
defen sive  lines. Som e oil go t th rough , b u t m ost of it w as d eflected  o r con ta in ed  by the 
boom s.

O ver th e  nex t ' -w days, m ore  vessels and  equ ipm en t a rr iv ed  a t Saw m ill Bay. A 
la rg e r s ta te  ferry, th e  M /V  A urora, rep laced  th e  Bartlett; severa l la rge w o rk  and  
ho ld in g  b arg e s a rrived , as w ell as the first of the "S u p e rsu ck e r"  v a cu um  truck s from  
the N o rth  S lope oilfields. The v acuum  trucks h ad  been h au led  by  ro ad  from  the  slope 
to Valdez, th en  m oun ted  on  barges. The vacuum  barges qu ick ly  becam e critical to the 
sk im m ing  and  tran sfe r o pe ra tion s a t S aw m ill Bay, su ck ing  oil a n d  m ousse  from
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con ta inm en t boom  corrals and  tran sfe rring  it to b arges for rem oval.
Yet d u r in g  the tw o  w eeks of in tense ope ra tion  at S aw m ill Bay m ost o f the oil 

sk im m ing  w as done  by fisherm en, con trac t w orkers, a n d  DEC staff, w ho  u sed  sim ple  
tools su ch  a s five-gallon p lastic buckets. F isherm en w ere lite ra lly  scoop ing  oil from  the 
su rface  by  hand, y e t DEC repo rted  severa l d ay s in w h ich  the so-called "m o sq u ito  fleet" 
recovered  m o re  than  1,000 barre ls of o il/w ate r mix.

The "B attle  of Sawm ill B ay" w as a successful p a r tn e rsh ip  o f p riv a te  a n d  gov e rn ­
m en t efforts. It w as the focus of the effo rts to p ro tec t the th ree  w est side h a tche rie s  and  
the E sham y Lagoon, site of one of the a reas m ost im po rtan t w ild  stock (red) sa lm on  
fisheries. T hese a reas are the founda tio n  of the P rince W illiam  Sound  com m ercia l 
fisheries, and  therefore the fo unda tion  of the local econom y.

M ore th an  50 C ordova  fisherm en, the village of C henega Bay, The P rince W illiam  
Sound  A quacu ltu re  A ssociation, 60 DEC and  con trac t staff, 40 p riv a te  vessels, tw o  state  
ferries, th e  A laska N ationa l G u a rd  and  the A laska S tate T roope rs p layed  cen tra l ro les 
in the opera tion , A t a tim e w hen  oil w as sw irling  th ro u g h ou t the w este rn  Sound  and  
fou ling  beaches, w hen  sk im m ing  and  con ta inm en t in o th e r a reas w as only  occasionally 
successful, the defense of the hatcheries p rov id ed  both  a su b s ta n tiv e  and  psychological 
lift to the oil sp ill response. The s ta te  w o rked  h a rd  to b rin g  the C ordova  fleet in to  the 
re spon se  as active partners, b u t it is im po rtan t to no te  th a t m uch  of the in itia tive for the 
effort —  from  m obiliz ing  vessels to find ing  the N o rth  S lope v acu um  tru ck s —  sta rted  
w ith  th e  fisherm en  o f the Sound.

3.4 C l e a n u p  operations

A pril w as m ore a m on th  of p lan n ing  th an  c lean ing  in 1989. There w as the brief, 
a lm ost b iza rre  effort a t in d iv idu a l rock w ip ing  at N aked  Island  the first w eek  of April, 
as w ell as som e lim ited  effo rts to rake and  collect o iled  seaw eed . O n  A pril 12, C oast 
G uard  C om m and an t A dm ira l Paul Yost a rriv ed  in A laska and  to ld  Exxon to p rodu ce  a

sho re lin e  c leanup  p lan . D u ring  the 
nex t few  days, Yost m ad e  it c lear 
tha t h o t w a te r  w ash ing  w as h is 
p re fe rred  m e thod  of trea tm en t.

W ith in  tw o  d ay s o f Yost's 
arrival, Exxon subm itted  a p relim i­
n a ry  sh o re lin e  c leanup  plan, one 
m ost g ov e rnm en t and  pub lic 
agency rep resen ta tiv es considered  
m ore o f an  ou tline  th an  a plan. The 
21-pagc d o cum en t s ta ted  tha t 
Exxon w ou ld  w ash  abou t 300 miles 
o f sho re lin e  w ith  cold water, 
em p loy  abo u t 4,000 w orkers, and  
be d on e  S ep tem ber 15.

The In teragency  Shoreline 
C leanup  Com m ittee, recently 
form ed, sa id  Exxon w as not 
th ink ing  b ig enough: Aerial 
su rv ey s and  o th e r in fo rm ation  put 
the to ta l am oun t of o iled 
d sho re lin e  in side and  ou ts id e  the 
Sound  a t m o re  than  1,400 miles. 
The C oast G uard  gave p relim inary  
app ro v a l to the plan, b u t A dm iral 
Yost and  o th e rs  clearly felt they

A piece of irony in the spill s aftermalh, this huge North Sea drilling platform wos used for 
housing of cleanup workers in Lower Herring Bay.

Photo courtesy of the Exxon Valdez Restoration Office
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A i I lia d s  taken from cleanup bags

n e e d e d  m o re  in fo rm a tio n , m o re  c o m p le te  p la n n in g , a n d  b e t te r  a s s u ra n c e  o f  p e r fo r ­
m a n ce . T h e  D EC  a n d  o th e r  s ta te  ag e n c ie s  m e n tio n e d  s im ila r  c o n c e rn s , b u t  a lso  in s is ted  
th a t  E xxon  p ro d u c e  a c o m p re h e n s iv e  p la n  th a t  in c lu d e d  w a s te  m a n a g e m e n t, a d d itio n a l 
s u rv e y s , a n d  o th e r  a s so c ia te d  ac tiv itie s .

T h e  s ta te  a lso  q u e s tio n e d  a n  e a r ly  p la n  to  p u t  w o rk e rs  in  la n d -b a se d  c a m p s , c iting , 
a m o n g  o th e r  th in g s , th e  p ro b le m s  w ith  h u m a n  w a s te  a n d  th e  im p a c t o f  th e  c a m p s  on  
th e  u p la n d s .

A s it w o u ld  tu rn  o u t, a ll w o rk e rs  th r o u g h o u t  th e  re sp o n se  w o u ld  b e  b a se d  o n  
v esse ls , b a rg e s , a n d  o th e r  w a te rc ra f t. T h e  s ta te  fe rrie s  th a t a p p e a r e d  o n  th e  '.cene in  
e a r ly  A p r 1 w e re  ju s t  th e  firs t —  a n d  by  n o  m e a n s  th e  la rg e s t —  v e sse ls  th a t  jo in e d  th e  
c le a n u p  jiav y . R eal U.S. N a v y  v esse ls , C o a s t G u a rd  c u tte rs ,  c o m m e rc ia l c ru ir .r  sh ip s , 
b a rg e s  w ith  p o r ta b le  tra ile rs , a n d  a h u g e  N o rth  S ea d r i l l in g  p la tfo rm  all ca m e  in to  
se rv ic e  in  P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d  a n d  th e  G u lf  o f A lask a .

T h e  d e c is io n  to  h o u s e  w o rk e rs  o ffsh o re  in  so m e  w a y s  lim ite d  a c tu a l c le a n u p  
o p e ra tio n s ; h o u s in g  a n d  tra n s fe r r in g  w o rk e rs  f ro m  v esse ls  to  sh o re , a n d  sh o re  to  
v esse ls , c u t  d o w n  o n  so m e  o f  th e  tim e  s p e n t  o n  th e  b each es. H o w e v e r , it e l im in a te d  o r  
m in im iz e d  se v e ra l v e ry  im p o r tr a n t  p o te n tia l p ro b le m s: b e a r  e n c o u n te rs ,  d e s tru c tio n  o r  
d is ru p t io n  o f  a rc h eo lo g ic a l s ite s , d is a g re e m e n ts  o v e r  la n d  u s e  a n d  la n d  o w n e rsh ip , a n d  
o th e rs . In  A p ril, n o  o n e  rea lly  k n e w  h o w  la rg e  th e  c le a n u p  p re se n c e  w o u ld  g ro w ; by 
A u g u s t, w h e n  th o u s a n d s  o f  p e o p le  a n d  s u p p o r t  p e rso n n e l w e re  in v o lv e d , th e  d ec is io n  
to  b a se  e v e ry o n e  th e  w a te r  s e e m e d , in  h in d s ig h t,  a p ra c tic a l o n e  d e s p ite  th e  lim ita tio n s  
a n d  c h a lle n g e s  it p re se n te d . In  fact, o v e r  tim e, c o n tro l o f ac ce ss  to  sh o re lin e s  an d  
u p la n d s  b ec am e  a  ce n tra l a s p e c t o f th e  c le a n u p . P r iv a te  la n d o w n e rs  (a lm o s t ex c lu siv e ly  
A la sk a  N a tiv e  c o rp o ra tio n s )  d id  n o t w a n t  p e o p le  s w a rm in g  o n to  p r iv a te  u p la n d s . 
W aste  d isp o s a l a n d  d e s tru c tio n  o f v e g e ta tio n  w e re  o n ly  p a r t  o f th e  issu e . P ro te c tio n  of 
a rc h e o lo g ic a l o r  o th e r  c u l tu ra lly  s ig n if ic a n t s ite s  w a s  o f p a r a m o u n t  co n c e rn , a s  w a s  the  
" d is c o v e ry "  c o n c ep t. P r iv a te  la n d o w n e rs  w e re  c o n c e rn e d  th a t  p e o p le  w o u ld  " d is ­
c o v e r"  n e w  a re a s  fo r h u n tin g ,  f ish in g , c a m p in g , a rc h e o lo g ic a l se a rc h e s , e tc ., a n d  re tu rn

to  th e  s ite s  lo n g  a f te r  th e  sp ill, v is its  th a t 
w o u ld  a m o u n t  to  tre s p a s s in g  a t  b es t, a n d  
lo o tin g  a t  w o rs t.

In  fact, a rc h e o lo g ic a l e x p e r ts  fo r  th e  s ta te  
n o te d  th a t  a rc h e o lo g ic a l d is ru p t io n  in  P rin ce  
W illiam  S o u n d  h a d  b ee n  o c c u rr in g  fo r a 
n u m b e r  o f y e a rs  b e fo re  th e  sp ill, b u t it 
h a p p e n e d  p r im a rily  o n  a  few  e s ta b lish e d  
r o u te s .10 T h ese  ro u te s  e v o lv e d  o v e r  tim e  a n d  
w e re  d e f in e d  a lm o s t e x c lu s iv e ly  by  th e  fuel 
ta n k  s iz e  o f th e  a v e ra g e  re c re a tio n a l o r  
f ish in g  v esse l w o rk in g  o u t o f p o r ts  sue?"' a s  
W h ittie r , V a ld e z  a n d  C o rd o v a . B ecause th e re  
w a s  n o  fu e l o r  o th e r  se rv ic e  av a ila b le  o u ts id e  
o f th e se  p o r ts , m o s t v esse ls  c o u ld  o n ly  g o  so  
far, a n d  u su a lly  tu rn e d  a ro u n d  a l w ell- 
k n o w n , c o m m o n  p o in ts  o f  re fe re n c e  o n  th e  
sh o re lin e . A  m a p  o f  s ite s  p ro n e  to  v a n d a lism  
o r  a r tifa c t h u n t in g 11 c o u ld , u n til ,  the  Exxon 
Valdez, b e  d r a w n  e n t ire ly  w ith in  th e  b o u n d ­
a ry  o f a n  arc  d e f in e d  b y  o n e -h a lf  a ta n k  o f 
fuel fo r  th e  a v e ra g e -s iz e d  v esse l o u t o f a 
g ven  p o rt. B ut d u r in g  th e  Exxon Valdez 
r e sp o n se , fuel c a c h e s  w e re  le ft a t v a r io u s  
s ite s  a r o u n d  th e  S o u n d  a n d  K o d iak  Is lan d . 
V esse ls  c o u ld  ru n  to  th e  lim it o f  th e ir  fu e l 
c a p a b ility , th e n  re fu e l fa r fro m  h o m e . T h is  

Photo by D ave M cM a h a n  in c re a se d  th e  ra n g e  o f  m o st v esse ls  an d

tZ, >4
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T he sensitiv ity  o f 

c e r ta in  k inds o f h a b i ta t s  — 

sa lm on  s p a w n in g  a r e a s ,  

m o i. o f te n  -  w e r e  p a r t  o f  

th e  c le a n u p  p la n  from  th e  

s ta rt. C le a n u p  w a s  

s c h e d u le d  a t  m ost s ites  

d u rin g  "w indow s" th a t  

w e r e  o p e n  w h e n  an im a ls  

w e r e  a w a y .

I

a llo w e d  local s k ip p e rs  to  " d is c o v e r"  n e w  a re a s  o f  in te re s t th a t  th e y  o th e rw is e  w o u ld  
h a v e  n e v e r  s e e n .12

A se c o n d  access is su e  w a s  ra ise d  b y  v a r io u s  w ild life  m a n a g e m e n t a g e n c ie s , 
p r im a rily  th e  U.S. F ish  a n d  W ild life  S erv ice  (USFW S) a n d ,  to  a le sse r  d e g re e , o th e r  s ta te  
a n d  fe d e ra l fish  a n d  g a m e  offic ia ls. F e d e ra l o ffic ia ls  d e v e lo p e d , o v e r  a few  m o n th s , 
sp e c ia l re s tr ic tio n s  o n  sh o re lin e  access  a n d  a c tiv ity  d e p e n d in g  o n  w h e th e r  e a g le s  w e re  
n e s tin g  n e a rb y , o r  m a r in e  m a m m a ls  re g u la r ly  h a u le d  o u t  a t c e r ta in  s ite s , o r  w h e re  
s h o re b ird s  n e s te d  a n d  re a re d  y o u n g . T h e  co m p le x ity  o f  th e  eco lo g ica l s y s te m  —  n o t to  
m e n tio n  th e  o v e r la p p in g  a u th o r i t ie s  o f  g o v e rn m e n t a g e n c ie s  a n d  p r iv a te  la n d o w n e rs  
—  m a d e  a n y  lo n g -ra n g e  p la n n in g  e ffo rt e sp ec ia lly  d ifficu lt. In  so m e  cases , sp e c ia l 
w ild life  p ro te c tio n  re s tr ic tio n s  w e re  e s ta b lish e d  b y  a g e n c ie s  sp e c if ic a lly  fo r th e  Exxon 
Valdez r e sp o n se , b e c o m in g , in  a  w a y , ad hoc r e g u la tio n s  p ro m u lg a te d  in  re s p o n s e  to  
E xxon c le a n u p  p r o p o s a ls .15

T h e  se n s itiv i ty  o f c e r ta in  k in d s  o f h a b i ta ts  —  sa lm o n  s p a w n in g  a re a s , m o s t  o f te n  —  
w e re  p a r t  o f  th e  c le a n u p  p la n  fro m  th e  s ta rt . T h e  s ta te  fish  a n d  g a m e  d e p a r tm e n t  w a s  
o n e  o f th e  p r im a ry  p la n n e r s  in  th e  re so u rc e  a s se ss m e n t e ffo rt, a n d  s a lm o n  s tre a m s  
re m a in e d  th e  s in g le  m o s t c o n s is te n t c le a n u p  p r io r i ty  f ro m  s ta r t  to  f in ish . H o w e v e r , th e  
c le a n u p  s c h e d u le  a n d  h a b i ta t  c o n c e rn s  w e re  b a se d  p r im a r ily  o n  tim in g , r a th e r  th a n  
to p o g ra p h y  o r  v e g e ta tio n . C le a n u p  w a s  s c h e d u le d  a t  m o s t s ite s  d u r in g  " w in d o w s "  th a t 
w e re  o p e n  w h e n  a n im a ls  w e re  a w a y , a n d  c lo sed  w h e n  a n im a ls  s h o w e d  u p  to  s p a w n , 
g iv e  b ir th  to  y o u n g , o r  n e s t.

F o r th is  v e ry  re a so n , th e  s ta te  a n d  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n ts  p u s h e d  E xxon  to  g e t  c re w s  
in  th e  fie ld , d o in g  m e a n in g fu l c le a n u p , b e fo re  M a y  15. T h is  w a s  th e  d a te  th a t  b io lo g is ts  
e x p e c te d  m a n y  a n im a ls  to  sh o w  u p  in  la rg e  n u m b e rs ; th e  b ig g e s t im m e d ia te  c o n c e rn  
v.’as  to  c lea n  se a l " h a u lo u ts ,"  i.e., th e  ro ck y  s ite s  w h e re  se a ls  co m e  a s h o re  to  g iv e  b ir th  
to  th e ir  p u p s . In  tine n o r th w e s t  p a r t  o f th e  o ile d  a re a , th e se  p in n ip e d  h a u lo u ts  w e re  
c o n c e n tra te d  in  a n d  a r o u n d  S m ith , L ittle  S m ith , G re e n  a n d  S ea l is la n d s , a lo n g  w ith  
A p p le g a te  R ocks, a sh o a l th a t  is  e x p o s e d  a t  m o s t low  tid e s  a n d  a w a s h  a t  h ig h  w a te r . It 
w a s  a t  A p p le g a te  R ocks w h e re  c re w s  e x p e r im e n te d  w ith  p e a t  a s  a n  a b s o rb e n t,  s p r e a d ­
in g  th e  so il o n  ro ck s  a n d  o n  p o o ls  o f oil. P ea t w a s  n o t u se d  e lse w h e re , h o w e v e r , a s  
o ffic ia ls d e c id e d  th a t  c le a n in g  w a s  ju s t a s  d iffic u lt a s  s p re a d in g , co llec tin g , a n a  d is p o s ­
in g  o f th e  p e a t.

T h e  c le a n u p  w in d o w  fo r  p in n ip e d  h a u lo u ts  w a s  o p e n e d  o n ly  n a r ro w ly , a  b io lo g i­
cal a n d  lo g is tica l p ro b le m  th a t  w a s  n e v e r  rea lly  so lv e d  d u r in g  th e  c le a n u p  f ro m  1989- 
92. L ittle  S m ith  Is la n d , w h ic h  h a d  s e a b ird  re s tr ic tio n s  a s  w e ll a s  p in n ip e d  h a u lo u ts ,  w a s  
n e i th e r  c le a n e d  n o r  c o m p le te ly  su rv e y e d  a f te r  th e  s p r in g  o f 1989. S eal I s la n d , a  sm a ll, 
re la tiv e ly  re m o te  a n d  e x p o s e d  is la n d , w a s  th e  s ite  o f b r ie f  c le a n u p s  th ro u g h  1991, b u t  
c re w s  n e v e r  w e re  ab le  to  s p e n d  e n o u g h  tim e  th e re . In  M a y  1991, th e  s ta te  c o n v in c e d  
E xxon to  s e n d  a c re w  to  S ea l Is lan d  to  w o rk  on  a  h e a v ily  c o n ta m in a te d  sh o re lin e  
a d ja c e n t to  a  ro ck y  s p i t  u s e d  h e a v ily  b y  th e  se a ls . T h e  n a r ro w  w o rk  w in d o w  w a s  
sh o r te n e d  e v e n  m o re  b y  w e a th e r  d e la y s , c re w  c h a n g e s , a n d  o th e r  lo g is tica l p ro b le m s , 
so  th e  few  d a y s  o f  w o rk  n e v e r  re a lly  a p p ro a c h e d  th e  so lu t io n  th a t w a s  n e c e s sa ry . 
S ev era l o th e r  s ite s , in c lu d in g  P erl a n d  E liz a b e th  is la n d s , a lso  g o t lim ite d  c le a n u p  d u e  to  
w ild life  w in d o w s ; th e y  w e re  n o t e v e n  s u rv e y e d  in  1991 o r  1992.

T h e  p o in t  h e re  is n o t th a t  w ild life  re s tr ic tio n s  h a m p e r e d  th e  c le a n u p ; ra th e r ,  it 
s h o u ld  b e  u n d e r s to o d  th a t  th e  v e ry  se n s itiv i ty  o f th e  S o u n d 's  e c o lo g y  a n d  h a b i ta ts  
o ften  p re v e n te d  a d e q u a te , s ite -sp ec if ic  c le a n u p . W h e th e r  it w a s  a s  a re su lt  o f m a rin e  
m a m m a l re s tr ic tio n s , s e a b ird  c o lo n y  p ro te c tio n , b u ffe rs  a ro u n d  ea g le  n e s ts , o r  o th e r  
m e a s u re s  d e s ig n e d  to  p ro te c t  m ig ra to ry  o r  re s id e n t sp e c ie s , c le a n u p  w a s  o f te n  c u r ­
ta ile d  o r  e l im in a te d , e v e n  if it w a s  te c h n ic a lly  p o ss ib le  to  re m o v e  th e  o il. S c h e d u le s  fo r 
c le a n u p  w e re  d e te rm in e d  n o t so  m u c h  b y  s e q u e n tia l lo g ic  —  i.e., n o r th  to  s o u th ,  
in sh o re  to  o ffsh o re , e tc. —  b u t b y  w ild life  w in d o w s . In  th e  e n d , a l so m e  p la c e s  th e  
c le a n u p  ra n  o u t o f  tim e , n e t  o u t o f  oil.

T h is  is a le sso n  th a t  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  lo s t o n  th e  p e o p le  p re p a r in g  c o n tin g e n c y  t \m s  
a n d  r isk  a s s e s s m e n ts  n o t o n ly  fo r A lask a , b u t  o th e r  rich  w ild life  a re as : P la n s  sh o u ld  
n e v e r  a s s u m e  th a t d a m a g e  ca n  b e  m itig a te d  by c le a n u p , s in c e  c le a n u p  m a y  b e  im p o s ­
sib le.
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T he oil sw ir le d  th r o u g h ­

out e v e r y  fishing d is tric t 

from  P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d  

to  C o o k  Inlet, K o d iak , a n d  

e v e n  p a r t s  o f  th e  A la s k a  

P en insu la .

A herring calch, using seine nets. Photo by John Hyde

C o m m e r c i a l  f i s h i n g

T h e  n e x t m a jo r  p h a s e  o f c le a n u p  p la n n in g  re v o lv e d  a r o u n d  th e  o p e n in g s  o f  s a lm o n  
s e a so n s  a n d  th e  re tu rn  o f s a lm o n  to  s p a w n  in  th e ir  h o m e  s tre a m s  a n d  coves. A t first, 
s ta te  b io lo g is ts  a n d  f ish e rm e n  a s s u m e d  th a t  so m e  c o m m e rc ia l f ish in g  c o u ld  ta k e  p la c e  
in  th e  S o u n d , C o o k  In le t a n d  K o d iak . D u r in g  th e  1987 T /V  G lac ie r  B ay sp ill in  C o o k  
In le t —  o c c u rrin g  n e a r  th e  p e a k  o f  th e  re d  (sockeye) s a lm o n  h a rv e s t  se a so n  —  fish e r­
m e n  w e re  a llo w e d  to  w o rk  a re a s  th a t a p p e a re d  to  be fre e  o f o iling .

H o w e v e r , th e  Exxon Valdez lo s t a lm o s t 100 tim es  m o re  o il th a n  th e  G lac ie r  bay . T h e  
o il s w ir le d  th ro u g h o u t  e v e ry  f ish in g  d is tr ic t  f ro m  P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d  to  C o o k  In le t, 
K o d iak , a n d  ev e n  p a r ts  o f  th e  A lask a  P e n in su la . T h e  p ro b le m  w a s  n o t w ith  th e  fish, 
c ra b  o r  s h r im p  —  a t  le a s t n o t d irec tly . T h e  c re a tu re s  w e re  b e lo w  th e  su rfa c e , fo r  th e  
m o s t p a r t ,  a w a y  fro m  th e  o il a n d  u n lik e ly  to  b e  d ire c tly  ta in te d .14

T h e  p ro b le m , in s te a d , lay  w ith  th e  g e a r  a n d  th e  f ish in g  te c h n iq u e s . F ish e rm e n  
p u ll in g  p o ts , lo n g lin es , n e ts , a n d  o th e r  g e a r  u p  th ro u g h  th e  w a te r 's  su r fa c e  —  a n d  
p e r h a p s  th ro u g h  o il —  ra ise d  o n e  p o te n tia l o ilin g  p ro b le m . A  se c o n d  p ro b le m  c o u ld  
o c c u r  o n  d e c k  o r  in  th e  h o ld s , if  a  p a r t  o f  a ca tc h  w e re  o ile d  a n d  s to re d  w ith  im o iled  
f ish  in  th e  h o ld . A  th ird  p ro b le m  c o u ld  o c c u r  in  th e  tra n s fe r  o f  fish  fro m  th e  h o ld  of a 
v e s se l to  a  te n d e r  (a la rg e r  co llec tio n  v esse l) , a n d  fro m  th e  te n d e r  to  th e  sh o re s id e  
p ro c e s s in g  p la n t. A  fo u r th  p o te n tia l p a th  fo r c o n ta m in a tio n  w a s  in  th e  p ro c e ss in g  p la n t 
itself; if  a n y  c o n ta m in a te d  p ro d u c t in a d v e r ta n t ly  m o v e d  th ro u g h  th e  p ro c e ss in g  line, 
th e  m a c h in e ry  a n d  w o rk  a re a s  w o u ld  be fo u le d  fo r e v e ry  o th e r  fish  c o m in g  th ro u g h .

T h e  c h a in  o f p ro b le m s , fro m  n e t to  p ro c e s s in g  p la n t,  w a s  p o te n tia lly  o v e rw h e lm ­
in g , a n d  th e  r isk  w a s  rea l. F ish  a n d  G am e  c o n s id e re d  o p e n in g  p a r ts  a n d  s u b p a r ts  o f 
v a r io u s  d is tr ic ts , b u t  th is  w a s  ju d g e d  to  b e  a  m a n a g e m e n t n ig h tm a re . M a n a g in g  
f ish e r ie s  co v e  b y  co v e  w o u ld  h a v e  re q u ire d  m a ss iv e  n u m b e rs  o f  tr a in e d  o b se rv e rs  
w o rk in g  fro m  the  a ir. It a lso  w o u ld  h a v e  re q u ire d  c o m m u n ic a tio n s  a n d  c o o rd in a tio n  
th a t  c o u ld  s h u t  d o w n  a  p a r t  o f  a n  a re a  o n  a m o m e n t 's  n o tice , s in c e  o il w a s  m o b ile  
th r o u g h o u t  the  f ish e r ie s  d is tr ic ts .
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A Soulh Korean ship load ing boxes of herring roe. Photo by  Vanessa Vick

A la sk a  o ffic ia ls  

a d o p t e d  a  " z e ro  to le r ­

a n c e '  p o lic y  fo r f ish e rie s  

c losu res. A la s k a 's  multi­

billion d o lla r  c o m m e rc ia l 

fisheries e m p lo y  m o re  

p e o p le  th a n  a n y  o th e r  

industry  in th e  s ta te ,  a n d  

A lask a 's  s e a f o o d  in s p e c ­

tion p r o g ra m  is o n e  o f  th e  

m ost s tr in g e n t in th e  

coun try .

F o r th e  f ish e rm e n , th e  jo b  w o u ld  b e  ju s t  a s  d ifficu lt. F ish e rm e n  w e re  re lu c ta n t to  
g e a r  u p  th e ir  v esse ls  —  w h ich  re q u ire s  a  su b s ta n tia l,  u p - f r o n t  in v e s tm e n t in  fo o d , g ear, 
fuel, e tc. —  to  sh o w  u p  fo r a f ish e ry  th a t  c o u ld  b e  c lo se d  o n  th a t m o m e n t 's  n o tice . 
F u r th e r ,  f in d in g  oil fro m  th e  d e c k  o f  a v esse l w a s  a  tr ic k y  a n d  fre q u e n tly  im p re c ise

o p e ra tio n . S k im m e rs , fo r 
e x a m p le , c o u ld  n o t  p ro p e r ly  
o p e r a te  w i th o u t  a e r ia l s u rv e il­
la n c e  s u p p o r t ;  th e re  w a s  n o  
re a s o n  to  s u s p e c t  th a t f ish e rm e n  
c o u ld  d o  b e t te r  w ith o u t  s im ila r  
a e r ia l b a c k u p .

A n d  fin a lly , c le a n u p  itse lf  
p o se d  p ro b le m s  fo r  co m m e rc ia l 
f ish in g . S h o re lin e  c le a n u p  
k n o c k e d  tr e m e n d o u s  a m o u n ts  
o f  o il b ac k  in to  th e  w a te r , a n d  
s o m e  c re w s  w e re  s lo p p y  in  
th e ir  rec o v e ry  e ffo rts  a n d  
in e ffe c tiv e  in  s e t t in g  se c o n d a ry  
c o n ta in m e n t b o o m s  a t c le a n u p  
s ite s . A re a s  s la te d  fo r  c le a n u p  
w e re  f re q u e n tly  a re a s  th a t  w e re  
c lo se  to , o r  " u p s t r e a m "  fro m , 
c o m m e rc ia l f ish e ry  a re as . It 
w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  im p o ss ib le  to  
c o n d u c t c le a n u p  a n d  f ish e rie s  
a t  th e  s a m e  tim e.

D iffe re n t c o m b in a t io n s  of 
th e se  p ro b le m s  fo rc ed  f ish e rie s  
c lo s u re s  f ro m  C o rd o v a  to  

C h ig n ik  L ag o o n  (on  th e  A lask a  P e n in su la )  in  1989. A la sk a  o ffic ia ls  a d o p te d  a  " z e ro  
to le ra n c e "  p o lic y  fo r f ish e ry  c lo su re s ; a l th o u g h  re g io n a l f ish  a n d  g a m e  d e p a r tm e n t  
b io lo g is ts  h a d  so m e  la t i tu d e  in  th e ir  a b ility  to  ju d g e  th e  th r e a t  f ro m  o ilin g  to  a  fish ery , 
th e y  w e re  in s tru c te d  to  ta k e  a  v e ry  c o n s e rv a tiv e  s ta n ce . A la s k a 's  m u lt i-b illio n  d o lla r  
co m m e rc ia l f ish erie s  e m p lo y  m o re  p e o p le  th a n  a n y  o th e r  in d u s t ry  in  th e  s ta te , a n d  
A la s k a 's  se a fo o d  in sp e c tio n  p ro g ra m  is o n e  o f  th e  m o s t s t r in g e n t  in  th e  c o u n try .
F ish ery  m a n a g e rs , w h o  sa w  th e  c a n n e d  sa lm o n  m a rk e t c o lla p s e  in  1983 a f te r  a  (fa lse) 
b o tu lism  sc a re  in  E u ro p e , 15 k n e w  w ell th a t  th e re  w a s  n o  ro o m  fo r  g a m b lin g  w ith  th e  
f re sh n e ss  a n d  q u a lity  of A lask a  sea fo o d .

T h e  f irs t c lo su re s , fo r h e r r in g  f ish e rie s , ca m e  A p ril  3 ,1 9 8 9 , a t  th e  h e ig h t o f th e  
d e fe n s iv e  b a t tle  fo r th e  h a tch e rie s .

T h e  a r e a 's  h e r r in g  f ish e ry  is fo r  th e  ro e , n o t th e  fish  th e m se lv e s . A la sk a  f ish e rm e n  
f ro m  S itk a  to  N o rto n  S o u n d  se ll h e r r in g  ro e  to  A s ia n  m a rk e ts ,  w h e re  it is so ld  s a lte d , 
p ic k le d , o r  fre sh . It is a v e ry  lu c ra tiv e  se rie s  o f f ish e rie s , b u t ,  lik e  m a n y  h ig h -v a lu e  
A lask a  f ish e rie s , tim in g  is  c ritica l a n d  o p e n in g s  a re  sh o r t. F o r  a  n u m b e r  of f ish e rm e n , 
th e  e a r ly -s e a s o n  h e r r in g  ro e  h a rv e s ts  g e n e ra te  th e  c a sh  flo w  th a t  h e lp s  th e m  g e a r  u p  
for sa lm o n , h a lib u t,  o r  o th e r  fish e rie s  la te i in  th e  se aso n .

T h e  o il sp il l  o c c u rre d  a lm o s t e x a c tly  a t  th e  s a m e  tim e  h e r r in g  b e g a n  s p a w n in g  in  
P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d . F em a les  lay  e g g s  o n  s e a w e e d , a n d  m a le s  re le a se  s p e rm , e n  
m a sse , in  th e  v ic in ity . U n d e r  ce rta in  lig h tin g  c o n d itio n s , th e  h e r r in g  s p a w n  o n  th e  
su rfa c e  lo o k e d  like a n  o il s lick . 16 T h e  S o u n d 's  v e sse l-b a sed  h e r r in g  f ish e rm e n  w o rk  
w ith  g ill a n d  p u r s e  se in e  n e ts ; th e  ro e  is e v e n tu a lly  so ld  in  its  m e m b ra n e , o r  sac. O th e r  
ro e  f ish e rm e n  se t f lo a tin g  co rra ls , o r  p o u n d s ,  in  w h ic h  lo n g  le a v e s  o f k e lp  h a n g  d o w n ; 
th e  fem a les  la y  eg g s  o n  th e  k e lp , w h ic h  is th e n  h a rv e s te d . S lill o th e r  f ish e rm e n  c u t w ild  
le av e s  o f  k e lp , a lo n g  w ith  th e  h e r r in g  eg g s . A ll th e se  ty p e s  o f  h a rv e s t  o c c u r  a i o r  n e a r  
th e  su rfa c e , in  n e a rs h o re  a re as , a n d  w e re  th e re fo re  m o s t e x p o s e d  to  d a n g e r s  o f o ilin g  —
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In P r in c e  W illiam  

S o u n d , th e  fish erie s  

c lo su re s  c a u s e d  s e v e r e  

fin an c ia l p ro b le m s  fo r th e  

n o n -p ro fit a s s o c ia tio n s  th a t 

run th e  h a tc h e r ie s .  T he 

c lo su re s  a ls o  d is ru p te d  

m a rk e ts , d is p la c e d  

w o rk e rs , a n d  (som e 

fish erm en  a rg u e ) , d r o v e  

d o w n  p r ic e s  in s u b s e q u e n t 

y e a rs .

e sp e c ia lly  a t  th a t  p o in t  in  th e  sp ill. T h e  s ta te  d id  n o t o p e n  th e  f ish e rie s  a t all in  1989 
b e c a u se  o f o il o n  th e  w a te r .

O th e r  c lo su re s  fo llo w ed  q u ic k ly  th r o u g h o u t  P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d : s h r im p  fish er­
ies (b o th  tra w l a n d  p o t) , k in g  a n d  d u n g e n e s s  c rab , a n d  v ir tu a lly  a ll s a lm o n  fisheries, 
b o th  w ild  a n d  h a tc h e ry -b a se d . S o m e b o tto m fish  o p e n in g s  w e re  h e ld  in  th e  S o u n d . 
H a lib u t o p e n e d  s ta te w id e  in  Ju n e , a n d  th e re  w e re  n o  r e p o r ts  o f o ile d  g e a r  o r  fish . S om e 
f ish e rm e n  w h o  c o u ld  n o t w o rk  th e ir  u s u a l  f ish e r ie s  tu rn e d  to  o th e r  d e e p -w a te r  species, 
su c h  a s  ro ck fish ; iro n ic a lly , fish  a n d  g a m e  re p o r te d  th a t  ro ck fish  s to c k s  in  P rince  
W illia m  S o u n d  m a y  h a v e  b ee n  se rio u s ly  o v e rf ish e d  in  1989, as  m o re  f ish e rm e n  p u t  
m o re  e f fo r t in to  c a tc h in g  a sp e c ie s  fo r w h ic h  th e re  w a s  lit tle  p o p u la tio n  o r  h a rv e s t  d a ta .

T h e  effec ts  o f f ish e r ie s  c lo su re s  —  e sp ec ia lly  fo r  s a lm o n  —  re a c h e d  fa r b e y o n d  
in d iv id u a l  f ish e rm e n  a n d  a lo st se a so n  o f  f ish in g  in co m e. In  P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d , th e  
c lo s u re s  c a u s e d  se v e re  f in an c ia l p ro b le m s  fo r th e  n o n -p ro f i t  a s so c ia tio n s  th a t  ru n  the  
h a tc h e rie s . T h e  c lo su re s  a lso  d is ru p te d  m a rk e ts , d isp la c e d  w o rk e rs ,  a n d  (so m e  f ish e r­
m e n  a rg u e ) , d ro v e  d o w n  p ric e s  in  s u b s e q u e n t y ea rs .

T h e  h a tc h e rie s , b u ilt  in  th e  1970s a n d  1980s w ith  s ta te  g ra n ts  a n d  lu a n s , a re  ru n  by 
n o n -p ro f i t  c o rp o ra ;io n s  m a d e  u p  o f g ro u p s  o f  f ish e rm e n . T h e  f is h e rm e n  p a y  a tax 
(a b o u t tw o  p e rc e n t o f  th e ir  g ro ss  ca tch  m co m e) to  th e  a s so c ia tio n  to  c o v e r  c o s ts  o f 
o p e ra tio n s , a n d  th e  f ish e rm e n  th e n  m a k e  th e  b u lk  o f  th e ir  m o n e y  o n  h a rv e s ts  o f fish  
" s p a w n e d ,"  re a re d  a n d  re le a se d  by  th e  a s so c ia tio n .17 T h ey  c o n c e n tra te  o n  ra is in g  a n d  
re le a s in g  p in k  sa lm o n , w h ic h  is th e  sm a lle s t a n d  le a s t c o m m e rc ia lly  v a lu a b le  o f th e  five 
sp e c ie s  o f th e  P acific  sa lm o n . H o w e v e r , th e  p in k s  s p a w n  a n d  r e tu rn  in  tw o -y e a r  cycles, 
u n lik e  o th e r  s a lm o n , w h ich  s p e n d  a n y w h e re  fro m  th re e  to  five y e a rs  a t  se a  b e fo re  
r e tu rn in g  to  th e ir  h o m e  s tre a m s  to  sp a w n . T h is  q u ic k  tu r n o v e r  g iv e s  f ish e rm e n  a 
p r o d u c t  th e y  ca n  ra ise , h a rv e s t, a n d  se ll in  re la tiv e ly  s h o r t  tim e fra m e s . A lm o s t u n iv e r ­
sa lly , p in k s  a re  c a u g h t a n d  so ld  fo r th e  c a n n e d  s a lm o n  m a rk e t,  p a r t ly  b ec au se  th e  flesh  
o f  th e  p in k s  d o e s n 't  h o ld  u p  a s  w e ll to  h a n d l in g  o r  fre e z in g  a s  d o e s  th e  flesh  o f  o th e r  
la rg e r , o ile r  sa lm o n .

In 1989, th is  f in a n c ia l a n d  b io lo g ica l cy c le  w a s  th ro w n  o u t o f w h a c k . T ire f ish e rm e n  
w e re  o b v io u s ly  c lo se d  o u t by  th e  f ish e rie s  s h u t-d o w n s , a n d  th e y  s o u g h t  c o m p e n sa tio n  
f ro m  E xxon. T h e  h a tc h e r ie s  lo s t th e ir  r e g u la r  s o u rc e  o f in c o m e  (fish e rm e n ) , so  th ey  
re s o r te d  to  " te rm in a l"  fish e rie s  —  i.e., f ish e r ie s  c lo se  to  th e  h a tc h e ry  as  th e  fish  r e ­
tu r n e d  to  th e ir  " s p a w n in g  a re a ."  H a tc h e r ie s  h ir e d  a h a n d f u l  o f local f ish e rm e n  to  fish  a 
t id a l w a v e  o f  r e tu r n in g  p in k  sa lm o n , h o p in g  to  se ll a t  le a s t so m e  o f th e  fish  to  c a n n e rie s  
so  th e y  c o u ld  c o v e r  th e ir  1989 o p e ra tin g  co s ts .

Tine te rm in a l f ish e r ie s  w e re  b iz a r re  fo r b o th  th e ir  a b u n d a n c e  a n d  th e ir  w aste . 
F ish e rm e n  lite ra lly  d r o p p e d  th e ir  n e ts  in to  a n  o ce an  o f fish , a n d  w ith  little  o r  n o  effo rt, 
p u lle d  in  th e  b ig g e s t n e tfu ls  o f p in k s  a n y o n e  h a d  e v e r  seen . B u t e v e n  w ith  f ish e rm e n  
s e in in g  a s  fa s t a s  th e y  c o u ld , th e re  w e re  to o  m a n y  fish  —  fish  th a t  w e re  s c h e d u le d , 
a c c o rd in g  to  n a tu r e 's  p la n , to  d ie  im m e d ia te ly  a f te r  th e y  sp a w n e d . T h e  co v e s  in  w h ich  
th e  h a tc h e r ie s  w e re  lo c a te d  w e re  in  d a n g e r  o f  b e in g  s m o th e re d  b y  a  p u tr id  a n d  o x y ­
g e n -b u rn in g  c a rp e t  o f  p in k  sa lm o n  d e tr i tu s . M a n y  f ish  w o re  c a u g h t, th e n  h a u le d  
f a r th e r  o u t to  se a , g ro u n d  u p , a n d  d u m p e d  o v e rb o a rd .

M e a n w h ile , th e  h a tc h e ry  a s so c ia tio n s  h a d  tro u b le  u n lo a d in g  th e  fish  th e y  in te n d e d  
to  se ll. A ll s a lm o n  b e g in  to  d e te r io ra te  p h y s ic a lly  a s  th e y  e n te r  th e ir  s p a w n in g  s tre a m s 
a n d  b e g in  th e  p ro c e ss  o f re p ro d u c tio n . B ecau se  th e  te rm in a l f ish e r ie s  c a u g h t the  fish  so 
c lo se  to  h o m e , so  to  sp e a k , th e  flesh  w a s  fa r p a s t  its  p e a k  o f m a rk e ta b le  q u a lity . B uyers 
w e re  fin ick y  a b o u t th e  q u a lity , a n d  e v e n  w h e n  th e  h a tc h e ry  fo u n d  a ta k e r  fo r  its p inks, 
th e  p r ic e  w a s  d o w n . T h e  a sso c ia tio n s  a ll ran  b ig  lo sses  fo r  19S9, a n d  n o n e  c o u ld  m e e t 
its  o p e r a t in g  c o s ts  a n d  d e b t se rv ice  w ith o u t b o r ro w in g  fu r th e r  o r  d e p le tin g  financ ia l 
re se rv e s .

In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  d is ru p tio n  in  su p p ly  m a y  h a v e  tr ig g e re d  c h a n g e s  in  th e  c a n n e d  
s a lm o n  m a rk e t,  a s  b u y e rs  tu rn e d  m o re  to  n e w  p ro d u c ts  a n d  n e w  sa lm o n  so u rce s , su ch  
a s  th e  f ish  fa rm e rs  fro m  C a n a d a , C h ile , a n d  N o rw a y  w h o  ra ise  s a lm o n  in  n e a rsh o re  
p e n s . T h e re  is so m e  d e b a te  a b o u t w h e th e r  th e  oil sp ill w a s  a p r im e  o r  c o n tr ib u tin g  
c a u se  to  a c ra sh  in  sa lm o n  p rice s  in  1990, a n d  th e  s h a rp  tu r n  a w a y  fro m  c a n n e d  sa lm o n
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a s  a m a rk e t  s ta p le . S o m e f ish e rie s  e c o n o m is ts  a rg u e  th a t th e  c h a n g e  w a s  c o m in g  
re g a rd le s s . H o w e v e r , th e  oil sp ill c e r ta in ly  a c c e le ra te d  th e  c h a n g e s  a n d  e x a c e rb a te d  the  
effec ts , at le a s t lo ca lly . A n d  '.t is  in d is p u ta b le  th a t  loca l c o m m u n itie s  a n d  e c o n o m ie s  
w e re  il l -p re p a re d  fo r su c h  a s u d d e n  ch a n g e . In  C o rd o v a , for e x a m p le , th e  1989 fish e rie s  
c lo su re s  s h u t  d o w n  th e  th re e  local p ro c e ss in g  p la n ts  fo r  a ll o r  p a r t  o f  th e  se a so n .
In s te a d  o f  th e  u su a l 200 - 225 p e o p le  w o rk in g  in  th e  p la n ts ,  th e re  w e re  le ss  th a n  100. 
E v en  w h e n  f ish e rm e n  w o rk e d  o th e r  fish eries , s u c h  a s  h a l ib u t ,  th e  flow  o f fish  to  th e  
loca l p ro c e s so rs  w a s  s h a rp ly  re d u c e d , s in c e  m a n y  f ish e rm e n  w e re  w o rk in g  o n  o il sp ill 
c le a n u p  r a th e r  th a n  fish in g . P ro c esso rs  tr ie d  to  m a k e  u p  th e ir  sh o r tfa ll  b y  f ly in g  in  fish

fro m  o th e r  a re a s  o f the 
s ta te ,  b u t  th e  e x tra  tr ip  fo r 
th e  fish  m e a n t  m o re  tim e 
b e tw e e n  th e  o c e a n  a n d  th e  
p ro c e s s in g  p la n t,  w ith  
m e a n t  a f u r th e r  d e c lin e  in  
q u a l i ty  —  a n d  p rice .

U n fo r tu n a te ly  fo r the 
local e c o n o m y , th e  p la n ts  
h a v e  n o t re o p e n e d , a n d  
ih e  s a lm o n  m a rk e ts  a re  
n o t  th e  sa m e . T h is  h a s  
c a u s e d  p ro b le m s  a n d  
c h a n g e s  fo r  local w o rk e rs  
a n d  f ish e rm e n , a n d  it h a s  
a lso  a ffec ted  c ity  tax 
re v e n u e s , se rv ic e s , a n d  
ra te s  th a t loca l p e o p le  p ay  
fo r  e lec tric ity  a n d  c ity  
w a te r . T h e  p la n ts  w e re  th e  
la rg e s t c o n s u m e rs  of 
e lec tric ity  f ro m  th e  c ity - 
o w n e d  u til ity , a n d  th e re ­
fo re  th e  b ig g e s t r a te ­
p a y e rs . T h e  h ig h  v o lu m e  
o f  re v e n u e  c o m in g  fro m  
th e  f ish  p la n ts  a l lo w e d  
c ity  m a n a g e rs  to  ch a rg e  

lo w e r  r e s id e n tia l r a te s  th ro u g h o u t  th e  c ity , a n d  th e  re su lt in g  lo ss  o f th a t  re v e n u e  
s tr e a m  h a s  h i t  e v e ry  C o rd o v a  ra te -p a y e r  in  th e  p o c k e tb o o k .

In  P o rt G ra h a m , a  sm a ll A lask a  N a tiv e  v illag e  o n  th e  s o u th e rn  K en a i p e n in s u la , th e  
fish e r ie s  c lo su re s  s h u t  d o w n  the  local p ro c e ss in g  p la n t,  w h ic h  s e rv e d  th e  local 
e c o n o m y  a s  b o th  a  m a rk e t fo r f ish e rm e n  a n d  a n  e m p lo y e r  fo r th e  v illag e . T h e  p la n t  d id  
n o t re o p e n  in  1990 fo r  m a n y  o f th e  s a m e  re a so n s  th e  C o rd o v a  p la n ts  s ta y e d  c lo sed . 
F u r th e rm o re , th e  p la n t  w a s  o w n e d  by  th e  local v illa g e  c o rp o ra tio n ; b e c a u se  th e  c o rp o ­
ra tio n  w a s  d e a lin g  w ith  re la tiv e ly  sm a ll e c o n o m ie s  a n d  m a rk e ts , it w a s , p e rh a p s ,  m o re  
v u ln e ra b le  to  c h a n g e s  a n d  less ab le  to  m u s te r  th e  e c o n o m ic  a n d  b u s in e s s  re so u rc e s  
n e e d e d  to  reco v er.

L ow -'r C o o k  In le t ( ro u g h ly  th e  a re a  a r o u n d  H o m e r  a n d  K a c h e m a k  B ay) d id  h a v e  
so m e  s a lm o n  o p e n in g s  in  1989, b u t th e  b ig -m o n e y  fishery  o f  C o o k  In le t —  so c k ey e  
s a lm o n  h a rv e s te d  b y  th e  g illn e t flee t in  th e  u p p e r  In le t a re a  —  d id  n o t. A s oil s tre a m e d  
o u t  o f  P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d  a n d  s p la t te re d  th e  o u te r  K en a i co a s t, ta rb a lls , d e b r is , a n d  
w e a th e re d  o il s w u n g  u p  w ith  th e  p re v a ilin g  c u r re n ts  a n d  w e re  s u c k e d  in to  th e  tid e r ip s  
o f C o o k  In le t. T h e  o il w a s  h a r d  to  locate  a n d  h a rd  to  tra c k  in  th e  s il ty , sw ir l in g  w a te rs  
w h o s e  tid e s  flo o d  to  25 a n d  30 feet, a n d  w h o se  c u r re n ts  ru n  as  fas t a s  m a n y  r iv e rs .

T h e  d r i f t  g illn e t h a rv e s t  in  u p p e r  C o o k  In le t is th e  s e c o n d  m o s t im p o r ta n t  so c k ey e  
sa lm o n  f ish e ry  in  A la sk a , ra n k in g  in  ru n  s tr e n g th  a n d  c o m m e rc ia l v a lu e  o n ly  b e h in d

W orkers in C ordova  protest the closure of their cannery. The three local processing plants were 
closed for all o r part o f the fishing season in 1989  Photo hy Rob Schaeffer
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th e  m a ss iv e  B risto l Bay h a rv e s t  in  w e s te rn  A lask a . D u r in g  th e  1980s, th e  f ish e ry  w a s  
w o rth  a n y w h e re  fro m  $100  m illio n  to  $200 m illio n  a t  th e  d o c k  —  a n d  th is  d o e s  n o t 
c o u n t th e  ec o n o m ic  ac tiv ity  g e n e ra te d  b y  th e  s h o re s id e  p ro c e s s in g  p la n ts  a n d  local 
b u s in e s se s  e v e ry  y ea r.

E v ery  y ea r , th a t  is, ex c e p t w h e n  th e re  is a n  o il sp ill: In  1987, C o o k  In le t d r if te r s  h a d  
th e ir  s e a so n  in te r ru p te d  b y  th e  G lac ie r  Bay sp ill, w h ic h  o c c u rre d  a t th e  p e a k  o f  th e  
se a so n . M a n y  f ish e rm e n  w e re  u n a b le  to  fish  th e ir  u s u a l  a re a s , a n d  m a n y  m o re  lost 
m o n e y  a s  m o re  b o a ts  c ro w d in g  th e  s a m e  a re a s  s p l i t  th e  h a rv e s t  in  d im in is h in g  sh a re s . 
F ish e rm e n , like  fa rm e rs , s p e n d  th e  y e a r  b e ttin g  th e ir  d e b t  a n d  c a p ita liz a tio n  co s ts  
a g a in s t  th e  c o m in g  s u m m e r 's  e x p e c ted  ca sh  flow  fro m  fish  th e y  h a v e n 't  c a u g h t. T h e  
1987 sp ill d is ru p te d  th is  cy c le  fo r  m u c h  o f the  C o o k  In le t flee t, a n d  th e  1989 Exxon 
Valdez c lo su re  c o m p o u n d e d  it. E xxon , u n lik e  th e  s h ip p in g  c o m p a n y  th a t  o w n e d  th e  
G la c ie r  Bay, m a d e  p a r tia l  p a y m e n ts  a n d  fu ll s e t t le m e n ts  w ith  m a n y  v esse l o w n e rs  th e  
s a m e  se a so n  a s  th e  sp ill. H o w e v e r , C o o k  In le t f is h e rm e n  w e re  p o o r ly  p o s it io n e d  to  
a b s o rb  a n o th e r  se a so n  o f lo s t in c o m e  o r  a l te re d  c a sh  f lo w  in  1989. M o re o v e r, C o o k  In le t 
f ish e rm e n  d id  n o t h a v e  th e  s a m e  o p tio n s  fo r  re p la c in g  th a t  in c o m e  a s  th e ir  c o u n te r ­
p a r ts  in  th e  S o u n d  a n d  K o d iak . E xxon  a n d  its  c o n tra c to rs  h ir e d  f ish in g  v e s se ls  to  w o rk  
th e  c le a n u p  in  th o se  a re as . B ut C o o k  In let, w h e re  th e re  w a s  little  c le a n u p  ac tiv ity , d id  
n o t  p ro v id e  th e  s a m e  o p p o r tu n it ie s .

F in a lly , C o o k  In le t f ish e rm e n  b ec am e  m o re  f ru s t ra te d  a s  a t te n t io n  o n  im p ro v e ­
m e n ts  to  ta n k e r  o p e ra tio n s  a n d  oil sp ill r e sp o n se  w e re  c o n c e n tra te d  o n  V a ld e z  an d  
P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d . C o o k  In le t, u n lik e  th e  S o u n d , h a s  m o re  v e s se l traffic , m o re  o ld e r  
a n d  fo re ig n -fla g  ta n k e rs , m o re  k in d s  o f  d a n g e ro u s  p ro d u c ts  in  tra n s it ,  m a n y  oil a n d  
fu e l p ip e lin e s  c ro ss in g  th e  In le t, se v e ra l la rg e  ta n k  fa rm s  a n d  te rm in a ls , m o re  s ites  
w h e re  p ro d u c t is tr a n s fe rre d , a n d  m o re  th a n  a d o z e n  o f fsh o re  p ro d u c t io n  p la tfo rm s  
h a n d l in g  c ru d e  oil o r  h a z a rd o u s  d r ill in g  f lu id s . F u r th e rm o re 1, th e  In le t, u n lik e  the 
S o u n d , is a sh a llo w , fa s t-m o v in g , n a r ro w  w a te rw a y  th a t  p re s e n ts  a n u m b e r  o f  m o re  
d iffic u lt c h a lle n g e s  to  s h ip h a n d lin g  a n d  n a v ig a tio n . T a k e n  to g e th e r , it c o u ld  b e  a rg u e d  
th a t  w h ile  th e  r isk  fro m  a c a ta s tro p h ic  sp ill from  a s u p e r ta n k e r  w a s  lo w e r  in  C o o k  
In le t, th e  r isk  of sm a lle r , c h ro n ic  p o llu tio n  from  a v a r ie ty  o f  s o u rc e s  w a s  m u c h  h ig h e r  
th a n  in  P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d . T h e  f ish e rm e n  a n d  th e  loca l b o ro u g h  g o v e rn m e n t 
lo b b ie d  h a rd  fo r th e  s a m e  k in d s  o f  p ro te c tio n  D E C  h a d  o rd e re d  fo r  th e  V a ld e z  te rm in a l 
a f te r  th e  Exxon Valdez g ro u n d in g . D EC  a t te m p te d  to  m e e t so m e  o f  th e  c o n c e rn s  from  
C o o k  In le t b y  in s t itu tin g  a  ta sk  fo rce  to  w o rk  o n  s o lu t io n s , b u t  s o lu t io n s  w o u ld  n o t b e  
so  q u ic k ly  o r  ea s ily  fo u n d .

T h e  n u m b e r  o f  p la y e rs  in  C o o k  In le t is  m u c h  h ig h e r  th a n  in  P rin c e  W illia m  b o u n d . 
T h e re  w a s  n o  s in g le  e n tity , n o  m a jo r  p e rm it h o ld e r , to  w h o m  D E C  c o u ld  a d d re s s  the  
k in d  o f  sw e e p in g  e m e rg e n c y  o rd e r  it is su e d  fo r A ly e sk a  P ip e lin e  S erv ice  C o m p a n y  o n  
A p ril  7. S h ip p in g  c o m p a n ie s , d r ill in g  c o m p a n ie s , sm a ll o il c o m p a n ie s , p ip e lin e  
c o n s o r tiu m s  w o u ld  h a v e  to  co m e  to  th e  s a m e  tab le . T h is  w o u ld  ta k e  tim e. It w o u ld  a lso  
ta k e  tim e  to  b u ild  a c o n s e n su s  a m o n g  th e m , s in c e  d if fe re n t c o m p a n ie s  w e re  o p e ra tin g  
o n  d if fe re n t m a rg in s  o f p ro fit , a n d  C o o k  In le t o p e ra tio n s  m e a n t d i f f e r e r ' th in g s  to 
d if fe re n t c o m p a n ie s . O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , th e  in c e n tiv e  fo r  A ly e s k a 's  o w n e r  c o m p a n ie s  
to  ac t w a s  p o w e rfu l —  p o w e rfu l in  th e  c o m p a n ie s ' o w n  e c o n o m ic  te rm s. M u c h  is m a d e  
o f  th e  fac t th a t th e  S ta te  o f  A la sk a  d e p e n d s  on  P ru d h o e  Bay fo r  a s  m u c h  a s  80-85 
p e rc e n t o f  its  in co m e. Y et fo r  B ritish  P e tro le u m  (BP) a n d  A R C O  —  Ihe tw o  b ig g e s t 
p ro d u c e rs  o n  th e  N o r th  S lo p e  —  A lask a  re se rv e s  a n d  A la sk a  p ro d u c t io n  a re  th e  rea so n  
th e ir  c o m p a n ie s  tu r n  th e  p ro f its  th e y  d o , a n d  th a t th e ir  s to c k  tra d e s  a t  th e  p r ic e s  it d o es . 
BP h a s  tw o  b ig  p ro d u c tio n  s ite s  in  th e  w o rld  —  th e  N o r th  S ea a n d  A la s k a 's  N o rth  
S lo p e  —  a n d  th e  c o m p a n y  w o u ld  n o t b e  th e  s a m e  w ith o u t o n e  o r  th e  o th e r . A R C O 's  
A ia sk a  h o ld in g s  a n d  p ro d u c tio n  a re  the  e n v y  o f o th e r  d o m e s tic  p ro d u c e rs .  F or th e se  
c o m p a n ie s , th e  s ta k e s  in  A la sk a  a re  h ig h , a n d  th e re fo re  th e ir  in c e n tiv e  to  m a k e  c h a n g e s  
in  th e  o p e ra tio n  w a s  h ig h .

B ut p e rh a p s  m o s t im p o r ta n t,  th e  p ro fits  from  P ru d h o e  Bay a n d  V a ld e z  a re  h ig h . 
B ecause th e  o ilf ie ld s  p ro d u c e  so  m u c h  ca sh  fo r th e  c o m p a n ie s , th e y  can  a ffo rd  to  in v es t 
$150 m illio n  u p  f ro n t ( th e  e s t im a te d  s ta r t -u p  cost o f  th e  S lv p  E s c o r t/R e s p o n s e  V essel
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Closures also a ffec ted  other fisheries: shrimp, king and dungeness crab , shown above.
Photo by Vanessa Vick

S y s tem  n o w  in  p la ce )  fo r  n e w  p re v e n tio n  m e a su re s , a n d  th e  s ta te  c a n  a f fo rd  to  fo rg o  
$10  m illio n  a y e a r  in  e x tra  re v e n u e s  to  h e lp  p a y  fo r th e  c h a n g e s .18

C o o k  In le t is n o  lo n g e r  a h ig h -p ro d u c tio n , h ig h -p ro f i t  o il p ro v in c e . O il p ro d u c t io n  
p e a k e d  m o re  th a n  a d e c a d e  ago . M o st w ells  a re  p r o d u c in g  m u c h  le ss  o il, a n d ,  a s  in  
m o s t  o ld e r  fie ld s, th e  co s t o f  k e e p in g  th e  w ells ac tiv e  r ise s  a s  p ro d u c t io n  g o e s  d o w n . 
T h e re  is less ca sh  a v a ila b le  fo r  im p ro v e m e n ts , a n d  th e  ra tio  o f  b e n e f its  to  c o s t —  in  
s tr ic t  e c o n o m ic  te rm s  —  is m a rk e d ly  d if fe re n t in  C o o k  In le t . 19

By 1992, C o o k  In le t w o u ld  h a v e , like  P rince W illia m  S o u n d , a c i tiz e n  o v e r s ig h t 
g r o u p  fu n d e d  b y  th e  in d u s t ry  a n d  a re v a m p e d  a n d  im p ro v e d  re sp o n se  o rg a n iz a tio n , 
a lso  fu n d e d  by  th e  in d u s try . H o w e v e r , th e  im p ro v e m e n ts  w e re  m o re  in c re m e n ta l th a n  
th o se  a t  A lv esk a , a n d  th e  c itiz en  g ro u p  h as  h a d  m a n y  m o re  s tru g g le s  w ith  th e  in d u s t ry  
o v e r  fu n d in g  th a n  its  'P rince W illiam  S o u n d  co u s in .

F or C o o k  In le t f ish e rm e n , th e  c o m b in e d  effec ts  o f  th e  Exxon Valdez o il sp ill, th e  
fish e r ie s  c lo su re s , th e  e c o n o m ic  d is ru p tio n  a n d  th e  f r ig h te n in g  re a liz a tio n  o f  th e  r is k  
th e  a re a  faces  w e re  m u c h  m o re  d a m a g in g  th a n  th e  s h a rp  a n d  fre sh  w o u n d  in  P rin c e  
W illia m  S o u n d  c a u se d  b y  th e  sp ill. T h is  e v e n ts  o f  1989 w e re , to  C o o k  In le t f ish e rm e n , a 
p a in fu l  re in ju ry , a n o th e r  b re a k  in  a leg  th a t  h a d  ju s t  s ta r te d  to  h ea l.

K o d ia k 's  f ish e rie s  w e re  s h u t  d o w n , w ith  so m e  o f  th e  s a m e  p ro b le m s  a s  C o rd o v a  
a n d  K en a i, b u t  a  few  d if fe re n t o r  m a g n if ie d  o n e s  a s  w ell. K o d iak , a lw a y s  o n e  o f th e  to p  
th re e  o r  fo u r  U.S. f ish in g  p o r ts ,  h a s  a fish in g  e c o n o m y  b a s e d  n o t o n ly  o n  local f ish e rie s , 
b u t  o n  o ffsh o re  a n d  re m o te  fish e rie s  a s  w ell. A  s ig n if ic a n t p o r t io n  o f  th e  K o d ia k  fle e t 
w o rk s  th e  w ild  w a te rs  o f th e  A le u tia n s  a n d  the  B e rin g  S ea fo r  c rab  a n d  b o tto m fis h , a n d  
so , in  m a n y  re sp e c ts , a p a r t  o f  the  K o d iak  ec o n o m y  w a s  in s u la te d  f ro m  th e  e ffec ts  o f 
th e  c lo su re s . H o w e v e r , lik e  C o rd o v a  a n d  the  c h a n g e s  in  th e  p in k  s a lm o n  m a rk e ts ,  
K o d ia k  h a d  its o w n  u n re la te d  p ro b le m  to d ea l w ith : T h e  B erin g  Sea p o llo c k  fish e ry , 
w h ic h  s u p p l ie d  K o d ia k 's  sh o re s id e  p ro ce sso rs , h a d  b e e n  s h u t  d o w n  m o n th s  e a r l ie r  
th a n  a n t ic ip a te d  d u e  to  o v e rh a rv e s t  b y  la rg e  p ro c e s s in g  sh ip s . T h e  ro w  o f p r o d u c e r s  on  
K o d ia k  h a rb o r  th a t  h a d  in v e s te d  in  n e w  e q u ip m e n t a n d  e m p lo y e d  w o rk e rs  o n  th e  
ec o n o m ic  p ro m ise  o f  a y e a r - ro u n d  f ish ery  s u d d e n ly  fo u n d  th e m se lv e s  id le d . T h e ir  
se c o n d a ry , s e a so n a l f ish e rie s  —  h a lib u t,  crab , s a lm o n  —  w e re  th e n  c r ip p le d  o r  c u r ­
ta ile d  by  th e  Exxon Valdez c lo su re s . It w a s  a o n e - tw o  p u n c h  th a t  s ta g g e re d  th e  c i ty 's
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w o u ld  h a v e ,  like P rin c e  

W illiam  S o u n d , a  c itiz en  

o v e rs ig h t g r o u p  fu n d e d  b y  

th e  in d u stry  a n d  a  

r e v a m p e d  a n d  im p ro v e d  

r e s p o n s e  o rg a n iz a tio n ,  

a ls o  fu n d e d  b y  th e  

industry .



M u c h  w a s  w rilte n  th a t  

first y e a r  a b o u t  th e  

fish erm en  w h o  m a d e  

m o n e y  w o rk in g  o n  th e  oil 

spill, a n d  in d e e d ,  m any  

p e o p le  m a d e  a  lo t of 

m oney . H o w e v e r , th e  jo b s  

w e r e  n o t a s  p len tifu l n o r 

a s  e q u i ta b ly  s p r e a d  o u t a s  

p o p u la r  fo lk lo re  w o u ld  

h a v e  it.

p ro c e s s o rs  n n d  left h u n d r e d s  o f  c a n n e ry  w o rk e rs  in  the  u n e m p lo y m e n t  line.
K o d in k 's  d if fe re n t g e a r  g r o u p s  fo r  s a lm o n  (g illn e tte rs , s e tn e t te r s ,  s e in e rs )  w ere  

la rg e ly  s u p p o r t iv e  o f th e  s ta te 's  d ec is io n  to  c lo se  the  K o d iak  Is lan d  s a lm o n  f ish e rie s  as 
o il a n d  ta rb a lls  h i t  the  a rc h ip e la g o  in  a  s h o tg u n  effect. W h ile  P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d  
f ish e r ie s  m a n a g e rs  h a d  to  co p e  w ith  a n  ocean  o f  oil, in K o d ia k  th e  p ro b le m  w a s  sm a lle r  
in  v o lu m e  b u t a lm o s t m o re  d if fic u lt to  d ea l w ith . T he oil c a m e  in  la rg e  s lu g s  a n d  
iso la te d  w in d ro w s ; it h i t  so m e  p la c e s  h a rd  w h ile  leav in g  o th e r  n e ig h b o r in g  a re a s  a lo n e ; 
th e  c o n c e p t o f  m ic ro m a n a g in g  f ish e r ie s  co v e  b y  cove w a s  th e re fo re  e v e n  to u g h e r  to  
h a n d le . F u r th e r ,  th e  lo n g  d is ta n c e s , o p e n  o ce an  sh o re lin es , a n d  b a d  w e a th e r  m a d e  a n y  
p ro s p e c t  o f  t ig h t  o il-f ish e rie s  m a n a g e m e n t a log is tical c h a lle n g e  a n d  a  q u e s tio n  of 
sa fe ty . T h e  s a lm o n  se a so n , sc h e d u le d  to  o p e n  in the is la n d s  Ju n e  9, w a s  p o s tp o n e d  
u n til  J u n e  19, th e n  s h u t  d o w n  in  n e a r ly  e v e ry  area  for th e  re s t  o f  1989.20 S o m e f ish e r­
m e n  m a n a g e d  to  w o rk  h e r r in g  sa c  ro e  fish eries , s ince  22 o f  th e  56 m a n a g e m e n t a re a s  
o p e n e d  fo r  h e r r in g ,  n n d  so m e  fo u n d  w o rk  o n  oil sp ill c le a n u p . H o w e v e r , o il sp ill w o rk  
w a s  n o t  u n iv e rs a lly  av a ila b le .

M u c h  w a s  w r i t te n  th a t  f irs t y e a r  a b o u t th e  fish e rm e n  w h o  m a d e  m o n e y  w o rk in g  
o n  th e  o il sp ill, a n d  in d e e d , m a n y  p e o p le  m a d e  a lo t o f m o n e y . A  sk iff  o w n e r  c o u ld  
m a k e  $20,000 fo r  th e  se a so n ; la rg e  v esse l o w n e rs  cou ld  m a k e  ten  tim e s  th a t. H o w e v e r , 
th e  jo b s  w e re  n o t  a s  p le n tifu l n o r  a s  e q u ita b ly  sp re a d  o u t a s  p o p u la r  fo lk lo re  w o u ld  
h a v e  it. K o d iak , like  C o rd o v a , w a s  th e  sc en e  o f f ru s tra tio n  a n d  c o m p e ti tio n  a s  local 
f lee ts  tr ie d  to  h a n d le  th e  jo b  o f  a s s ig n in g  v esse ls  a n d  d iv id in g  u p  a v a ila b le  w o rk  
a m o n g  th o se  w h o  n e e d e d  it. R o u g h ly  300 K o d iak -b ased  v e s se ls  n o rm a lly  w o rk  the  
a r e a 's  f ish e rie s , a n d  th e  m a jo rity  d id  n o t w o rk  o n  the sp ill re sp o n se .

T h e  c la im s  sy s te m  se t u p  v o lu n ta r ily  by  Exxon p ro d u c e d  m ix e d  re su lts . W h ile  
m a n y  f ish e rm e n  o p te d  fo r  u p -fro n t p a y m e n ts  o r  p a rtia l s e t t le m e n ts  f ro m  E xxon, 
g e t t in g  th e  p a y m e n ts  w a s  n o t a lw a y s  a  s im p le  m atte r.

T h e re  w e re  d is a g re e m e n ts  a b o u t w h e th e r  th o se  w h o  to o k  oil sp ill w o rk  w o u ld  
fo rfe it a n y  r ig h t  to  re c o v e r  d a m a g e s  fo r lost f ish in g  in co m e. S o m e f ish e rm e n  w e re  
r e lu c ta n t  o r  u n s u r e  w h e th e r  to  a c c e p t re sp o n se  co n tra c ts  b e c a u s e  o f  th o se  q u e s tio n s .

T h e  u n c e r ta in ty  s u r ro u n d in g  p o ss ib le  c lo su re s  in  e a r ly  Ju n e  a lso  fo rced  f ish e rm e n  
in to  p o te n tia l ly  r isk y  cho ices. E xxon  w a s  p a y in g  c la im s o n ly  to  th o se  f ish e rm e n  w h o  
w e re  r e a d y  to  fish  a t  th e  lim e th e  c lo su re s  o cc u rre d . T h e  s ta te  w a s  c lo s in g  a re a s  o n e  by  
one , b a s e d  o n  th e  a b sen c e  o r  p re se n c e  o f  oil. F ish erm e n  lite ra lly  h a d  to  b e  g e a re d  u p  
a n d  s ta n d in g  b y , r e a d y  to  fish , w h e n  th e  fish e rie s  w ere  d o s e d  b y  e m e rg e n c y  o r d e r  —  
e v e n  if it w a s  a fo rg o n e  c o n c lu s io n  th a t th e  fish ery  w o u ld  p ro b a b ly  b e  c lo sed . T h is  
c re a te d  a  lu d ic ro u s  s itu a tio n  in  w h ic h  f ish e rm e n  b o u g h t fu e l, p u lle d  in  th e  c re w , 
b o u g h t  g ro c e rie s , a n d  g o t re a d y  to  fish , e v e n  th o u g h  th e y  k n e w  th e  f ish e ry  w o u ld  b e  
c lo se d . T o  m a k e  m a tte rs  w o rse , fro m  a n  ec o n o m ic  s ta n d p o in t ,  g o in g  th ro u g h  th e  
m o tio n s  o f  g e a r in g  u p  fo r f ish in g  c u t o ff a  n u m b e r  o f o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  g e t oil sp ill 
r e s p o n s e  c h a r te r  w o rk . T h e  re su lt  w a s  th a t  th o se  w h o  g a m b le d  o n  g e t t in g  o il sp ill w o rk  
—  a n d  g o t it —  m a d e  m o re  m o n e y  th a n  th e y  u su a lly  m a k e  f ish in g , w h ile  th o se  w h o  
g a m b le d  o n  th e  c la im s  sy s te m  m a y  n o t h a v e  m a d e  as m u c h  —  o r  a n y th in g  a t all.

G e n e ra lly , f ish e rm e n  w e re  ab le  to  se ttle  c la im s w ith  E x x o n  a s  lo n g  a s  th ey  c o u ld  
d e m o n s tr a te  f ro m  tax  s ta te m e n ts , re c e ip ts  fro m  te n d e rs  o r  p ro c e s so rs , o r  s ta te  rec o rd s  
th a t th e y  h a d  w o rk e d  a  g iv e n  f ish e ry  in  p re v io u s  years. T h is  w a s  a re la tiv e ly  s im p ly  
m a tte r  fo r th o se  w h o  h a d  a c o n s is te n t rec o rd  a s  a sk ip p e r  o r  v esse l o w n e r . H o w e v e r , if 
s o m e o n e  h a d  m is se d  a y e a r  (d u e  to  w o rk in g  a n o th e r  f ish e ry , w o rk in g  a s  a c re w m a n , 
o th e r  e c o n o m ic  re a so n s , etc.) o r  m o re , it c a u se d  so m e  d e la y  o r  ra ise d  so m e  q u e s tio n s  
w ith  c la im s  a d ju s te r s  a b o u t w h e th e r  th e  in d iv id u a l w a s  a  b o n a  f id e  f ish e rm e n . S om e 
p e o p le  le a se  p e rm its ,  a n d  d o n 't  a lw a y s  w o rk  th e  sam e d is tr ic t. In  a few  cases, p e o p le  
h a d  ju s t  p u rc h a s e d  v e sse ls  a n d / o r  lim ite d  e n try  p e rm its , a n d  th e  1989 se a so n  w as 
g o in g  to  b e  th e ir  f irs t in  th e  fish ery ; th e y  h a d  n o  reco rd  o n  w h ic h  to  b a se  a c la im . In 
a d d i t io n ,  th e  b a s is  fo r c o m p u tin g  c la im s w a s  th e  s ta te 's  p ro je c te d  c a tc h  o f  15 m illio n  
s a lm o n  fo r 1989; in  fact, th e  r u n s  tu rn e d  o u t to  b e  a b o u t 40  p e rc e n t s tro n g e r . T h e o re ti­
ca lly , f ish e rm e n  w o u ld  h a v e  c a u g h t  m o re  fish , a n d  th e re fo re  th e ir  s e t t le m e n ts  sh o u ld  
h a v e  b e e n  a d ju s te d  u p w a rd s . A n d , o t co u rse , n o  m a th e m a tic a l fo rm u la  co u ld  p ro p e r ly
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In m id-Seplem ber of 1989 , a 
salmon to dry.

T he d is ru p tio n  in th e  

lives o f  p e o p l e  in th e  

s u b s is te n c e -b a s e d  v illag e s  

w a s  o n e  o f th e  m ost 

d ra s tic  a n d  d a m a g in g  o f 

th e  e n t i r e  oil spill. T h e se  

e f f e c ts  a r e  p r o b a b ly  

a m o n g  th e  m ost lin g e rin g  

-  a n d  m e a s u r a b le  -  o f  

th e  spill.

a d ju s t fo r th e  fact so m e  f ish e rm e n  a re  m o re  
sk ille d  th a n  o th e rs  a n d  so m e  g e t lu c k ie r  th a n  
o th e rs .

F in a lly , th e re  w e re  th e  is s u e s  o f  ca sh  flow , 
c re w  p a y m e n ts , d e b t  s tru c tu re ,  a n d  o th e r  c o m p o ­
n e n ts  of th e  co m m e rc ia l f ish  b u s in e s s  th a t  th e  
c la im s  sy s te m  c o u ld  n o t a d d re s s ,  re g a rd le s s  o f 
h o w  w e ll- in te n tio n e d  it m a y  h a v e  b ee n . S k ip p e rs  
fre q u e n tly  p a y  a  v a r ie ty  o f e x p e n se s  fo r lo n g ­
tim e  o r  tru s te d  c re w  m e m b e rs  b e fo re  th e  se a so n  
s ta r ts . It is a  s y s te m  in  w h ic h  a s k ip p e r  h a s  
p e o p le  o th e r  th a n  h is  o w n  fam ily  d e p e n d in g  on 
h im  eco n o m ica lly . T h e  u n c e r ta in tie s , th e  d is r u p ­
tio n  o f  n o rm a l ca sh  flow  p a t te rn s ,  a n d  th e  
u n a v o id a b le  in e q u itie s  o f th e  s itu a tio n  to o k  a 
h e a v y  to ll o n  th e  flee t, b o th  fin a n c ia lly  a n d  
em o tio n a lly .

B ut a t leas t th e  c o m m e rc ia l f ish e rm e n  h a d  a 
c la im s  sy s tem , a n d  m a n y  o f  th e m  h a d  access  to  
a l te rn a tiv e s , su c h  a s  o il sp ill c le a n u p  w o rk . 
S u b s is te n ce  u se rs  o f w ild  fish  a n d  g a m e  —  
essen tia lly  all th e  A la sk a  N a tiv e  fam ilie s  o f  the  
sp ill re g io n  —  d id  n o t  h a v e  th e  s a m e  k in d s  o f 
o p tio n s  o p e n  to  th e m .

S u b s is t e n c e

C o m m e rc ia l f ish in g  is th e  d o m in a n t  ca sh  
e c o n o m ic  ac tiv ity  in  th e  sp il l  re g io n , a n d  it 
c o m m a n d e d  h ig h  a n d  im m e d ia te  c o n c e rn  fro m  
p o lic y -m ak e rs , r e p o r te rs ,  a n d  re sp o n d e rs . T h e  
f ish in g  fleets o f V a ld e z , C o rd o v a , K o d iak , H o m e r  
a n d  S e w a rd , tied  u p  a t  th e  d o c k s  in  th e  b u sy  
p o r ts  w h e re  re sp o n se  fo rces  m o b iliz e d , w e re  

v is ib le  e v id e n c e  o f  o n e  o f  th e  in te re s ts  m o s t a t r isk  from  th e  sp ill. F ish e rm e n  from  
C o rd o v a  w e re  a t  th e  p re s s  c o n fe re n c e s  a n d  b r ie f in g s  a n d  m e e tin g s  in  V a ld e z  a lm o s t 
tro m  th e  s ta r t ;  th e  o rg a n iz e d  f is h e rm e n 's  u n io n s  a n d  m a rk e tin g  c o o p e ra tiv e s  h a d  th e  
sta ff, s t r u c tu re ,  re c o g n itio n  a n d  ex p e r ie n c e  to  d e a l w ith  g o v e rn m e n t  ag e n c ie s  a n d  
Exxon; r e p o r te r s  (esp e c ia lly  th o se  c o m in g  fro m  o u ts id e  A lask a ) im m e d ia te ly  u n d e r ­
s to o d  th e  th re a t  to  f ish e r ie s  a n d  th e  ro le  co m m e rc ia l f ish in g  p la y s  in  co a s ta l c o m m u n i­
ties.

It w a s  n o t  th e  s a m e  fo r  th e  A la sk a  N a tiv e s  of th e  re m o te  c o a s ta l v illag e s , w h e re  
su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  o f  f ish  a n d  g a m e  is th e  d o m in a n t  —  a n d  d e f in in g  —  so c ia l a n d  
ec o n o m ic  a c tiv ity . D e a lin g  w ith  the  c o n c e rn s  a n d  p r io r i tie s  o f  s u b s is te n c e  u se rs  —  a n d  
e x p la in in g  th e  r isk s  fro m  oil c o n ta m in a tio n  —  w a s  o n e  o f th e  m o s t  f ru s tra t in g  a n d  leas t 
su c ce ss fu l ex e rc ise s  o f th e  o il sp ill. T h e  d is ru p t io n  in  th e  liv e s  o f  p e o p le  in  th e  s u b s is ­
te n c e -b a se d  v illa g e s  w a s  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t d ra s tic  a n d  d a m a g in g  o f  th e  e n t ire  oil sp ill. 
T h ese  e ffec ts  a re  p ro b a b ly  a m o n g  th e  m o s t lin g e r in g  —  a n d  m e a s u ra b le  -  -  o f  th e  sp ill.

M o st o f th e  v illa g e s  le a rn e d  a b o u t th e  sp ill on  p u b lic  ra d io , o r  fro m  te lev is io n  
n ew s. T h e y  d id  n o t h a v e  a  w e ll-o rg a n iz e d  p o litica l a n d  e c o n o m ic  lo b b y in g  g ro u p , a n d  
w ere  n o t  p a r t  o f  th e  e a r ly  d is c u s s io n s  a m o n g  the  k ey  o rg a n iz a tio n s  p la n n in g  th e  
r e s p o n s e .21 S u b s is te n c e  is n o t o n ly  h a r d  to  se e  a n d  to u c h , b u t  its ro le  in  th e  lives o f 
A lask a  N a tiv e  v illa g e s  is h a r d  to  c o m m u n ic a te  b rie fly , fo rc e fu lly , a n d  co m p le te ly . It is 
h a rd e r  s ti l l  fo r  p e o p le  c o m in g  fro m  o u ts id e  A lask a  to  tru ly  u n d e r s ta n d  q u ick ly .

A n  e x a m p le : In  M ay  1989, V ice P re s id e n t D an  Q u a y le  c a m e  to  A lask a , b rie fly

subsistence user in C henega prepares
Photo by Vanessa Vick
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S u b s is te n c e  is a b o u t  

e a t in g ,  b u t w ild  fo o d s  c a n ’t 

b e  sim ply r e p l a c e d  b y  a  

p r o c e s s e d  substitu te . 

S u b s is te n c e  is a b o u t 

kinship  a n d  so c ia l 

c o h e s io n , b u t it is no t a  

ritual o r  c e re m o n y .

v is ited  a  b ea ch  o n  S m ith  I s la n d ,22 th e n  r e tu rn e d  to  A n c h o rg e 's  E lm c n d o rf  A ir  F orce 
Base to  m e e t w ith  m a y o rs  fro m  th e  a ffec ted  c o m m u n itie s . A  w o m a n  re p re s e n t in g  th e  
v illag e  o f  E yak , n e a r  C o rd o v a , s p o k e  fo r  m o re  th a n  fiv e  m in u te s , c o n c e n tra tin g  o n  the  
m e a n in g  o f s u b s is te n c e  to  h e r  p e o p le , th e  th re a t  th e y  fe lt fro m  th e  o il, a n d  th e  a n g e r  
a n d  fea r a m o n g  N a tiv e s . T h e  v ice  p re s id e n t lis te n e d  in te n tly  a n d  re p lie d , "A ll th e  
f ish e rm e n  w ill b e  p a id ." 11

H is  re p ly  m is se d  th e  p o in t  —  w id e ly . T h is  w a s  n o t  ju s t  a m a tte r  o '  w h e th e r  th e  
N a tiv e  c o m m u n ity  w a s  p a id  d a m a g e s , o r  if th e y  w e re  g iv e n  m o n e y  to  b u y  a lte rn a tiv e  
foods. T h e  re a l fea r, e sp ec ia lly  a m o n g  v illag e  le a d e rs  a n d  e ld e rs , w a s  th a t  th e  sp ill 
w o u ld  so  d a m a g e  o r  d i s r u p t  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  th a t  yes , a  fo o d  s h o r ta g e  m ig h t re su lt , 
b u t m o re  im p o r ta n t ,  th a t th e  fo u n d a tio n  o f th e  c o m m u n itie s  w o u ld  c ru m b le .

S u b s is te n c e  is p a r t  o f a  r u ra l  e c o n o m y , b u t  it h a s  little  o r  n o  re la tio n  to  w e s te rn  
v ie w s  o f e c o n o m ic  v a lu e . S u b s is te n c e  is  a b o u t e a tin g , b u t  w ild  fo o d s  c a n 't  b e  s im p ly  
re p la c e d  b y  a  p ro c e s se d  su b s titu te . S u b s is te n c e  is a b o u t k in s h ip  a n d  so c ia l c o h e s io n , 
b u t  it is  n o t  a r i tu a l  o r  ce re m o n y . S u b s is te n c e  is o n e  o f th e  m a rk e rs  th a t  h e lp s  N a tiv e  
p e o p le  d e f in e  th e m se lv e s , b u t  it is n e i th e r  c o sm o lo g y  n o r  re lig io n , a s  w e s te rn  p e o p le  
u n d e r s ta n d  re lig io n  a n d  th eo lo g y .

T h e  A la sk a  D e p a r tm e n t  o f F ish  a n d  G a m e  m a in ta in s  a fu lltim e  D iv is io n  o f  S u b s is ­
ten ce  th a t  co llec ts  h a rv e s t  d a ta ,  d o c u m e n ts  s u b s is te n c e  p a t te rn s ,  a n d  s e rv e s  a s  a  lia iso n  
to  m a n y  su b s is te n c e -b a s e d  c o m m u n itie s . A la sk a  g o v e rn m e n t  o ffic ia ls  a r e  u se d  to  
d e a lin g  w ith  s u b s is te n c e  is su e s  in  th e  n o rm a l c o u rs e  o f la n d  a n d  re s o u rc e  m a n a g e m e n t. 
H o w e v e r , m u c h  o f  th e  re sp o n se  s tru c tu re  w a s  s ta ffe d  b y  p e o p le  fro m  o u ts id e  A lask a , 
o r  fro m  a g e n c ie s  th a t d o  n o t n o rm a lly  d e a l  w ith  N a tiv e  p e o p le s . In  a d d i t io n ,  a t le a s t at 
th e  o u tse t,  N a tiv e  v illa g e s  d id  n o t h a v e  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o r  a d v o c a te s  in  th e  m a n a g e ­
m e n t a n d  p la n n in g  c e n te rs , su c h  a s  V a ld e z  a n d  A n c h o ra g e . C h u g a c h  A la sk a  
C o rp o r ta t io n , th e  re g io n a l N a tiv e  c o rp o ra tio n , d id  h a v e  so m e  access , b u t  th e  v illag e s  
d o  n o t c o n s id e r  C h u g a c h  th e  a p p ro p r ia te  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  fo r  a ll N a tiv e  is s u e s  in  th e  
reg io n , a n d  C h u g a c h  d id  n o t a t te m p t  to  s p e a k  fo r  a ll th e  v illag es . E xxon  r e p re s e n ta ­
tiv es  d id  n o t  v is i t  m o s t o f th e  v illag e s  e a r ly  o n , a n d  w h e n  th e y  d id , th e y  w e re  e i th e r  
c o n s u m e d  w ith  e m e rg e n c y  re sp o n se  ta sk s  (a t C h e n e g a  B ay, fo r e x a m p le )  o r  th e  o v e r­
tu re s  w e re  c lu m sy  (a t T a titlc k ).24 V illa g e rs  r e p o r te d  th a t  th e  m a n a g e rs  f ro m  E x x o n 's  
c o n tra c to r , V E C O , w e re  e sp ec ia lly  in e p t a t d e a lin g  w ith  th e  c u l tu ra l  d if fe re n c e s  a n d  
m e th o d s  o f c o m m u n ic a tio n  in  N a tiv e  v illag es . R a p id  tu rn o v e r  o f E x xon  p e rso n n e l 
m e a n t th a t  it w a s  d if f ic u lt fo r v illa g e rs  to  b u ild  u p  a  r a p p o r t  o r  lev e l o f  t r u s t  w ith  th e  
c o m p a n y .25

A  c e r ta in  a m o u n t  o f  b itte rn e s s  a lso  d e v e lo p e d  a m o n g  v illa g e  r e s id e n ts  a s  th ey  
le a rn e d  o f th e  m illio n s  o f d o lla rs  b e in g  p o u r e d  by  E xxon  in to  w ild life  re sc u e  a n d  
re h a b ilita tio n . T h ro u g h o u t  th a t s u m m e r , A la sk a  N a tiv e s  —  a n d  o th e r  lo cals , fo r th a t  
m a tte r  —  s p o k e  w ith  cy n ica l h u m o r  o r  re s e n tm e n t a b o u t th e  a m o u n t  o f  a t te n t io n  p a id  
to  a n im a ls , w h ile  th e  h u m a n  re s id e n ts  o f th e  sp ill a re a  s tru g g le d  to  g e t  th e  k in d  o f 
a t te n t io n  a n d  s u p p o r t  th e y  felt th ey  d e s e rv e d .

V illa g e rs  a lso  p o in te d  o u t w h a t  s e e m e d  to  th e m  a c o n fu s in g  in c o n s is te n c y  in  the  
s ta te 's  p o lic y  a b o u t th e  sa fe ty  o f se a fo o d . A ll a r o u n d  th e  S o u n d  a n d  K o d iak , c o m m e r­
c ia l f ish e rie s  w e re  b e in g  c lo sed , o s te n s ib ly  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  th re a t  o f c o n ta m in a te d  
se a fo o d ; y e t, s u b s is te n c e  u se rs  w e re  to ld  th a t se a fo o d  w a s  sa fe  to  e a t  u n le s s  it sm e lle d  
o r  lo o k e d  o ily . T h e  d iffe ren ce , o f  c o u rse , w a s  th a t  su b s is te n c e  ta k e s  p la c e  o n  a  d if fe re n t 
scale , w ith  d if fe re n t e q u ip m e n t ,  a n d  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t w a s  n o t re a lly  a n a lo g o u s  to  
c o m m e rc ia l h a rv e s t  w ith  d ra g , se in e , o r  g illn e t g ea r . R e m e m b e r, fo r th e  co m m e rc ia l 
f ish e rie s , th e  p ro b le m  w a s  w ith  o iled  g ea r, n o t  o ile d  fish. C e r ta in ly  a  lo t o f  p e o p le  
u n d e r s to o d  th is  d iffe ren ce , b u t  ac ce p ta n c e  o f  th e  e x p la n a tio n  w as  n o t u n iv e rsa l, 
e sp ec ia lly  a m o n g  o ld e r  N a tiv es .

T h e  u n c e r ta in ie s , c o m m u n ic a tio n  g a p s , c u l tu ra l  gaffes, a n d  m ix e d  m e ssa g e s  all 
c o m b in e d  w ith  th e  b a s ic  u p h e a v a l c a u se d  b y  th e  sp ill. In  th e  v illag es , d u r in g  th e  e a rly  
w e e k s  o f  th e  sp il l  th e  s e e d s  o f d o u b t  a n d  re s e n tm e n t w e re  so w n . A s th e se  p ro b le m s  
g re w , th e  su b s is te n c e  is su e  ca m e  to  b e  a focus fo r  a ll th e  c y n ic ism , a n g e r , a n d  fear. 
C o m m u n ic a tio n  s ta lle d , ev e n  a s  e ffo rts  to  o p e n  lin e s  o f c o m m u n ic a tio n  a n d  s p re a d
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B asica lly , th ings d id n 't 

look  right. V illag ers  n o te d  

s t r a n g e  b e h a v io r  a m o n g  

an im a ls  (sea ls  b e c o m in g  

le th a rg ic  o r  u n a f r a id  o f 

p e o p le ) ,  b ird s  d id n 't  sh o w  

u p  th e  p la c e s  th e y  u sually  

d id , shellfish  th a t  n o rm ally  

clung  tigh tly  to  ro c k s  

s e e m e d  to  fall o ff ea sily .

in fo rm a tio n  in ten s ified .
U n d e r s ta n d in g  th e  ro le  o f su b s is te n c e  in th e  v illag e s  o f  th e  sp ill re g io n  h e lp s  o n e  

u n d e r s ta n d  th e  rea c tio n  to  th e  sp ill in  th e  v illag e s .2*’ A re a  re s id e n ts  h a rv e s te d  a n d  
c o n s u m e d  a n  a v e ra g e  o f 200 to  600 p o u n d s  o f w ild  fish  a n d  g a m e  in  p re -sp ill y ea rs ; by  
c o n tra s t, th e  a v e ra g e  fam ily  in  th e  A m e ric a n  w es t b u y s  a little  m o re  th a n  200 p o u n d s  o f 
m e a t p e r  y e a r .22 V illage  re s id e n ts  o f  th e  sp ill reg io n  h a v e  r e p o r te d  th a t  100 p e rc e n t o f 
th e  h o u s e h o ld s  u se d  su b s is te n c e  fo o d s  in  v a r io u s  y e a rs  b e fo re  th e  sp ill —  a n d  th ey  
u se d  m a n y  d if fe re n t k in d s . T h e  m e a n  n u m b e r  o f re so u rc e s  u se d  h o v e rs  a r o u n d  20 p e r  
h o u s e h o ld  p e r  y ea r , from  la rg e  m a r in e  m a m m a ls  su c h  a s  se a ls  a n d  sea  lio n s , to  sa lm o n  
a n d  h a l ib u t,  d e e r  a n d  d u c k s , g u ll eg g s , a n d  ev e n  tin y  m a rin e  in v e r te b ra te s  co llec te d  on  
th e  s e a sh o re . C lea rly , su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t is th e  fo u n d a tio n  o f  m o s t v illa g e  d ie ts .21*

In a d d i t io n ,  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  is ju s t o n e  lin k  in a n  e x te n d e d  s y s te m  o f  food  
p re p a ra t io n  a n d  s h a r in g  th a t  is o n e  o f  th e  p r in c ip a l soc ia l ac tiv itie s  o f  N a tiv e  p e o p le s .

" H a rv e s tin g  a n d  p ro c e ss in g  g ro u p s  a re  g en e ra lly  c o m p o se d  o f  m e m b e rs  o f  ex ­
te n d e d  fam ilies , a n d  su b s is te n c e  fo o d s  a re  o ften  s h a re d  w ith  re la tiv e s , e ld e rs , a n d  
o th e rs  in  n e e d . F or e x a m p le , in  E n g lish  Bay, o n e  h a rb o r  se a l w a s  s h a re d  w ith in  a fam ily  
o f  e ig h t h o u s e h o ld s  a n d  25 p eo p le . S u ch  e x ten s iv e  sh a r in g  is c o m m o n p la c e  in  a ll 15 
v illag e s  [of th e  sp ill re g io n .]"29

A n d  fin a lly , th e  p a t te rn s  o f v illag e  life a re  d o m in a te d  by  se a so n a l h a rv e s ts ,  a n d  
s e a so n s  th e m se lv e s  a re  d e f in e d  a n d  d e sc r ib e d  in  te rm s  of an im a ls . P e o p le  u n d e r s ta n d  
th e ir  p la ce  in  th e  n a tu ra l  w o rld  b a se d  o n  th e  tra d itio n a l u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  h o w  th e  
n a tu ra l  w o r ld  w o rk  . S u r  m c r  is th e  b u s ie s t  s e aso n , w h e n  p e o p le  c a tc h  a n d  p re se rv e  
s a lm o n  fo r  th e  w ii .<• ' # d ry in g , sm o k in g , p ic k lin g , o r  so m e  o th e r  m e th o d . F all is the  
tim e fo r h u n t in g  gai. o. S p r in g  —  w h e n  th e  sp ill o c c u rre d  —  is ju s t  w h e n  p e o p le  b re a k  
o u t o f w in te r  a n d  b eg in  th e  h a rv e s t cycle a g a in , g o in g  for h e r r in g , b ird s , a n d  o th e r  
re so u rce s .

T h e  sp ill a n d  th e  c le a n u p  th ro w  th is  p a t te rn  o f life all w ild ly  a n d  f r ig h te n in g ly  o u t 
o f  sync .

B asically , th in g s  d i d n ’t look  r ig h t. V illag ers  n o te d  s tra n g e  b e h a v io r  a m o n g  a n im a ls  
(sea ls  b e c o m in g  le th a rg ic  o r  u n a f ra id  o f p eo p le ) , b ird s  d id n 't  s h o w  u p  th e  p la ce s  th e y  
u su a lly  d id ,  sh e llf ish  th a t n o rm a lly  c lu n g  tig h tly  to  rocks se e m e d  to  fall o ff  easily . It is 
h a rd  to  m a k e  a sc ien tific  d e te rm in a tio n  a b o u t w h e th e r  th e  o b se rv a tio n s  w e re  a c tu a lly  
d u e  to  th e  sp ill, o r  e v e n  if th e y  w e re  e n tire ly  o u t of th e  o rd in a ry . R e se a rc h e rs  n o te d  th a t  
p e o p le  m a y  h a v e  b ee n  n o tic in g  so m e  th in g s  th a t th e y  h a d  n e v e r  n o tic e d  b e fo re  b ec au se  
th e  sp ill h a d  m a d e  th e m  m o re  a w a re  o r  m o re  like ly  to  o b se rv e  e v e n  s u b tle  ch a n g e s . Y et 
re g a rd le s s  o f  w h e th e r  all o r  so m e  o f  th e  c h a n g e s  w e re  rea lly  d u e  to  th e  sp ill, th e  
c u m u la t iv e  effect w a s  a k in d  o f d is o r ie n ta t io n , w h ic h  p ro d u c e d  d o u b t,  w h ic h  m a g n i­
fied  fears.

"C le a r ly , th e  oil sp ill h a d  c re a te d  c o n d itio n s  th a t w e re  c o m p le te ly  u n fa m ilia r  to  th e  
h u n te rs  a n d  f ish e -m e n  o f th e se  v illa g e s ,"  th e  s ta te 's  Jim  Fall w ro te . "T h e ir  sk ills  in  
u n d e r s ta n d in g  th e ir  e n v iro n m e n t a n d  m a k in g  in fo rm e d  d e c is io n s  h a d  b e e n  u n d e r ­
m in e d . C o n s e q u e n tly , in m a n y  cases  th e y  d is c a rd e d  tra d itio n a l fo o d s  o r  re f ra in e d  fro m  
h a rv e s tin g  e n tire ly  fo r fe a r  th a t th e  re so u rc e s  h a d  b ee n  p o is o n e d ."-10

A n d  re fra in , th e y  d id . T h e  s ta te 's  su b s is te n c e  d iv is io n  re se a rc h e rs  co llec te d  h a rv e s t 
d a ta  from  1989 a n d  c o m p a re d  it to  d a ta  co llec ted  in  p re v io u s  y e a rs . T h e y  tr ie d , w h e n  
p o ssib le , to  c o m p a re  1989 a g a in s t d a ta  from  tw o  p re v io u s  y e a rs  to  g e t a b e t te r  se n se  of 
th e  d iffe ren ce .

T h ev  fo u n d  th a t in C h e n eg a  B ay a n d  T a titlc k , w ith in  P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d , th e  
to ta l p o i n d s  o f  food  co llec ted  d ro p p e d  b y  m o re  th a n  half. In  C h e n e g a , w h e re  re s id e n ts  
n o rm a lly  co llec te d  300-400 p o u n d s  o f  su b s is te n c e  fo o d s  p e r  c a p ita , th e  1989 to ta l w a s  
less th a n  150 p o u n d s ; in  T a titlck , w h e re  p e r  c a p ita  h a rv e s t w a s  a s  h ig h  a t 650 p o u n d s  
p e r  y ea r , th e  to ta l w a s  ju s t  a little  o v e r  200 p o u n d s  in  1989. T h e  L o w e r  C o o k  In le t 
c o m m u n itie s  o f E n g lish  Bay a n d  P o rt G ra h a m  sh o w e d  s im ila r  d ec lin e s . In th e  six  
K o d iak  Is la n d  v illag es, m o re  d is ta n t  fro m  th e  sp ill a n d  w h e re  im p a c ts  v a r ie d  m o re  
from  p la ce  to  p lace , a v e ra g e  d ec lin e s  ra n g e d  fro m  12  p e rc e n t in  th e  e x tre m e  s o u th  
(A h k io k ) to  77 p e rc e n t in  th e  n o r th  (O u z in k ie ). Y et all sh o w e d  s u b s ta n tia l  a n d  a b e r ra n t
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d e c lin e s  in  o v e ra ll h a rv e s t  c o m p a re d  w ith  th e  p re v io u s  y e a r s .31
T h ese  d e c lin e s  d o  nw t re p re s e n t s o m e th in g  lik e  a v o lu n ta ry  a v o id a n c e  o f a  few  

fav o r ite  d e s se r ts  o r  d e licac ies . T h e  su b s is te n c e  d iv is io n  a lso  fo u n d  th a t  fea rs  c a u s e d  by
th e  oil sp ill led  a re a  re s id e n ts  to  
e l im in a te  a la rg e  a r r a y  o f  fo o d s  
fro m  th e ir  u s u a l  a n d  c u s to m a ry  
d ie t. W h e re  th e  su b s is te n c e  
h a rv e s t  m ix  u su a lly  in c lu d e d  
a b o u t 22 d if fe re n t c o m p o n e n ts  
in  T a titlc k , in  1989 th e  f ig u re  fell 
to  a b o u t 11; in  C h e n e g a  Bay, the  
m ix  d r o p p e d  fro m  18 so u rc e s  to  
e ig h t. O v e ra ll, m o re  th a n  80 
p e rc e n t o f  th e  h o u s e h o ld s  in  
P rin c e  W illia m  S o u n d  a n d  
L o w e r C o o k  In le t r e p o r te d  th a t 
th e  o il sp ill c a u s e d  th e m  to  lim it 
o r  a v o id  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t;  th e  
f ig u re  w a s  a b o u t 40  p e rc e n t o n  
K o d ia k  Is la n d  33

E xxon  p ro v id e d  g ro c e rie s  to  
re p la c e  so m e  o f th e  fo o d s , a n d  
c a sh  e m p lo y m e n t o n  th e  oil sp ill 
c le a n u p  a llo w e d  m a n y  p e o p le  
to  b u y  fo o d  a s  w ell. H o w e v e r , 
th is  so lu tio n  w a s  n e i th e r  lo n g ­
te rm  n o r  e n t ire ly  acce p ta b le . 
R e s id e n ts  s im p ly  h a d  n o  id e a  if 

fo o d s  w e re  su b tly  c o n ta m in a te d , if a n im a ls  w o u ld  c o n t in u e  a b n o rm a l m ig ra tio n  
p a tte rn s , if p o p u la tio n s  w o u ld  b e  d e v a s ta te d ,  o r  if  h u n t in g  w o u ld  ex a c e rb a te  p ro b le m s  
c a u se d  b y  th e  sp ill.

"A s  a  T a tille k  h u n te r  e x p la in e d  r e g a rd in g  w a te r f o w l , ' W h en  y o u  h e a r  th o u s a n d s  
o f  th e m  a re  d y in g  e v e ry  d ay , i t 's  to u g h  to  h a rv e s t  th e m . W e d id n 't  k n o w  w h a t  th e  
n u m b e r  w o u ld  be c o m in g  b ac k  th is  y e a r . ' "',3

B ut m o re  im p o r ta n t,  s to re -b o u g h t fo o d s  d id  n o t  re p la c e  —  e i th e r  b y  tra d i t io n  o r  by  
n u tr itio n a l s ta n d a r d s  —  th e  fre sh  a n d  p re s e r  c d  loca l fo o d s . T h e re  is n o  q u e s tio n  th a t 
in  m o s t N a tiv e  v illa g e s  a ro u n d  A lask a , th e  o v e ra ll fam ily  d ie t  in c lu d e s  a m ix  o f p r o ­
ce sse d  g ro c e ry -s to re  fo o d  a n d  w ild  fish  a n d  g a m e .34 H o w e v e r , in  th e  v illag e s  of th e  
sp ill reg io n , th e  " N a tiv e "  fo o d s  a re  w h a t  p e o p le  p re fe r , a n d  o n e  ca n  e x p e c t su b s is te n c e  
fo o d s  to  b e  p a r t  o f m o s t m a in  m e a ls , o r  th e  c e n tra l d ish , a t  le a s t se v e ra l d a y s  a w eek . 
S u b s titu t in g  ch ick e n  fo r se a l o r  c la m s  m ay  b e  a c c e p ta b le  a s  a s to p -g a p , b u t  o v e r  tim e, 
p e o p le  w a n t to  e a t w h a t th e y  a re  u se d  to  e a tin g . A sk in g  A lask a  N a tiv e s  to  e a t  w e s te rn  
p ro c e sse d  fo o d s  o n  a c o n s is te n t b a s is  w o u ld  b e  n o  m o re  a :c e p ta b le  to  th e m  th a n  a sk in g  
T e x a n s  to  g e t r id  o f  th e ir  ca ttle  h e r d s  a n d  e a t  s q u id  e v e ry d a y .

O r  o c to p u s , fo r  th a t m a tte r . T a title k  v illa g e rs  id e n tify  o c to p u s  a s  a n  im p o r ta n t  food  
d u r in g  th e  w in te r  m o n th s , b u t  a f te r  th e  sp ill, th e y  r e p o r te d  th a t th e y  w e re  h a v in g  g re a t 
d iffic u lty  f in d in g  o c to p u s  in  th e  u s u a l p laces . T h is  led  th e m  to  q u e s tio n  th e  h e a lth  a n d  
o rg a n iz a tio n  —  o r  re o rg a n iz a tio n , m o re  p re c ise ly  —  o f th e  n a tu ra l  w o rld  a r o u n d  th em , 
w h ic h  in  tu rn  in c re a se d  th e ir  fea rs  a n d  f ru s tra t io n s  a b o u t fo o d s  th a t  o n ce  m a d e  u p  th e  
b u lk  o f  th e  v illa g e rs ' d ie ts . If th e  o c to p u s  a re n 't  th e re  a n y m o re , w h a t  h a p p e n e d  1 j 
th e m ?  D id  th e  oil k ill th e m ?  W h a t a b o u t th e  fish , th e n , o r  th e  b ird s?  W h a t a b o u t th e  
s e a ls  th a t  e a t th e  fish?  If i t 's  a ll s c re w e d  u p , w h a t  d o  w e  d o ?

In  v e ry  c ru d e  w ay s , o n e  can  b e g in  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  d is o r ie n ta t io n  a n d  fe a r  by  
th in k in g  o f th e  s h u td o w n  o f su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  a s  th e  s h u td o w n  o f all th e  s tee l m ills  in 
P ittsb u rg h , o r  all th e  a u to m o b ile  a s se m b ly  p la n ts  in  D e tro it. In  fact, d u r in g  th e  1970s 
a n d  1980s, th e se  ru s t-b e lt  c itie s  e x p e r ie n c e d  so m e th in g  c lo se  to  th a t. T h e re  w a s  a

A woman cuts up seal fat in Port G raham . Photo by Ron Slanek
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V illage r e s id e n ts  f e n d  

to  e a t  a n d  u se  m o re  p a r ts  

o f th e  an im a ls  -  livers a n d  

o th e r  o rg a n s ,  fo r e x a m p le  

-  th a n  th e  a v e r a g e  

c o rsu m e r . T hey  w a n te d  to  

k n o w  if oil w a s  g e t t in g  in to  

th e  fo o d  c h a in , a n d  

w h e th e r  it w o u ld  find  its 

w a y  in to  th e ir  o w n  b o d ie s .

m a ss iv e  o u tm ig ra tio n  fro m  th ese  a re a s  a s  p e o p le  lo o k e d  fo r w o rk  in  C a lifo rn ia  o r  
T ex a s  o r  o th e r  s o u th e rn  m a n u fa c tu r in g  s ta te s . O th e r  p e o p le  tr ie d  to  re tra in  fo r n e w  
jo b s  in  h e a lth  c a re  o r  o th e r  se rv ic e  in d u s tr ie s .  F o r th e  p e o p le  w h o  m o v e d , th e  n e w  
s ta te s  a n d  c lim a te  m ig h t p re s e n t  so m e  c u l tu ra l  a n d  reg io n a l c h a n g es , b u t  th e  bas ic  
s t r u c tu re  o f the  so c ie ty  —  th e  m a rk e rs  o f th e  p h y s ic a l , eco n o m ic , a n d  so c ia l w o rld  —  
re m a in  e sse n tia lly  th e  s a m e  f ro m  o n e  re g io n  o f  A m e ric a  to  a n o th e r .

B u t p e o p le  in  T a titlc k  d o n 't  h a v e  th e  o p tio n  o f  m o v in g  to  A n c h o ra g e  o r  S ea ttle  o r  
S a c ra m e n to , re tra in in g  in to  so m e  n e w  fo o d  m a n u fa c tu r in g  p ro c e ss , a n d  re b u ild in g  
th e ir  lives a n d  re la tio n sh ip s  so m e w h e re  else. T h is  g e ts  b ac k  to  th e  p o in t th a t  su b s is ­
te n c e  is  n o t s im p ly  a b o u t e a tin g , a n d  it c a n 't  b e  t ru ly  d e s c r ib e d  a s  a n  a l te rn a t iv e  
e c o n o m ic  sy s tem . T h e re 's  fo o d  a n d  th e re 's  a n  e c o n o m y  in v o lv e d  in  su b s is te n c e , b u t 
th o se  th in g s  a re  ju s t  th e  v is ib le  p ro d u c ts  o f  a  s u b s is te n c e  c u ltu re . P e o p le  o f th e  v illag es  
v ie w e d  th e  o il sp ill a s  m u c h  m o re  th a n  a  th re a t  to  o n e  o r  tw o  y e a rs  o f  fo o d ; th e y  fea red  
it w a s  s o m e th in g  m o re  d a n g e ro u s  a n d  m o re  la s tin g , a n  a d d i tio n a l,  c r ip p l in g  a s s a u lt  on  
a  c u l tu re  th a t  h a d  a lre a d y  b e e n  faced  w ith  r a p id  e c o n o m ic  a n d  so c ia l c h a n g e  in  th e  
s p a n  o r  a  g e n e ra tio n  o r  tw o .

W h e n  til la g e  re s id e n ts  b e g a n  a s k in g  s ta te  o ffic ia ls  if s e a fo o d  w e re  sa fe  to  ea t, D EC 
g a v e  th e  s e e m in g ly  o b v io u s  ad v ic e  th a t fo o d s  th a t  sm e lle d  like  o il o r  lo o k e d  o ily  
s h o u ld  n o t b e  ea te n . T h e  te ch n ic a l n a m e  fo r  th is  ty p e  o f a s se s s m e n t is " o rg a n o le p tic "  
te s tin g , a n d , in  fact, it is  th e  b as ic  te s t e m p lo y e d  b y  s la te 's  c c m m e rc ia l s e a fo o d  in sp e c ­
to rs . O n  th e  w h o le , it is d e p e n d a b le  a n d  ra tio n a l, e sp e c ia lly  in  th e  re la tiv e ly  p r is t in e  
a n d  c lea n  w a te rs  o f A lask a . A  fat, f irm -fle sh ed  sa lm o n  w ith  b r ig h t  sc a le s  a n d  n o  fin  
d e te r io ra tio n 35 is, in  A la sk a  a t least, a  fre sh  a n d  sa fe -to -e a t fish . A fte r  in sp e c t in g  a  fish  
v isu a lly , a n  in sp e c to r  w ill lite ra lly  ta k e  a  g o o d  sn if f  to  m a k e  s u r e  th e re  is n o  a b n o rm a l 
o d o r  th a t  in d ic a te s  th e  f ish  h a s  b ee n  im p ro p e r ly  s to re d  o r  b ee n  o u t  o f  th e  w a te r  too  
lo n g . T h is  ty p e  o f test w o u ld n 't  b e  th e  p e rfe c t a n d  fo o lp ro o f  w a y  to  d e te rm in e  th e  
sa fe ty  o f se a fo o d  ta k e n  fro m  a ch ro n ic a lly  o r  h e a v ily  p o llu te d  w a te rw a y , s in ce  th e  
o rg a n o le p tic  in sp e c tio n  c a n 't  te ll y o u  w h e th e r  th e  fle sh  c o n ta in s  a b n o rm a l c o n c e n tra ­
tio n s  o f  h e a v y  m e ta ls  o r  o th e r  tox in s. H o w e v e r , A la s k a 's  o c e a n s  a re  u n p o llu te d  a n d  the  
w a te r  is clean .

In  m o s t cases , th a t is. In th e  s p r in g  o f  1989, th e re  w e re  11 m illio n  g a llo n s  o f  c ru d e  
o il o n  the  w a te r . T h ro u g h o u t th e  s u m m e r ,  th e re  w a s  o il o n  m o re  th a n  1,200 m ile s  o f 
b each . In  th e  fall, a  n u m b e r  of s h o re lin e s  re le ase d  sh e e n s  w h e n  th e  tid e  c a m e  in. L ocal 
re s id e n ts  w a tc h e d  all th is . T h ey  w a lk e d  th e  s h o re lin e s , ra n  th ro u g h  o il s lick s  in  th e ir  
sk iffs , a n d  o b se rv e d  c h a n g e s  in  a n im a l b e h a v io r . T h e y  u n d e r s to o d  th e  "o rg a n o le p tic "  
te s t b e c a u se  th e y  u se d  th e ir  o w n  o b se rv a tio n  sk ills  a n d  a c c u m u la te d  k n o w le d g e  to  
m a k e  d e c is io n s  a b o u t th e  h e a lth  a n d  sa fe ty  o f c e r ta in  fo o d s. B u t w h a t th e y  w a n te d  to  
k n o w  w a s  w h e th e r  th e  fo o d  w a s  sa fe  to  ea t, n o t ju s t  n o w , b u t  w e ll in to  th e  fu tu re . T h is  
w a s  e sp e c ia lly  im p o r ta n t  to  th e m , b e c a u se  fish , sh e llf ish , a n d  m a r in e  m a m m a ls  m a d e  
u p  a  m u c h  la rg e r  p e rc e n ta g e  o f th e ir  d ie t  th a n  th e  a v e ra g e  se a fo o d  c o n s u m e r . In  
a d d i t io n ,  v illag e  re s id e n ts  te n d  to  e a t  a n d  u se  m o re  p a r ts  o f th e  a n im a ls  —  liv e rs  a n d  
o th e r  o rg a n s , fo r e x a m p le  —  th a n  the  a v e ra g e  c o n s u m e r . T h e y  w a n te d  to  k n o w  if oil 
w a s  g e ttin g  in to  th e  food  c h a in , a n d  w h e th e r  it w o u ld  f in d  its  w a y  in to  th e ir  o w n  
b o d ie s .

S c ie n tis ts  sa id  g e n e ra lly  th a t  th ey  d o u b te d  th e  o il w a s  s p re a d in g  w id e ly  th ro u g h  
th e  fo o d  c h a in , e sp ec ia lly  in  th e  ca se  o f s a lm o n  a n d  m a r in e  m a m m a ls . R e s id e n ts  
w a n te d  to  k n o w  h o w  th e y  c o u ld  b e  so  su re : H a d  th e  sc ie n tis ts  d o n e  te sts?  W ell, no , 
sa id  th e  sc ie n tis ts , b u t  w e  d o n 't  th in k  th a t k in d  o f c o n ta m in a tio n  is like ly . T h e  v illag e rs  
m a tc h e d  th e se  s e e m in g ly  v a g u e  a s se r tio n s  a g a in s t w h a t  th e y  w e re  s e e in g  —  .and n o t 
se e in g , in  so m e  ca se s  —  in  th e  n a tu ra l  w o rld  a r o u n d  th em . If th e  o il w a s n 't  a ffec tin g  
se a ls , w h y  w e re  th e y  a c tin g  so  s tra n g e ly ?  W h e re  a re  th e  d u c k s?  W h y  is th e  liv e r  o f  th is  
d e e r  I s h o t  so  w h ite  a n d  p u ffy ?  W h y  d id  th e  liv e r  o f  th is  se a l ju s t  tu r n  r u n n y  in s te a d  of 
s ta y in g  f irm , like  n o rm a l?  If th e re 's  o il f lo a tin g  a ll a r o u n d  th is  is la n d , w h a t m a k e s  y o u  
so  s u re  th e se  c la m s  fro m  th e  b ea ch  th a t lo o k s  c lea n  a re  safe? If I e a t  th e se  th in g s  n o w , 
b a s e d  o n  y o u r  c o m m e n ts  in s te a d  o f a rea l te s t, a re  y o u  g o in g  to  te ll m e  so m e tim e  in  th e  
fu tu re  th a t m y  k id s  a n d  I a re  g o in g  to  g e t can ce r?
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Exxon, to  its c re d it ,  

b e g a n  to  g r a s p  th a t  th e  

su b s is te n c e  fo o d s  te s tin g  

issue n e e d e d  m o re  m o n e y  

a n d  a t te n t io n ,  a n d  th e  

c o m p a n y  p o u r e d  

su b s ta n tia l m o n e y  a n d  

su p p o r t r e s o u r c e s  in to  

a d d i t io n a l ,  e x p a n d e d  

co lle c tio n  a n d  te s tin g  

b e g in n in g  in June .

W ith in  a  m o n th  o f th e  sp ill, th e  O il S p ill H e a lth  T a sk  F o rce  c a m e  to g e th e r . It 
in c lu d e d  s ta te  a n d  fe d e ra l ag en c ies , th e  n o n -p ro f it  so c ia l se rv ic e  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f the  
C h u g a c h  a n d  K o d ia k  a re a  N a tiv e  c o rp o ra tio n s , a n d  E xxon. T h e  r e c o m m e n d a tio n s  o f

th is  ta sk  fo rce  fo rm e d  th e  b a s is  fo r  a n  
e n d o r s e m e n t  o f  th e  o rg a n o le p tic  te s t 
a s  p a r t  o f a g e n e ra l h e a lth  a d v iso ry  
o n  s u b s is te n c e  fo o d s  on  M a y  5. 
H o w e v e r , it w a s  o b v io u s  to  e v e ry o n e  
in v o lv e d  th a t  th e  v illa g e rs  w a n te d  
m o re  d e ta ile d  a n a ly s is .

W h a t th e y  w a n te d ,  o f c o u rse , is 
w h a t e v e ry  A m e r ic a n  liv in g  n e a r  an  
in d u s tr ia l  s ite  w a n ts  to  k n o w : A m  I 
sa fe?  A rc  m y  k id s  sa fe?  I s n 't  th e re  
so m e  m o re  d e f in i t iv e  w a y  fo r  y o u  to  
a s s u re  m e  th a t  m y  fa m ily  a n d  I a re  
safe?

In  M ay , th e  A la s k a  D e p a r tm e n t 
o f F ish  a n d  G a m e  s u b s is te n c e  d iv i­
s io n  s ta r te d  a p ilo t s tu d y ,  c o llec tin g  
s a m p le s  o f  fish  a n d  sh e llf ish  th a t 
w o u ld  b e  ta k e n  to  th e  s ta te 's  te s tin g  
la b o ra to ry  in  P a lm e r . E x xon , to  its  
c re d it, b e g a n  to  g ra s p  th a t  th e  s u b s is ­
te n ce  fo o d s  te s t in g  is su e  n e e d e d  m o re  
m o n e y  a n d  a t te n t io n ,  a n d  th e  c o m ­

p a n y  p o u r e d  s u b s ta n tia l  m o n e y  a n d  s u p p o r t  re so u rc e s  in to  a d d i t io n a l ,  e x p a n d e d  
c o llec tio n  a n d  te s tin g  b e g in n in g  in  J u n e .36

In  b o th  co llec tio n  effo rts , b io lo g is ts  a n d  te c h n ic ia n s  c o n s u lte d  w ith  v illa g e  le a d e rs , 
ta k in g  s a m p le s  o f  th e  a n im a ls  id e n tif ie d  a s  im p o r ta n t  b y  th e  v illa g e rs  f ro m  a re a s  
c h o s e n  b y  th e  v illag e rs . T h e  s a m p le s  fro m  th e  s ta te 's  p i lo t  s tu d y  w e re  a n a ly z e d  by  th e  
U.S. F ood  a n d  D ru g  A d m in is tra tio n ; th e  E x x o n -fu n d e d  te s ts  w e re  c o n d u c te d  b y  the  
N o r th w e s t  F ish e rie s  C e n te r  u n d e r  th e  d ire c tio n  o f a  n a t io n a l ly  k n o w n  le a d e r  in  se a fo o d  
sa fe ty  a n d  tox ico lo g y . T h e  E x x o n -fu n d e d  s tu d y  in c lu d e d  e x tre m e ly  s e n s itiv e  (a n d  
e x p e n s iv e )  m e a s u re m e n ts  th a t c o u ld  d e te c t  p o ly a ro m a tic  h y d ro c a rb o n s  (P A H s) d o w n  
to  o n e  p a r t  p e r  b illio n .

T h ese  te s ts  —  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t te s tin g  f ro m  1990 a n d  1991 —  b a c k e d  u p  th e  g e n e ra l 
a d v ic e  th a t  s e a fo o d  w a s  sa fe  to  e a t  a s  lo n g  a s  it d id n 't  lo o k  o r  sm e ll o ily . T h e  flesh  a n d  
o rg a n s  o f  f ish  a n a ly z e d  in  th e  te s ts  d e te c te d  n e g lib le  le v e ls  o f P A H s. S o m e  c la m s  
s h o w e d  h ig h  le v e ls  o f c o n ta m in a tio n , b u t  th e y  h a d  c o m e  fro m  a re a s  o f  o b v io u s  o iling .
A  p a n e l o f  sc ien tific  e x p e r ts  p u lle d  to g e th e r  by  th e  N a tio n a l O c e a n ic  a n d  A tm o sp h e ric  
A d m in is tra t io n  (N O A A ) d is c u s se d  th e  re s u lts  o f  th e  te s ts  a n d  c a m e  to  a u n a n im o u s  
c o n c lu s io n : In  sh o r t,  su b s is te n c e  fo o d s  w e re  sa fe  to  e a t, a n d  c o m m o n  se n se  a n d  o b se r ­
v a tio n  w e re  th e  b e s t g u id e  o f w h ic h  a re a s  a n d  a n im a ls  s h o u ld  b e  a v o id e d .

T h e re  w a s  o n e  p r in c ip a l p ro b le m  w ith  th is  w h o le  e ffo rt: T h e  r e s u l ts  w e r e n 't  
a v a ila b le  in  p re lim in a ry  fo rm  u n ti l  A u g u s t ,  a n d  th e  e x p e r t  p a n e l  d id  n o t d e l iv e r  its  
o p in io n  u n ti l  S ep te m b e r . T h is  w a s  p ro b a b ly  u n a v o id a b le ;  th e  g r o u p  h a d  e n o u g h  
m o n e y  a n d  re so u rc e s  to  co llec t s a m p le s  a n d  g e t th e m  to  la b s  a s  q u ic k ly  a s  p o ss ib le . 
H o w e v e r , sc ien ce  —  esp ec ia lly  sc ien ce  in c lu d in g  v e ry  d e lic a te  te s ts  th a t  re q u ir e  e x p e r t 
in te rp re ta t io n  —  d o e s  n o t  o c c u r  o v e rn ig h t.  T h e  re s u lts  o f  th e  f ish  a n d  sh e llf ish  te s ts  
w e re  n o t tru ly  m a d e  fin a l u n til F e b ru a ry  1990, a n d  te s t r e s u lts  f ro m  m a r in e  m a m m a ls , 
b ird s  a n d  d e e r  d id  n o t a p p e a r  u n ti l  Ju n e  199037 —  in  o th e r  w o rd s ,  fa r  in to  th e  n e x t 
s e a s o n 's  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  cycle.

In  p ra c tic a l te rm s , th e  fa s t- tra c k  o f  sc ien c e  w a s  s lo w e r-m o v in g  th a n  th e  p ro b le m . 
T h ro u g h o u t  th e  s u m m e r ,  v illag e  r e s id e n ts  c o n s is te n tly  a s k e d  if th e re  w e re  so m e  
m id d le  g r o u n d  b e tw e e n  o rg a n o le p tic  te s tin g  a n d  th e  lab  w o rk  b e in g  d o n e  in  S eattle .



B y th e  tim e m o re  

d e ta i l e d  sc ien tific, 

q u a n t ita tiv e  in fo rm atio n  

b e c a m e  a v a i la b le  in 

S e p te m b e r  a n d  O c t o b e r  

1 9 8 9 , th e  m ain  s u b s is te n c e  

h a rv e s t  s e a s o n  w a s  o v e r . 

D o u b ts  h a d  so lid ified  in to  

firm skeptic ism .

O n  th e  re q u e s t  o f s o m e  v illa g e  le ad e rs , N O A A  in v e s tig a te d  th e  u se  o f fo u r  d iffe re n t 
k in d s  o f  d e v ic e s  th a t u se  f lu o re sc e n t lig h t a n d  sp e c ia l in s tru m e n ta tio n  to  sc re e n  fish  fo r 
c o n ta m in a tio n . T h e  O il S p ill H e a lth  T a sk  F orce c o n c lu d e d  th a t  th is  s o lu t io n  w a s n 't  th e  
o n e  th e  v illa g e s  w e re  se e k in g . F or o n e  th in g , th e  te s tin g  in v o lv e d  sp e c ia l tech n ica l 
tr a in in g  a n d  an a ly s is , a n d , like th e  o rg a n o le p tic  te s tin g , so m e  o f  th e  c o n c lu s io n s  w e re  
b a s e d  o n  q u a lita tiv e  a s se ssm e n t. T h e  m a c h in e s  w e re  n o t n e c e s sa r ily  e a sy  to  s e t u p  a n d  
m a in ta in  in  a v illag e  s e ttin g , e ith e r .

N O A A  a t te m p te d  to  u se  a n o th e r  c o n v e n tio n a l sc ien tific  sc re e n  —  th e  l i te ra tu re  
s e a rc h  —  to  g iv e  v illa g e rs  so m e  sen se  o f w h y  sc ie n tis ts  h a d  c o m e  to  th e  p re lim in a ry  
c o n c lu s io n  th a t o il w a s  p ro b a b ly  nc c o n ta m in a tin g  fish  a n d  g e ttin g  in to  th e  food  
ch a in . U n fo r tu n a te ly , th e  la n g u a g e  o f  sc ien ce  is t in g e d  w ith  c a u tio n ; re se a rc h e rs  n e v e r  
s tre tc h  th e ir  co n c lu s io n s  b e y o n d  th e ir  d a ta , a n d  e x tra p o la t io n  is  n e v e r  o ff-the -cu ff. O n e  
o f  th e  s o u rc e s  c ited  in  th e  N O A A  lite ra tu re  se a rc h  n r ,te d  th a t  e a tin g  P A H -c o n la m in a le d  
fo o d  d o e s  n o t a p p e a r  to  le ad  to  ca n c e r o r  o th e r  d ise ase s . H o w e v e r , it c a u tio n e d , 
"E x c e p tio n s  to  th e se  c o n c lu s io n s  m a y  a r ise  in  lo c a lize d  a re a s , a s  in  th e  c a se  o f  iso la te d  
fish in g  v illa g e s  w h e re  s e a fo o d  c o n s titu te s  a m a jo r  p o r tio n  o f  th e  a n n u a l  d ie t. N o  d a ta  
a re  a v a ila b le , h o w e v e r, fo r th e se  ca se s ."38

T h is  w a s  h a rd ly  re a s su r in g  to  th e se  A la s k a n s  w h o  liv e d  in  iso la te d  f ish in g  v illag e s  
w h e re  s e a fo o d  c o n s titu te s  a  m a jo r  p o r t io n  o f th e  a n n u a l d ie t. T h e  l i te ra tu re  se a rch  
re in fo rc e d  m o re  d o u b ts  th a n  it re liev ed .

B y th e  tim e  m o re  d e ta ile d  sc ien tific , q u a n t i ta t iv e  in fo rm a tio n  b ec am e  a v a ila b le  in  
S e p te m b e r  a n d  O c to b e r  1989, th e  m a in  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  s e a so n  w a s  o v er. D o u b ts  
h a d  so lid if ie d  in to  f iim  sk e p tic ism . T h e  sk e p tic ism  w a s  m a g n if ie d  b y  th e  fac t th a t 
E xxon  p la y e d  a  c e n tra l a n d  v is ib le  ro le  in  th e  o p e ra tio n . T 1 « c o m p a n y  n o t o n ly  fu n d e d  
th e  re s u lts ,  b u t  it p ro d u c e d  h ig h -q u a lity  b ro c h u re s  a n d  s e n t  its  c o m p a n y  re p re s e n ta ­
tiv es  to  th e  v illa g e s  w ith  th e  sc ien tis ts . E xxon  can  c e r ta in ly  c la im  c re d it  fo r  a  v ig o ro u s  
e ffo rt to  a d d r e s s  th e  q u e s tio n s  o f  v illa g e rs  a b o u t su b s is te n c e  fo a d s , b u t  in  h in d s ig h t,  its 
in v o lv e m e n t sh o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  lim ite d  to  w ri tin g  th e  ch eck s . A t to w n  m e e tin g s  in  th e  
fa ll a n d  e a r ly  w in te r  o f 1989-90, a n u m b e r  o f  v illa g e rs  fe lt th a t  E x x o n -s p o n so re d  s tu d ie s  
w e re  n o t  in d e p e n d e n t,  s in ce  th e  c o m p a n y  h a d  a v e s te d  in te re s t in p o s it iv e  n e w s  a b o u t 
sa fe  seafood.-1’

T h is  sk e p tic ism  a b o u t E x x o n 's  in v o lv e m e n t b r in g s  u s  b a c k  to  a b as ic  s t ru c tu ra l  a n d  
m a n a g e m e n t p ro b le m  th a t  c ro p p e d  u p  a t n e a r ly  e v e ry  s ta g e  o f th e  re sp o n se : P eo p le  
c o u ld  n o t  u n d e r s ta n d  w h y  E xxon  w a s  ru n n in g  a p u b lic  h e a lth  a n d  p u b lic  sa fe ty  
o p e ra tio n . E xxon  w a s  a c tu a lly  p a y in g  fo r  it, n o t n ec e ssa r ily  ru n n in g  it, b u t  th e  p e rc e p ­
tio n  w a s  th a t  th e  c o m p a n y  w a s  ta k in g  c h a rg e  o f the  p u b lic  in te re s t. T h is , c o u p le d  w ith  
E x x o n 's  p u b lic  re la tio n s  s ta n c e  th a t te n d e d  to  m in im iz e  th e  m a g n itu d e  o f  th e  p ro b lem , 
m a d e  p e o p le  in  th e  v illag e s  w a ry  of E x x o n 's  p a r tic ip a tio n .

A s  w ith  o th e r  a sp e c ts  o f th e  " s p ille r- ru n n in g - th e - re s p o n s e "  is su e , th is  h a p p e n e d  
la rg e ly  b e c a u s e  of th e  in a d e q u a c ie s  o f  th e  v a r io u s  n a t io n a l  a n d  s ta te  s tra te g ie s  a n d  
p la n s  fo r  p o llu t io n  co n tro l: "S ince th e re  w e re  n o  sp ec ific  p ro v is io n s  in  th e  [N a tio n a l 
C o n tin g e n c y  P lan ] fo r  a d d re s s in g  fish e rie s  a n d  h u m a n  h e a lth  effec ts , th e  is su e  is n o t 
ra ise d  a u to m a tic a lly  a n d  th u s  te n d s  to  b e  ig n o re d  u n til  f ish e rm e n , f ish e ry  m a n a g e m e n t 
ag e n c ie s , o r  th e  p u b lic  ca lls  a t te n t io n  to  it,"  N O A A 's  h e a lth  re se a rc h e rs  c o n c lu d e d  in
1991.40

F u r th e r ,  s in ce  th e  is su e  co m es  u p  a s  a re su lt  o f p u b lic  p r e s s u re  ra th e r  th a n  g o v e rn ­
m e n t  in it ia t iv e , th e  p e rc e p tio n  is th a t th e  g o v e rn m e n t d o e s n 't  c a re , o r  d o e s n 't  u n d e r ­
s ta n d  th e  sc o p e  o f  th e  p ro b le m s . T h en , e v e n  if th e  g o v e rn m e n t m o v e s  q u ic k ly  to  d e a l 
w ith  th e  p ro b le m  o r  fill an  in fo rm a tio n  g ap , its  a c tio n s  a re  v ie w e d  w ith  so m e  sk e p ti­
c ism . W a lk e r  a n d  F ie ld  o f  N O A A  n o te  th a t th e  F ood  a n d  D ru g  A d m in is tra t io n  h a d  n o  
e s ta b l is h e d  g u id e lin e s  fo r  se a fo o d  sa fe ty  b a s e d  o n  p o ly a ro m a tic  h y d r o c a rb o n  c o n ta m i­
n a t io n  a t  th e  tim e  o f  th e  sp ill. W h ile  th e  a g e n c y  e v e n tu a lly  p ro d u c e d  a r isk  a n a ly s is  for 
P A H s in  th e  s u m m e r  o f 1990, it w a s  to o  late: P e o p le  h a d  a l re a d y  e s ta b l ish e d , in  th e ir  
o w n  m in d s ,  th a t  a n y  leve l o f c o n ta m in a tio n  w a s  u n sa fe . T h e  F D A 's  a d v iso ry , h o w e v e r  
sc ien tifica lly  o r  s ta tis tic a lly  v a lid  it m a y  h a v e  b e e n , w a s  v ie w e d , in  p a r t,  a s  a n  a t te m p t 
to  p la y  c a tc h -u p , to  c o v e r  u p  a p re v io u s  o v e rs ig h t.
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W h ile  p e o p le  s a y  the ir 

s u b s is te n c e  h a rv e s ts  m a y  

h a v e  g o n e  up , so m e  s a id  it 

w a s  in spile o f th e ir  fe a rs , 

not b e c a u s e  th e ir  f e a r s  

h a d  b e e n  re s o lv e d  o r  

a l le v ia te d .

A ll o f th is  —  g o v e rn m e n ts  w ith o u t  firm  in fo rm a tio n , th e  p u b lic  p e rc e iv in g  th a t its  
p ro b le m  w a s  in itia lly  o v e rlo o k e d , th e  in v o lv e m e n t o f th e  v e s te d  in te re s t (E xxon) —  
c o m b in e d  to  p re s e n t  th e  O il Spill H e a lth  T ask  F orce w ith  a d a u n t in g  c o m m u n ic a tio n s  
p ro b le m . W hile  c e r ta in  s e g m e n ts  o f  th e  o p e ra tio n  m a y  h a v e  b een  v ie w e d  a s  c a r in g  a n d  
c re d ib le  —  a n  in d iv id u a l  a g e n cy , a n  in d iv id u a l s ta ff  p e rso n  —  a s  a w h o le , th e  p u b lic  
(i.e., A la sk a  N a tiv e  v illag e rs) d id  n o t h a v e  a  g re a t d e a l  o f  c o n f id e n c e  in  th e  in fo rm a tio n  
th e y  w e re  g e ttin g .

T h e  d e p th  o f th e  d o u b t  in  th e  v illag e s  c a n  b e  m e a s u re d , in p a r t ,  by  th e  p e rs is te n c e  
o f  th e  d is ru p t io n  in  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t a n d  c o n s u m p tio n  p a t te rn s  in to  1991 an d  1992 
in  so m e  o f th e  v illag es.

T h e  D e p a r tm e n t o f F ish  a n d  G a m e 's  J im  Fall fo llo w e d  u p  in  1990 a n d  1991 o n  th e  
1989 s u rv e y s  d o n e  b y  su b s is te n c e  d iv is io n  s ta ff. H e  fo u n d , " D u r in g  th e  s e c o n d  y e a r  
[a fte r th e  sp ill], su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s ts  w e re  u p  fo r all b u t C h e n e g a  B ay a n d  T atitlck , b u t 
g e n e ra lly  re m a in e d  b e lo w  p re -sp ill a v e ra g e s . " 11

S pecifica lly , a s  in  1989, b o th  th e  ra n g e  o f  re so u rc e s  a n d  th e  to ta l v o lu m e  o f r e ­
so u rc e s  u s e d  w e re  lo w e r  w h e n  c o m p a re d  to  y e a rs  b e fo re  th e  sp ill. W h ile  th e  n u m b e r  o f 
h o u s e h o ld s  th a t p a r tic ip a te d  in  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  in  C h e n e g a  B ay in  1990 m a tc h e d  a 
p re -sp ill y ea r , th e  p e rc e n ta g e  u s in g  m a rin e  in v e r te b ra te s  a n d  b ird s  r e m a in e d  low . 
M o re o v e r, a l th o u g h  th e  n u m b e r  o f h o u s e h o ld s  e n g a g e d  in s u b s is ta n c e  a c tiv itie s  h a d  
r e tu rn e d  to  n o rm a l, a ll b u t o n e  o f  th o se  h o u s e h o ld s  r e p o r te d  th a t  th e ir  h a r v e s t  w a s  still 
b e lo w  p re -sp ill levels . R e su lts  fro m  T a titlc k  w e re  s im ila r.

A s in  p re v io u s  y e a rs , the  n u m b e rs  g e n e ra lly  w e n t  u p  th e  f u r th e r  o n e  w e n t  from  
P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d . H o w e v e r , m o re  th a n  80 p e rc e n t o f  L o w er C o o k  In le t h o u se h o ld s  
sa id  th e ir  h a rv e s ts  w e re  s till d e p re s s e d , a n d  h a lf  o f  th e  K o d iak  Is la n d  h o u s e h o ld s  
re p o r te d  lo w e r  h a rv e s t  levels.

W h ile  n u m b e rs  h a v e  b ee n  c o m in g  u p , th e  a t t i tu d e s  h a v e  n o t c h a n g e d  m a rk e d ly , 
ac c o rd in g  to  th e  s ta te  s tu d y . P eo p le  c o n tin u e  to  n o te  c h a n g e s  in  a n im a l b e h a v io r  a n d  
a b u n d a n c e , a n d  th e y  still e x p re ss  d o u b t  a b o u t the  lo n g -te rm  sa fe ty  o f  e a tin g  su b s is ­
te n ce  fo o d s  a t  th e ir  p re v io u s  leve ls o f  c o n s u m p tio n . A n d  w h ile  p e o p le  sa y  th e ir  su b s is ­
ten ce  h a rv e s ts  m a y  h a v e  g o n e  u p , so m e  sa id  it w a s  in spile o f  th e ir  fea rs , n o t  b ec au se  
th e ir  fea rs  h a d  b ee n  re so lv e d  oi a lle v ia te d . T h e  d e s ire  to  c a t t r a d i t io n a l  fo o d s  a n d  to  
p a r t ic ip a te  in  su b s is te n c e  ac tiv itie s  —  h u n tin g , f ish in g , fo o d  p r e p a ra tio n ,  s h a r in g  —  
" o u tw e ig h e d  th e ir  c a u tio n  o r  fea rs o f c o n ta m in a tio n ." 42

Fall q u o te s  o n e  T a titlc k  re s id e n t o n  th is  su b jec t: "W e  s ta r te d  c ra v in g  se a l m e a t. W e 
c o u ld  o n ly  g o  so  lo n g  w ith o u t it. W e g e t tire d  o f  e a tin g  b e e f  a n d  ch ick e n . W e w o u ld n 't  
to u c h  se a l th a t  f irs t y ^ a r  a f te r  th e  sp ill [1989], N o w  su b s is te n c e  fo o d  is o n  o u r  tab le  a t 
le a s t tw ice  a w e e k . " 41

It is im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  h e ie  th a t a g ra d u a l re tu rn  to  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s ts  in  these  
v illag e s  w a s  p ro b a b ly  in e v ita b le , re g a rd le s s  o f  th e  a b sen c e  o r  p re se n c e  o f  oil. O n e  
fac to r, n o te d  a b o ’/e , is  th a t  a s  tim e  p a s se s  fro m  th e  e v e n t, th e  " c ra v in g s "  fo r  the  fo o d s  
p e o p le  a re  u se d  to  s ta r te d  to  o v e rc o m e  o r  o v e rw h e lm  so m e  fears. B ut m o re  im p o r ta n t, 
th e se  v illa g e s  h a v e  n o  o th e r  rea lis tic  o p tio n  fo r re p la c in g  th e  fo o d s  th e y  g a th e r  from  the  
o ce an  a n d  th e  sh o re lin e s . C a sh  in c o m e  fo r th e  v illag e s  is lim ite d  a n d  jo b s  a re  n e a r ly  
n o n -e x is te n t; so m e  p e o p le  h a v e  co m m erc ia l f ish in g  p e rm its ,  b u t th e y  g e n e ra lly  a re  fo r 
low er-v r.!-’ 'w e r -v o lu m e  f ish e r ie s  th a n  th e  b ig  in c o m e  g e n e ra to rs  o f  C o o k  In le t a n d  
K o d iak . A~ th e  re s t o f  ru ra l A lask a , so -ca lled  " t ra n s fe r  p a y m e n ts "  —  S ocia l S ecu rity , 
th e  s ta te  o ld -a g e  p e n s io n , th e  A lask a  P e rm a n e n t F u n d  d iv id e n d s ,  fe d e ra l n u tr it io n  
s u p p o r ts ,  etc. —  m a k e  u p  the  b u lk  of th e  ca sh  th a t c o m e s  in to  th e  v illag e s . P u ttin g  
c u l tu ra l  im p e ra tiv e s  a n d  tra d i tio n  a s id e  for a m o m e n t, th e  bas ic  fac t ab«' ,c su b s is te n c e  
in  c o a s ta l v illag e s  is th a t  su b s is te n c e  is h o w  p e o p le  ea t. C a sh  inco  m o re  likely , g o es 
to  b u y in g  p ro c e sse d  fo o d s  th a t s u p p le m e n t  th e  r e g u la r  d ie t —  coffee , p o w d e re d  m ilk , 
f lo u r, e tc . —  a s  w ell a s  c lo th in g , h e a tin g  oil, g a so lin e , a m m u n itio n , a n d  so  on .

W h e n  su b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  w a s  th re a te n e d  a n d  u n c e r ta in ty  a b o u t  th e  fu tu re  w a s  th e  
h ig h e s t, p e o p le  in  th e  v illag e s  fe lt re m o te  a n d  o cc as io n a lly  e x c lu d e d  from  th e  p ro cess  
a n d  th e  p e o p le  w h o  m a d e  th e  d ec is io n s  a b o u t c le a n u p . T h is  is w h y  m a n y  o f the  v illag e  
re s id e n ts  —  p e o p le  w ith  a k een  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  a p p re c ia tio n  fo r  th e  d a y - to -d a y
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T ra d e rs  a n d  p o r ta b l e  

ho u sin g  w e r e  rolling  in to  

to w n  o n  trucks, te m p o r a r y  

b u ild in g s  a n d  m o d ific a tio n s  

w e r e  g o in g  u p  w ith o u t 

s a fe ty  a n d  bu ild ing  

in sp ec tio n s; th e  m a y o r  a n d  

th e  city counc il felt th e y  

h a d  iost c o n tro l o f th e ir  

tow n .

w o rk in g s  o f  n a tu re  —  w e re  e m b itte re d  w h e n  m illio n s  o f  d o lla r s  w e re  im m e d ia te ly  
p o u r e d  in to  w ild life  re sc u e , w h ile  su b s is te n c e  u s e rs  h a a  to  w o rk  extic. h a rd  to  g e t the  
a t te n t io n  o f  d e c is io n -m a k e rs .

E v en  a lm o s t fo u r  y e a rs  a f te r  th e  oil sp ill, th e  d is ru p t io n  o f  th e  sp ill a n d  th e  c le a n u p  
p e rs is ts  in  th e  co a s ta l v illa g e s  o f  th e  sp il l  re g io n . S o m e v illa g e s  a re  fa r in g  b e t te r  th a n  
o th e rs , b e c a u se  p e o p le  a n d  re g io n s  a re  d if fe re n t,  o ilin g  im p a c ts  w e re  d if fe re n t, a n d  the 
a b ility  o f loca l le a d e rs  to  in f lu e n c e  th e  p ro c e ss  d if fe re d  a s  w ell. H o w e v e r , ju s t  a s  su b tle  
c h a n g e s  in  w ild life  b e h a v io r  g iv e  a  c lu e  th a t  n a tu re  h a s  n o t  y e t r e a d ju s te d , th e  lin g e r ­
in g  p ro b le m s  w ith  s u b s is te n c e  h a rv e s t  a re  a c lu e  th a t  v illa g e s  h a v e  n o t e n t ire ly  r e a d ­
ju s te d  to  th e  p o s t-sp ill rea litie s . T o  m a n y  v illa g e  re s id e n ts ,  th in g s  s till ju s t  d o n 't  lo o k  
rig h t.

" F o r  a p e o p le  w h o s e  s u rv iv a l  h a s  lo n g  re lied  o n  th e ir  o b se rv a tio n s  o f  th e  n a tu ra l  
e n v iro n m e n t ,  su c h  s ig n s  c o n t in u e  to  w a r n  o f d a n g e r ,"  w ri te s  J im  Fall. " A n d  p e o p le  
h a v e  c o n t in u e d  to  r e s p o n d  in  a  c u l tu ra lly  a p p r o p r ia te  m a n n e r  —  w ith  c a u tio n . O u r  
a n a ly s is  o f  d a ta  a b o u t su b s is te n c e  u se s  in  A la sk a  N a tiv e  c o m m u n itie s  fo llo w in g  th e  
Exxon Valdez o il sp ill su g g e s ts  th a t w h ile  th e se  s ig n s  h a v e  p e rs is te d , c e r ta in  tra d i t io n a l  
fo o d s  h a v e  b e e n  a v o id e d  by  m a n y  h o u se h o ld s . U n til su c h  s ig n s  d is a p p e a r  a n d  p e o p le  
a re  a b le  to  p la c e  c o n f id e n c e  in  th e ir  o w n  a b ilitie s  to  a g a in  in te rp re t  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d  
th e ir  e n v iro n m e n t, rec o v e ry  f ro m  th e  Exxon Valdez d is a s te r  w ill lik e ly  re m a in  in c o m ­
p le te ." "

T h e  i n v a s i o n

T h e  to w n s  a n d  v illa g e s  o f th e  o il sp ill re g io n  w e re  tu rn e d  u p s id e  d o w n  b y  th e  
s ta g in g , lo g is tic s , a n d  p o lit ic s  o f th e  re sp o n se . In th e  s i  m m e r  o f  1989, th e  r e g u la r  
b u s in e s s  o f f ish in g  a n d  to u r is m  w a s  c o m p le te ly  o v e rw h e lm e d  b y  th e  b u s in e s s  o f  oil 
sp ill c le a n u p . T o w n  by  to w n , from  V a ld e z  to  K o d ia k  a n d  e v e ry w h e re  in  b e tw e e n , 
n o rm a l p a t te r n s  w e re  e i th e r  d is ru p te d ,  in te r ru p te d ,  o r  c o m p le te ly  w ip e d  o u t. It w o u ld  
b e  a  s u r re a l  s u m m e r , m a rk e d  by  w id e  s w in g s  in  e c o n o m ic  a n d  so c ia l ac tiv ity .

S o m e p e o p le  m a d e  a lo t o f m o n e y . B u s in esses  th a t  s u p p lie d  g e a r  —  e v e ry th in g  
fro m  g ro c e rie s  to  ra in g o a r, rak es, a n d  o u tb o a rd  e n g in e s  —  b o o m e d . H o te ls  w e re  fu ll, 
a ll th e  tim e. In  V a ld e z , n a tio n a l n e w s  o rg a n iz a tio n s  r e n te d  h o te l ro o m s  like  a p a r t ­
m e n ts , p a y in g  th e  d a ily  ra te  e v e n  w h e n  th e  ro o m  w a s  e m p ty , b e c a u s e  th e y  w o u ld  b e  
u n a b le  to  g e t a  ro o m  if th e y  left it. P e o p le  r e n te d  b a s e m e n ts ,  s p a re  b e d ro o m s , g a ra g e s , 
te n t  sp a c e  —  a n y w h e re  y o u  c o u ld  p a r k  a v is i to r  fo r th e  n ig h t.

T h e  lin e s  a t  local r e s ta u ra n ts  w e re  so  lo n g , a n d  h o u s in g  w a s  in  s u c h  s h o r t  su p p ly , 
th a t th e  s ta te  b e g a n  p ro v id in g  m e a ls  a n d  h o u s in g  (b o th  tr a n s ie n t  a n d  se a so n a l)  fo r  its 
w o rk e rs  in  V ald ez . T h e  c a te re d  m e a ls  (s im ila r  to  th e  o p c ia t io n s  a t  N o rth  S lo p e  o ilfie ld  
b ases) k e p t n u tr i t io n  a n d  m o ra le  u p , w h ile  lim itin g  th e  tim e  w a s te d  b y  p e o p le  s ta n d in g  
in line .

T h e  V a ld e z  a irp o r t,  w h ic h  u su a lly  h a n d le d  n o  m o re  th a n  20-30 f lig h ts  a d a y ,  
h a n d le d  h u n d r e d s  o f f lig h ts  e v e ry  d a y , all d a y , a ll s u m m e r . T h e  F ed e ra l A v ia tio n  
A d m in is tra tio n  a d d e d  V a ld e z  to w e r  s ta ff , a n d  fo r  a  tim e , a  U.S. C o a s t G u a rd  c u t te r  
s e rv e d  as  a n  a ir  traffic  c o n tro l c e n te r  in th e  S o u n d  itself.

A cro ss  f ro m  th e  a i rp o r t  in  V a ld e z , E xxon a n d  its  c o n tra c to r  b ro u g h t  in  p o r ta b le  
h o u s in g , s o m e  o f w h ic h  h a d  la s t se e n  d u ty  d u r in g  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  th e  T ra n s-A la sk a  
P ip e lin e  m o re  th a n  a  d e c a d e  b efo re . T h e  " m a n -c a m p ,"  a s  it w a s  c a lle d , w a s  th e  d o r m i­
to ry  fo r m o re  th a n  1,000 p e o p le  a t  v a r io u s  tim es . O u ts id e  o f  th e  h o u s in g  c e n te rs , 
t r a n s ie n ts  s e e k in g  c le a n u p  jo b s  p a rk e d  th e ir  c a rs  a n d  p ic k u p  tru c k s  a n d  c a m p e rs  in  
in fo rm a l c a m p s  a lo n g  th e  h ig h w a y  le a d in g  n o r th  o u t o f to w n . T h e se  s h a n ty  to w n s  
w e re  c lu s te re d  in g ra v e l p its , on  s a n d  b a rs  o f th e  b ra id e d  g lac ia l r iv e rs  th a t  f lo w e d  o u t 
o f  th e  m o u n ta in s , in  th e  a ld e r s  a n d  c o tto n w o o d  g ro v e s  o ff th e  h ig h w a y , a n d  in  th e  
un o ffic ia l c a m p g ro u n d  b e h in d  th e  c i ty 's  so ftb a ll fie lds. 'H ie  p re se n c e  w a s  so  o v e r ­
w h e lm in g , in  fact, th a t V a ld e z  —  a  c ity  th a t b u i l t  a sp e c ia l c o m p le x  to  a c c o m m o d a te  its 
fa m o u s  so f tb a ll to u rn a m e n ts  a t tra c tin g  te a m s  fro m  a r o u n d  th e  s ta te  a n d  n o r th e rn
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H o w e v e r ,  o s  G o v e r n o r  

S te v e  C o w p e r  o n c e  

o b s e rv e d  w ry ly , 

e n v iro n m e n ta l d is a s te r  is a  

p o o r  e c o n o m ic  

d e v e lo p m e n t  s tra te g y .

C a n a d a  —  p la y e d  no  'o f tb a ll th a t s u m m e r  o f 1989. T h e  se a so n  w a s  c a n c e le d .
E s tim a te s  v a ry , b u t  e v e n  th e  m o s t c o n s e rv a tiv e  f ig u re s  p la c e  V a ld e z 's  1989 s u m m e r  

p o p u la tio n  a t  m o re  th a n  10,000 p e o p le . T h e  to w n  h a s  a b o u t 2 ,500 y e a r - ro u n d  re s id e n ts , 
a n d  a n  in flu x  of s u m m e r  v is ito rs , c a n n e ry  w o rk e rs , a n d  o th e r  s e a so n a l tra ffic  u su a lly  
a d d s  1,000 o r  so  p e o p le  to  th e  to ta l. B ut th is  w a s  a m a ss iv e  in v a s io n , a n d  it c a u se d  
e v e ry th in g  fro m  a  b o o m  in  v a r io u s  e n tre p re n e u r ia l  c irc les  to  a  fea r o f in fe c tio u s  d ise a se  
s p re a d  by  u n c o n tro lle d  h u m a n  w a s te  d u m p in g  a n d  d isp o sa l. T ra ile rs  a n d  p o r ta b le  
h o u s in g  w e re  ro llin g  in to  to w n  o n  tru ck s ; te m p o ra ry  b u ild in g s  a n d  m o d if ic a tio n s  w ere  
g o in g  u p  w ith o u t sa fe ty  a n d  b u ild in g  in sp e c tio n s ; th e  m a y o r  a n d  th e  c ity  co u n c il felt 
th e y  h a d  lo s t co n tro l o f th e ir  to w n .45

T h e  o th e r  co asta l 
to w n s  o n  th e  h ig h w a y  
sy s te m  —  S e w a rd  a n d  
H o m e r  —  h a d  s im ila r  
ex p e r ie n c e s , a l th o u g h  the  
in f lu x  w a s  g e n e ra lly  
sm a lle r  th a n  in  V aldez.
T h e  c o m m a n d  ce n te rs  fo r 
g o v e rn m e n t  w e re  in  
V a ld e z , s o  m o re  p e o p le  —  
a n d  m o re  p e o p le  w h o  
w a n te d  to  ta lk  to  o r  se ll 
th in g s  to  th o s e  p e o p le  —  
g ra v ita te d  to  V ald ez . 
V a ld e z  w a s  a lso  th e  
d a te l in e  fo r  m o s t n e w s  
s to r ie s , so  p e o p le  d r if t in g  
n o r th  fo r  w o rk  o r  in tr ig u e  
te n d e d  to  w in d  u p  in  
V a ld e z  m o re  th a n  S ew ard  
o r  H o m e r . S till, S e w a rd 's  
p o p u la t io n  m o re  th a n  
d o u b le d ,  a n d  H o m e r  —  
a lw a y s  a m a g n e t in  
s u m m e r  fo r  tra n s ie n t 
f ish e rie s  w o rk e rs  a n d  
a d v e n tu r e r s  —  w as,

lite ra lly , u p  a ll n ig h t  e v e ry  n ig h t. It w a s  se v e ra l o rd e rs  o f m a g n itu d e  a b o v e  th e  n o rm a l 
s u m m e r t im e  ac tiv ity .

K o d ia k  a n d  C o rd o v a  fa re d  so m e w h a t b e t te r  th a n  th e ir  h ig h w a y  n e ig h b o rs , s im p ly  
b e c a u se  th o se  to w n s  a rc  h a rd e r  to  g e t to. T h e  tra n s ie n t p ro b le m  w a s  s o m e w h a t  re ­
d u c e d , a l th o u g h  v a r io u s  c le a n u p  c o m m a n d  s ta tio n s  b ro u g h t  a  h ig h  n u m b e r  o f E xxon, 
V E C O  (E x x o n 's  c le a n u p  co n tra c to r) , fe d e ra l a n d  s ta te  g o v e rn m e n t p e o p le  to  to w n s  
w h o s e  h o u s in g , se rv ic e  in d u s tr ie s ,  a n d  g o v e rn m e n t se rv ic es  w e re  n o t p r e p a re d  to  
h a n d le  e i th e r  th e  in c re ase  in  d e m a n d s ,  o r  th e  sp e e d  w ith  w h ic h  th e  in c re a se  h a p p e n e d . 
S erv ices , te m p e rs , a n d  b u d g e ts  w e re  s tre tc h e d  to  th e ir  lim its  —  a n d , in  m a n y  cases, 
th e y  s n a p p e d .

fh e re  w e re  so m e  p o s it iv e  e c o n o m ic  a sp e c ts  to  th e  in f lu x  o f  p e o p le  a n d  cash .
S erv ice  c o m p a n ie s , su c h  as  th o se  th a t  p ro v id e d  c a te rin g  a n d  o th e r  s u p p o r t  to  th e  
E x xon-V E C O  o ffsh o re  c le a n u p  forces, h a d  a p ro s p e ro u s  se aso n . R e ta il s a le s  in  all to w n s  
w e re  g e n e ra lly  h ig h . T h e  s ta te 's  u n e m p lo y m e n t ra te  d r o p p e d ,  a n d  e c o n o m is ts  g e n e r­
a lly  a g re e  th a t  th e  m in i-b o o m  of th e  c le a n u p  y e a rs  (esp ec ia lly  1989-90) p ro v id e d  A laska  
w ith  a  b r ie f  re sp ite  fro m  se v e ra l co n se c u tiv e  y e a rs  o f  e c o n o m ic  s ta g n a t io n  c a u se d  by  
fa llin g  w o rld  oil p rices.

H o w e v e r , a s  G o v e rn o r  S teve  C o w p e r  o n c e  o b se rv e d  w ry ly , e n v iro n m e n ta l  d isa s te r  
is a p o o r  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t s tra te g y .

Just a  small part o f the tremendous influx of supplies, housing units and cleanup equipment.
Photo by Pamela Bergman
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The s tre s s  lev e ls , th e  

s u d d e n  tlo w  o f m o n e y , th e  

influx o f  tra n s ie n ts  w ith  n o  

o b lig a tio n s  o r  c o n n e c t io n s  

to  th e  com m unities, all 

h e lp e d  m a k e  d a y - to - d a y  

life in Ih e  spill to w n s  in 

1 9 8 9  a  b iz a r r e ,  u n se ttlin g , 

a n d  o c c a s io n a lly  

d a n g e r o u s  e x p e r ie n c e .

M u c h  o f  th e  s u m m e r ,  m a n y  sm a ll re ta il b u s in e s se s  w e re  r ich  o n  p a p e r , b u t  d e s p e r ­
a te ly  s h o r t  o f  c a sh  flow . A critica l p ro b le m  re p o r te d  th ro u g h o u t  th e  m a jo r  to w n s  in  
Ju n e  a n d  Ju ly  w a s  th e  b ac k lo g  o f u n p a id  in v o iv e s  b y  Exxon a n d , m o re  c o m m o n ly , b y  
its c o n tra c to r , V EC O .'w' T h e  sy s te m  w a s  s im p ly  b u r ie d  in  p u rc h a s e  o rd e rs , d e liv e ry  
o rd e rs , rec e ip ts , in v o ic e s  a n d  b ills, a n d  m a n y  p e o p le  w e re  n o t g e t t in g  p a id . E sp ec ia lly  
in  th e  s m a lle r  to w n s , re ta il b u s in e sse s  h a d  lim ite d  c a sh  re se rv e s  a v a ila b le  a n d  c o u ld  
n o t  c a rry  in v e n to ry  a n d  la rg e  a m o u n ts  in  re c e iv a b le s  a t  th e  s a m e  tim e . O n e  c o n tra c to r  
—  th e  cc. o u te r  p ro v id e r  to  th e  K o d ia k  o ffices o f E x x o n  a n d  V E C O  —  s h u t  d o w n  th e  
sy s te m  in  p ro te s t  o f s lo w  p a y m e n t; w h e n  V E C O  tr ie d  to  log  o n  its  c o m p u te rs  o n e  d a y , 
a ll it g o t o n  th e  sc re e n  w a s  a  m e ssa g e  f ro m  th e  c o n tra c to r  d e m a n d in g  p a y m e n t. E v e n ­
tu a lly , p a y m e n ts  c a u g h t u p  w ith  b ills, b u t  th in g s  w e re  in  so m e  d is a r r a y  fo r se v e ra l 
m o n th s .

A  g o o d  d e a l o f E x x o n 's  $2 b ill io n 17 s ta y e d  in  A lask a , b u t  m u c h  o f it w e n t o u ts id e  
w ith  p e o p le  w h o  left th e  s ta te  a f te r  th e  s u m m e r  jo b s  e n d e d . T h e  jo b s  th e m se lv e s  w e re  
tr a n s ie n t  a n d  la rg e ly  u n sk il le d  p o s itio n s , h a rd ly  th e  k in d  o f jo b s  th a t  b u ild  e c o n o m ic  
s ta b ili ty . A n d  w ith  th e  s u d d e n  in flu x  o f  u n sk il le d  w o rk e rs  s e e k in g  h ig h -w a g e  jo b s  
ca m e  th e  p e t ty  c r im e  a n d  soc ia l d is r u p t io n  n o rm a l to  f ro n tie r  b o o m lo w n s .

F ig h ts , th e fts , d o m e s tic  v io len ce  a n d  d r u n k e n e s s  a ll ro se  s u b s ta n tia l ly  in  a ll th e  
to w n s  o f th e  sp ill a re a . In  S e w a rd  th e  c ity  m a n a g e r  r e p o r te d  th a t  c r im e  w e n t  u p  100 
p e rc e n t. In  o n e  m o n th  la te  in  th e  fall, th e re  w e re  134 d r u n k e n  d r iv in g  ca se s  o n  th e  local 
c o u r t  c a le n d a r ; th is  w a s , in  ra w  n u m b e rs , a s  if se v e n  p e rc e n t o f tine w h o le  to w n  —  m e n , 
w o m e n , s c h u o lk id s  a n d  b ab ie s  —  w e re  u p  o n  DW 1 c h a rg e s  a t  th e  s a m e  lim e.

M e n ta l h e a lth  su f fe re d , a n d  so  d id  th e  se rv ic e  
p ro v id e rs .  In  K o d iak , m e n ta l  h e a lth  a d m is s io n s  
w e re  u p  72. p e rc e n t; in  H o m e r , th e  in c re a se  w a s  
177 p e rc e n t, w ith  a 200 p e rc e n t in c re a se  in 
d e m a n d  fo r  su b s ta n c e  a b u s e  tre a tm e n t; in  
C o rd o v a , m e n ta l h e a lth  w o rk e rs  h a n d le d  a 28 
p e rc e n t in c re a se  in  d r u g  a n d  a lc o h o l a b u s e  
re fe rra ls ; in  V a ld e z , c o u r t-o rd e re d  su b s ta n c e  
a b u s e  tre a tm e n t fo r c o n v ic te d  d r u n k  d r iv e r s  ro se  
f ro m  a n  a v e ra g e  o f  five  p e r  m o n th  to  15 p e r  
m o n th  th a t  su m m er.®  D o m e s tic  v io le n c e  re p o r ts  
o n  th e  K en a i P e n in s u la  ro se  s te e p ly , a n d  th e  local 
w o m e n 's  sh e lte rs  in  K en a i-S o ld o tn a  a n d  H o m e r  
w e re  fu ll.

C h ild  ca re  w a s  a p a r t ic u la r  p ro b le m . F o r o n e  
th in g , n o rm a l w o rk  p a t te rn s  w e re  c o m p le te ly  
a l te re d  b y  th e  sp ill. M o th e rs  a n d  fa th e rs  w e re  
g o n e  lo n g e r, w o rk in g  o d d  o r  in c o n s is te n t h o u rs , 
a n d  w o rn  o u t w h e n  th e y  g o t h o m e . T h is  c a u se d  
b o th  a  p ro b le m  in  s c h e d u lin g  a n d  a p ro b le m  in 
b e h a v io r ; s tre s s  w o rk e d  o n  th e  c h i ld re n  a s  w ell, 
m a k in g  th in g s  h a r d e r  o n  ca re -g iv e rs . In  a d d i t io n , 
th e re  w a s  a  s e v e re  sh o r ta g e  o f  c h ild  ca re  w o rk e rs  
a n d  h o m e  c a re -g iv e rs . T h e  h ig h  w a g e s  o f  o il sp ill 
c le a n u p  p u lle d  w o rk e rs  f ro m  th e  tra d itio n a lly  
lo w e r  p a y in g  c h ild  ca re  jo b s , so  th e re  w e re  s im p ly  
few er p e o p le  a v a ila b le  to  w o rk  in  th e  c h ild  ca re  
c e n te rs . A ll sm a ll b u s in e s se s  s u f fe re d  f ro m  a 
s im ila r  p ro b le m  in  th e  sp ill a re a . G ro c e ry  S tock­
ers , re ta il c le rk s , m e c h a n ic s , a n d  a ll k in d s  o f w ag e  
w o rk e rs  le ft th e ir  r e g u la r  jo b s  fo r  o il sp ill w o rk , 
le a v in g  th e  b u s in e s s  o w n e rs  e i th e r  w o rk in g  

c o n t in u o u s  sh if ts , o r  lo s in g  b u s in e s s  b e c a u se  o f  s ta ff  a n d  se rv ic e  sh o r ta g e s . B u t th is  
p ro b le m  w a s  e sp ec ia lly  n< u te  fo r  c h ild  ca re  c e n te rs , s in c e  w o rk e rs  m u s t  n o t  o n ly  b e

Protests such as this one in Kodiak mourned the loss o f more than sea 
life -  the social disruption made life in many communiles chaotic

Phclo by Rob Schaeffer
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The d e ta i ls  o f  th e  spill 

r e s p o n s e  -  w h e r e  

e q u ip m e n t w a s  s to re d ,  

w h e r e  tra n s ie n ts  s le p t, h o w  

g a r b a g e  a n d  h u m an  w a s te  

w e r e  h a n d le d ,  h o w  lo c a l 

c o p s  d e a l t  w ith  th e  

p o p u la tio n  e x p lo s io n  — fell 

to  lo ca l e l e c t e d  offic ia ls, 

most o f w h o m  a r e  

v o lu n te e rs  o r  p a r t- tim e rs .

ce rtif ied  a s  q u a lif ie d  by the  s ta te , b u t a lso  d e e m e d  sa fe  a n d  d e p e n d a b le  b y  th e  p a re n ts . 
E xxon o ffe red , a t  o n e  p o in t, to  b r in g  in  tra n s ie n t w o rk e rs  fro m  V a ld e z  to  s e rv e  a s  ch ild  
ca re  g iv e rs  in C o rd o v a , a p ro sp e c t th a t  w a s  n o t  o n ly  im p o ss ib le  u n d e r  s ta te  ru le s , b u t  
tro u b lin g  to  p a re n ts .

T h e  s tre s s  levels , th e  s u d d e n  flow  o f m o n e y , th e  in flux  o f  tra n s ie n ts  w ith  n o  
o b lig a tio n s  o r  c o n n e c tio n s  to  th e  c o m m u n itie s , all h e lp e d  m a k e  d a y - to -d a y  life in  th e  
sp ill to w n s  in  1989 a  b iz a rre , u n se ttl in g , a n d  o cc as io n a lly  d a n g e r o u s  e x p e rien c e .

T h e  sm a lle r  to w n s  —  S e ld o v ia  a n d  th e  v illag e s  —  h a d  th e ir  o w n  k in d s  of p ro b ­
lem s. T hey , too , h a d  to  a c c o m m o d a te  a re la tiv e ly  s h a rp  in c re ase  in  s tra n g e rs .  N a tiv e  
v illag e s  te n d  to  b e  so m e w h a t c lo sed  so c ie ties . T h e re  a rc  few  rea lly  p u b lic  sp a c e s , in  the 
A m e ric a n  sense . V illages a re  m o re  a se rie s  o f  p r iv a te  p laces , a n d  th e  s tre e ts  a re  m o re  
like th e  h a llw a y s  b e tw e e n  th e  ro o m s  o f a p r iv a te  fam ily  h o m e . V is ito rs  ro a m in g  a ro u n d  
a t w ill, u s in g  th e  a irs tr ip , s to r in g  m a te r ia ls , o r  i r  i ig th e  c o m m u n ity  h a ll  o r  th e  schoo l 
w ith o u t g e ttin g  fu ll p e rm is s io n  o r  c o n s u ltin g  w ith  v illag e  le a d e rs h ip , a re  all v ie w e d  as 
ru d e  o r  in a p p ro p r ia te  b eh a v io r .

A s in  th e  b ig g e r  to w n s , g o o d  m ix e d  w ith  th e  b a d . E m p lo y m e n t, in  th e  fo rm  of 
$ 1 6 .6 9 -p e r-h o u r b ea ch  c le a n in g  jobs, p ro v id e d  s ig n if ic a n t f lo o d s  o f  ca sh  in to  to w n s  
w h e re  m o n e y  is u s u a lly  in  s h o r t  su p p ly . P e o p le  w e re  ab le  to  b u y  a l l- te r ra in  v eh ic le s , 
d ie se l h e a te rs  (to  s u p p le m e n t  w o o d  h e a te rs ) , a n d  lu x u r ie s  s u c h  a s  v id e o  c a sse tte  
re c o rd e rs ; th e re  w e re  sc a tte re d  re p o r ts  o f p e o p le  in v e s tin g  o il sp il l  e a rn in g s  in to  
sa te llite  d ish e s  fo r  th e ir  te lev is io n s. S ev e ra l o f th e  v illag e s  (E n g lish  B ay a n d  C h e n e g a  
B ay, fo r ex a m p le )  re n te d  c o m m u n ity -o w n e d  fac ilitie s  su c h  a s  d o ck s , b u n k  h o u se s  a n d  
h e a v y  m a c h in e ry  to  E xxon o r  V EC O , g iv in g  th e  local g o v e rn m e n t o r  v illa g e  c o rp o ra ­
tio n  u n e x p e c te d  incom e.

L ike in  th e  b ig g e r  to w n s , h o w e v e r , d r u g  a n d  a lco h o l a b u s e  ro se , s h a rp ly  in  so m e  
cases. A lco h o l a b u s e  is p ro b a b ly  th e  b ig g e s t so c ia l a n d  h e a lth  p ro b le m  in  r u ra l  A lask a , 
a n d  v illag e s  s tru g g le  w ith  it a n d  a g a in s t it o n  a r e g u la r  bas is . A h k io k , a t th e  so u th e rn  
e n d  o f  K o d iak  I s la n d , h a d  in  p re v io u s  y e a rs  d e v e lo p e d  a g ro w in g  s o b r ie ty  m o v e m e n t. 
W h e re  a lco h o lism  h a d  o n ce  affec ted  90 p e rc e n t o f th e  p o p u la tio n ,  c o m m u n ity  e ffo rts  
h a d  n e a r ly  re v e rse d  th a t n u m b e r  b y  1988, a s  85 p e rc e n t o f th e  p o p u la t io n  o f  100 p e o p le  
w e re  c o n s id e re d  so b e r. Y et b y  m id -O c to b e r  1989, a f te r  a  se a so n  of c a sh  e m p lo y m e n t 
a n d  a d is ru p t io n  o f  th e  local s u p p o r t  n e tw o rk , so b r ie ty  h a d  d r o p p e d  to  55 p e rc e n t. 
C r im e  ro se  w ith  th e  d r in k in g . T h e  v illag e  h a d  to  h ire  a v illa g e  p u b lic  sa fe ty  o fficer to  
h a n d le  n ig h t ca lls  a n d  a c c id e n ts .40

L ocal g o v e rn m e n ts  fo u n d  th e m se lv e s  o n  th e  f ro n t lin e s  m o re  th a n  th e y  w a n te d  to  
be. T h e  d e ta ils  o f  th e  sp ill re sp o n se  —  w h e re  e q u ip m e n t  w a s  s to re d ,  w h e re  tra n s ie n ts  
s le p t, h o w  g a rb a g e  a n d  h u m a n  w a s te  w e re  h a n d le d ,  h o w  local c o p s  d e a l t  w ith  th e  
p o p u la tio n  ex p lo s io n  —  fell to  local e le c te d  o ffic ia ls , m o s t o f w h o m  w e re  v o lu n te e rs  o r  
p a r t- t im e rs .50 C ity  a d m in is tra tio n  in  m o s t  p la c e s  w a s  s w a m p e d  w ith  sp il l- re la te d  
w o rk : p ro c e ss in g  b ills, c h a s in g  re p a y m e n t f ro m  th e  s ta te  a n d  f ro m  E xxon , h a n d l in g  
e x tra o rd in a ry  p a y ro ll  a n d  a c c o u n tin g  d u tie s , p ro v id in g  s ta ff  s u p p o r t  to  th e  e x p lo s io n  
o f offic ia l a c tiv itie s  —  th e  m u lt i-a g e n c y  c o o rd in a tin g  c o m m itte e s , th e  "o iled  m a y o rs "  
g ro u p , to w n  m e e tin g s , etc. C ity  se rv ice  w o rk e rs  —  th e  po lice , fire  d e p a r tm e n t ,  p a rk s  
m a n a g e rs , g a rb a g e  co llec to rs , ro a d  a n d  s tre e t  m a in te n a n c e  w o rk e rs , d o c k  m a n a g e rs  
a n d  h a rb o r  m a s te rs  —  w ere  w o rk in g  se v e n -d a y  w ee k s . C ity  fac ilitie s  —  la n d fills , 
s e w a g e  tre a tm e n t p la n ts  o r  la g o o n s , c o m m u n ity  h a lls , sch o o ls , d o c k s  —  w e re  b e in g  
filled  u p , o v e rw o rk e d  a n d  u n d e r -m a in ta in e d . It s o u n d s  a  b it  p e t ty  to  s ta c k  th e se  
p ro b le m s  a g a in s t th e  p o llu tio n  w a sh in g  u p  o n  th e  b e a c h e s  a n d  th e  a n im a ls  d y in g , b u t  
it w a s  a  p ro b le m  n o n e th e le ss . T h ese  w e re  th e  d e ta ils  o f  th e  o il sp ill re s p o n s e  sy s te m , 
a n d  if th e  d e ta ils  w e r e n 't  h a n d le d ,  th e  w h o le  th in g  w o u ld  h a v e  c o lla p se d , s ta lle d , ar 
c a u se d  co lla te ra l d a m a g e .

It co s t m o n e y . S o m e g o v e rn m e n ts  h a d  g o o d  c a sh  f lo w  o r c a sh  re s e rv e s  (V a ldez , 
w h ic h  g e ts  m o s t o f its  re v e n u e  fro m  p ro p e r ty  tax es  o n  the  A ly esk a  p ip e lin e  te rm in a l) , 
w h ile  o th e rs  d id  n o t (C o rd o v a  a n d  K o d iak  d e p e n d  o n  sa le s  tax es, p e rso n a l p ro p e r ty  
taxes , a n d  raw  fish  tax  s h a re d  w ith  th e  s ta te ). E v e ry  e x tra  e x p e n d itu re  re q u ir e d  so m e  
k in d  o f  official a p p ro v a l b y  e lec ted  offic ia ls, a n d  e le c te d  o ffic ia ls  w e re  n e rv o u s  a b o u t
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In M a y ,  a  h a n d fu l o f 

m a y o rs  from  th e  s p i l l - a re a  

com m unities  c o a le s c e d  in to  

a  g r o u p  th a t  c a m e  to  b e  

k n o w n  a s  th e  O i le d  

M a y o r s  C o m m itte e , w h ich  

w a s  lo o se ly  c o n n e c t e d  to  

th e  A la s k a  C o n f e r e n c e  of 

AAayors,

th e  fact th a t th e y  w e re  a u th o r iz in g  e x tra o rd in a ry  e x p e n d itu re s  w ith o u t  a g u a ra n te e  
th e y  w o u ld  b e  re p a id .

P o litica lly  a lso , th e  m a y o rs  a n d  c ity  co u n c ils  w e re  a lso  r ig h t o n  th e  f ro n t lines . T h ey  
w e re , in  ev e ry  case , d e a lin g  w ith  a n  u n se ttle d , a n g ry , a n d  f ru s tra te d  p o p u la t io n  w ith  a 
w id e  v a r ie ty  o f  c o m p la in ts  a n d  p ro b lem s: T h e  b u s in e s s  o w n e r  w h o  w a s n 't  g e t t in g  p a id  
by  V EC O , th e  p r o p e r ty  o w n e r  c o m p la in in g  a b o u t th e  tra n s ie n ts  c u t t in g  d o w n  h is  tree s  
fo r w o o d  o r  d e fe c a tin g  in  th e  c re ek  n e a r  h is  h o u se , th e  local a c tiv is ts  d e m a n d in g  m o re  
a c tio n  o n  th e  b ea ch e s , th e  v esse l o w n e r  w h o  w a s n 't  g e ttin g  ca lle d  fo r  sp il l  w o rk , th e  
ta x p a y e rs  w o n d e r in g  w h o  w a s  g o in g  to  co v e r  th e  e x tra  re sp o n se  c o s ts  if E xxon  d id n 't .

In M ay , a h a n d fu l  o f  m a y o rs  fro m  th e  s p il l-a re a  c o m m u n itie s  c o a le sc e d  in to  a 
g ro u p  th a t  c a m e  to  b e  k n o w n  as  th e  O ile d  M a y o rs  C o m m itte e , w h ic h  w a s  lo o se ly  
c o n n e c te d  to  th e  A lask a  C o n fe re n c e  o f M a y o rs . T h e  m a y o rs  m e t f re q u e n tly  th ro u g h o u t  
th e  s u m m e r  o f 1989, m o s tly  to  e x c h a n g e  n o te s , in fo rm a tio n , p ro b le m s  a n d  so lu tio n s . 
T h e  co re  m e m b e rsh ip  in c lu d e d  th e  m a y o rs  o f K o d ia k  (city  a n d  b o ro u g h ) , V a ld e z , 
C o rd o v a , W h ittie r , S e w a rd  a n d  H o m er; th e  K en a i B o ro u g h  m a y o r  jo in e d  th e  g r o u p  fo r 
key  d isc u ss io n s , a n d  so m e  v illag e  m a y o rs  w e re  g r a d u a lly  in c lu d e d . A tte n d a n c e  w a s  
flex ib le, d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  is su e  a t  h a n d , th e  fa tig u e  lev e l o f  c e r ta in  m a y o rs , th e  p a ­
tien ce  o f  o th e rs , th e  ca sh  av a ila b le  fo r trav e l, a n d  th e  m o o d  o f  th e  a p p lic a b le  c ity  
co u n c il o r  e le c to ra te  in  a  g iv e n  to w n .

T h e  firs t is su e  th a t d re w  th e  g ro u p  to g e th e r  in  M a y  a n d  Ju n e  w a s  m o n e y : sp e c if i­
ca lly , r e p a y m e n t fo r in c re m e n ta l c ity  o r  b o ro u g h  e x p e n se s  d u e  to  th e  o il sp ill re sp o n se .

S o m e  o f th e  c o m m u n itie s  h a d  m a n a g e d  to  g e t c o m m itm e n ts  o r  c a sh  f ro m  E xxon, 
th e  s ta te  g o v e rn m e n t, o r  b o th . T h e  s la te , th ro u g h  D E C , s e t  u p  r e p a y m e n t  a g re e m e n ts  
w ith  so m e  o f  th e  p r in c ip a l g o v e rn m e n ts  —  th e  K en a i b o ro u g h , V a ld e z , a n d  C o rd o v a  —  
a n d  e v e n tu a lly  n e a r ly  all th e  c o m m u n itie s  w e re  c o v e re d  b y  a g re e m e n ts  a t o ra t im e  o r  
a n o th e r . T h ese  re p a y m e n t a g re e m e n ts  w e re  b a s e d  o n  a p ro v is io n  o f s ta te  law  .h a t 
a llo w s  th e  c o m m iss io n e r  o f  th e  D E C  to  u se  th e  s ta te 's  r e sp o n se  fu n d  to  re im b u rs e  
c o m m u n itie s  fo r sp ill-re lr.te d  ex p e n se s . H o w e v e r , th e  law  a n d  its  p re v a il in g  in te rp re ta ­
tio n s  a t  th e  tim e  d e f in e d  sp ill-re la te d  e x p e n se s  fa ir ly  tech n ica lly  (o r  n a r ro w ly ,  a s  th e  
m a y o rs  sa w  it). D E C , w ith  its  sp ec ific  re sp o n s ib ility  fo r tec lm ica l a s p e c ts  o f  sp ill 
re sp o n se , tr a d itio n a lly  p a id  fo r  th in g s  w ith  oil o n  th e m , so  to  sp e a k : m o n e y  fo r  b o o r ,  
o r  su p p lie s  o r  w a g e s  p a id  d ire c tly  fo r c le a n in g  oil. T h e  n u .y o rs  w e re  in te re s te d  in  
re p a y m e n t fo r  a b ro a d e r  ra n g e  of co s ts , m o re  like e m e rg e n c y  d is a s te r  fu n d in g  th a n  oil 
sp ill re sp o n se .

T h e  m a y o rs  t u r n  d  to  E xxon , w h ic h  h a d  a lre a d y  e x p re s se d  a w illin g n e s s  to  re p a y  
o u t-o f-p o c k e t e x p e n se s . In  so m e  cases, th e  c o m p a n y  h a d  a lre a d y  m a d e  u p - f ro n t 
p a y m e n ts  o r  m a d e  c o m m itm e n ts  fo r sp ec ific  a m o u n ts  to  c e r ta in  c o m m u n itie s .51 H o w ­
e v e r, th e  m a y o rs  w e re  c o n c e rn e d  b e c a u se  m e re  w a s  n o  e q u ita b le  d is t r ib u t io n  o r  p a t te rn  
fo r d is tr ib u t in g  im p a c t f u n d s  o r  re im b u rse m e n ts . G o v e rn m e n ts  w ith  q u ic k - th in k in g  
offic ia ls, th o se  w h o  h a d  p e o p le  in  th e  r ig h t p la ce  a t  th e  r ig h t tim e, o r  th o se  w ith  th e  
m o n e y  a n d  p e o p le  r e q u ire d  to  tra v e l a n d  g e l access to  th e  r ig h t E xxon  o ffic ia ls , w e re  
ab le  to  se c u re  c o m m itm e n ts  ea rly . O th e rs  w e re  no t.

T h e  m a y o rs  p ro p o s e d  to  d e v e lo p  a  s ta n d a r d  c o m m u n ity  a g re e m e n t th a t w o u ld  
g u a ra n te e  r e p a y m e n t to  a ll a ffec ted  c o m m u n itie s  u n d e r  th e  s a m e  te rm s , sc h e d u le s , a n d  
ra tes . In  la te  M ay , th e y  a s k e d  E xxon  o ffic ia ls  to  m e e t w ith  th e m  in  th e  A n c h o ra g e  office 
o f  G o v e rn o r  S tev e  C o w p e r.

T h e  m e e tin g  w e n t  b a d ly . T h e  m a y o rs  h a d  s e n t  a d ra f t  a g re e m e n t to  E xxon  a n d  
ex p e c te d  a n e g o tia t in g  se ss io n ; E xxon  se n t, in s te a d , tw o  p u b lic  re la tio n s  o ffic ia ls  w h o  
a p p e a re d  to  h a v e  n e i th e r  th e  a u th o r i ty  n o r  th e  in fo rm a tio n  n e c e s sa ry  fo r  n e g o tia tio n . 
T h e  m a y o rs , a lre a d y  f ru s t ra te d  a n d  a lre a d y  u n d e r  p re s s u re  fro m  th e ir  c o n s ti tu e n ts  to  
a lle v ia te  p ro b le m s  a t  h o m e , w e re  le ft e m p ty -h a n d e d  a n d  a n g ry . N e g o tia t io n s  n e v e r  g o t 
m u c h  b e tte r . E xxon  e v e n tu a lly  se n t o v e r  a  p ro p o sa l th a t  w o u ld  h a v e  tu rn e d  th e  c itie s  
in to  E x x o n  c n tra c to rs , a  p ro s p e c t  th e  m a y o rs  e i th e r  fo u n d  p o litica lly  d is ta s te fu l  o r  
c o n tra c tu a lly  in a p p ro p r ia te .  T h e  e ffo rt to  e s ta b lish  c o m m u n ity  a g re e m e n ts  w ith  E xxon 
fell a p a r t  in  a b la z e  o f p u b lic ity  a n d  b a d  feelings,

In  fact, th e  a g re e m e n t th e  m a y o rs  w a s  se e k in g  w a s  little  m o re  th a n  a  w ritte n ,

118 THE EXXON VALDEZ OIL SPILL



G o v e rn m e n t  o ffic ia ls  

b u rn e d  ou t. S e v e ra l  

m a y o rs  d id  n o t s e e k  

r e e le c tio n  in th e  fall. T he 

tu rn o v e r  o n  c ity  co u n c ils  

v /a s  u nusua lly  h ig h  (m ost o f 

S e ld o v ia 's  city  counc il just 

ie s ig n e d  in th e  m id d le  of 

th e  sum m er). T h e  to w n s  

w e r e  a  m ess.

c o n tra c tu a l  e x p re ss io n  o f w h a t E xxon  w a s  d o in g  a lre a d y . T h e  c o m p a n y  h a d  a lre a d y  
to ld  c o m m u n itie s  it w o u ld  r e p a y  th e m  fo r le g itim a te  sp il l- re la te d  e x p e n se s , a n d ,  e v e n  
w ith o u t  th e  a g re e m e n ts , it p a id  a lm o s t $10  m illio n  in  r e im b u rs e m e n ts  to  a ffec ted  local 
g o v e rn m e n ts  in  1989. A n d  a c c o rd in g  to  o n e  o f th e  m o s t  in f lu e n tia l m a y o rs , E xxon  
te n d e d  to  re im b u rse  p r o m p tly .52 T h e  m a in  p ro b le m s , f ro m  th e  m a y o rs ' s ta n d p o in t ,  
w e r e  th a t  th e  ird hoc re im b u rs e m e n t p o licy  fa v o re d  la rg e r , b e tte r -s ta f fe d  c o m m u n itie s  
o v e r  sm a lle r  o n e s  (s in ce  b ig g e r  c itie s  h a d  a c c o u n tin g  s ta ff  o r  c o u ld  h ire  la w y e rs  a n d  
a c c o u n ta n ts  to  h a n d le  th e  issu e), c itie s  w e re  p u t  in  th e  u n c o m fo r ta b le  p o s it io n  o f 
m a k in g  e m e rg e n c y  e x p e n d itu re s  w ith o u t  a g u a r a n te e  E x x o n  w o u ld  a c c e p t it a s  leg iti­
m a te , a n d  c itie s  w e re  s p e n d in g  th e ir  o w n  ta x p a y e rs  m o n e y  —  u p  f ro n t  —  o n  a p ro b le m  
th e  ta x p a y e rs  d id n 't  cau se .

"S o m e  local ju r isd ic tio n s  d id  h a v e  r r.-e rv e s  th a t  c o u ld  a c c o m m o d a te  s u c h  e x p e n d i­
tu re s , b u t  o th e rs  d id  n o t,"  a s u m m a ry  re p o r t c o m m iss io n e d  b y  th e  O ile d  M a y o rs ' 
g r o u p  re a d s . "T h e re  w e re  in s ta n c e s  w h e re  E xxon a d v a n c e d  fu n d s  fo r  e x p e c te d  e x p e n ­
d itu re s .  H o w e v e r , th e re  w a s  n o  c o n s is te n t p o lic y  o r  m e c h a n ism  to  a d v a n c e  fu n d s  to  
c o m m u n itie s . T h u s , it w a s  th e  q u a l i ty  o f  in d iv id u a l re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  E x x o n  offic ia ls, 
c h a n c e , p o litica l le v erag e , o r  th e  neg  tia tio n  re so u rc e s  o f  c o m m u n itie s  th a t a s s is te d  
w ith  g e ttin g  re im b u rs e m e n t o r  c a sh  a d v a n c e s ."53

R e b u ffe d  b y  E xxon  in  e a r ly  Ju n e , th e  m a y o rs  th e n  tu r n e d  to  th e  s ta te  fo r  relief. T h e  
s ta te , w h ile  sy m p a th e tic , d id  n o t  h a v e  ex a c tly  w h a t th e  c itie s  w a n te d ,  e i th e r .  T h e  ru le s  
a b o u t u se  o f th e  s ta te  re p o n se  fu n d  w e re  s tr ic t; it w a s  n o t a  d is a s te r  re lie f fu n d , a n d  it 
w o u ld  p ro b a b ly  be illegal to  u se  th o se  p u b lic  m o n ie s  o n  m a n y  o f  th e  th in g s  fo r  w h ic h  
th e  c itie s  s o u g h t p a y m e n t (leg a l fees, fo r in s tan c e). T h e  m o n e y  th e  s ta te  L e g is la tu re  h a d  
g iv e n  to  th e  G o v e rn o r  fo r  e m e rg e n c y  e x p e n se s  c a r r ie d  a  s im ila r  r e q u ire m e n t. A n d  in  
n e i th e r  ca se  c o u ld  th e  s ta te  le g a lly  g iv e  c o m m u n itie s  u p - f r o n t  g ra n ts ,  fo r u n sp e c if ie d  
e x p e n se s , fro m  re sp o n se  fu n d s . A s  lo n g  as  E xxon  w a s  w illin g  to  m a k e  r e im b u rs e m e n ts  
—  a n d  it w a s  in d e e d  w ritin g  th e  c h e c k s  —  s ta te  o ffic ia ls  d id  n o t  feel it w a s  a p p ro p r ia te  
o r  n e c e s sa ry  to  s tre tc h  th e  ru le s  g o v e rn in g  th e  u s e  o f  r e s p o n s e  fu n d s .

A ll th is  w o u ld  b e  little  m o re  th a n  a d isc u ss io n  o f  in te rg o v e rn m e n t  w ra n g lin g  a n d  
a c c o u n tin g  m in u t ia e  if it w e re  n o t  a  s y m p to m  o f a  la rg e r  p ro b le m . T h e re  w e re , in d e e d , 
le g itim a te  c o n c e rn s  a n d  a c c o u n tin g  g a p s  in  th e  s y s te m  th e  c itie s  h a d  to  d e a l  w ith . 
H o w e v e r , in  a  la rg e r  se n se , th e  a p p a r e n t  in a b ility  o f  local g o v e rn m e n t  le a d e rs  to  m a k e  
E xxon  d o  w h a t  the  loca ls w a n te d  d o n e  c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  se n se  o f  p o w e r le s s n e s s  a n d  
f ru s tra t io n  in  th e  to w n s . G o v e rn m e n t o ffic ia ls  b u r n e d  o u t. S ev e ra l m a y o rs  d id  n o t se ek  
re e le c tio n  in  th e  fall. T h e  tu rn o v e r  o n  c ity  c o u n c ils  w a s  u n u s u a lly  h ig h  (m o s t o f 
S e ld o v ia 's  city  co u n c il ju s t re s ig n e d  in  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  su m m e r) .  W ith  a  few  n o ta b le  
e x c e p tio n s , local g o v e rn m e n ts  w e re  in  u p h e a v a l . S o m e  local ta x p a y e rs  w e re  s tu c k  w ith  
u n p a id  b ills. T h e  to w n s  w e re  a m ess .

W h e n  S e p te m b e r  ro lle d  a r o u n d  a n d  E xxon  p u lle d  o u t o f th e  sp il l  to w n s  fo r the  
w in te r ,  th e re  w a s  a m ix  of s a d n e s s  a n d  relief. P e o p le  g e n e ra lly  d id n 't  feel E xxon  h a d  
f in ish e d  th e  job , b u t th e y  w e re  h a p p y  to  b e  left a lo n e  a g a in . T h e  s u m m e r  o f  1989 h a d  
p re s e n te d  lo ts  o f  o p p o r tu n it ie s  fo r  so m e  p e o p le  to  m a k e  m o n e y , b u t  it c a m e  a t  a h ig h  
p ric e  in  th e  c o a s ta l to w n s . L ic a i g o v e rn m e n ts  fell a p a r t ,  f r ie n d s h ip s  a n d  re la tio n sh ip s  
w e re  s tre tc h e d  a n d  b ro k e n , n e rv e s  w e re  sc ra p e d  ra w , a n d  n o rm a lly  sm a ll to w n s  w e re  
c o n f ro n te d  w ith  b ig -c ity  p ro b le m s  a n d  s tr e s s .53

M i l e s  o f  b e a c h

T h e  sh o re lin e  c le a n u p  o f P rin c e  W illiam  S o u n d  a n d  th e  G u lf  o f  A lask a  b e g a n  in 
e a r ly  A p ril, a s  a few  w o rk  c re w s  c o m p ris e d  o f a  h a n d fu l o f  p e o p le  e a c h  c a m e  a s h o re  a t 
N a k e d  a n d  E le an o r is la n d s . W h a t s ta r te d  o n  A p ril 2  a s  a c lu s te r  o f  p e o p le  w ip in g  rocks 
w ith  a b s o rb e n t p a d s  w o u ld , w ith in  six  w e e k s , tu rn  in to  th e  la rg e s t s in g le  p r iv a te  
p ro je c t (in  te rm s  of e m p lo y m e n t)  in  A lask a  s in c e  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  th e  tra n s -A la sk a  
p ip e lin e .

A t th e  h e ig h t of th e  s u m m e r  se a so n , E xxon a n d  its  tw o  p r im e  c o n tra c to rs55 h a d
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T he p r in c ip a l c o m p la in t 

a b o u t  th e  "m iles o f  b e a c h  

s ta n d a r d ,  from  th e  s ta te 's  

v ie w p o in t, w a s  fhal it h a d  

little o r  n o th in g  to  d o  w ith  

Ihe  q u a lity  o f  w o rk , o r  

e v e n  th e  s ta te  o f  th e  

sh o re lin e  a t  th e  c lo s e  of 

th e  w ork .

m o re  th a n  10,000 p e o p le  w o rk in g  o n  th e  p ro jec t. 'I h e  s k ip p e rs  a n d  c re w s  o f  c o n tra c t 
v esse ls  p ro v id in g  s u p p o r t  se rv ic es  a n d  tra n s p o r ta tio n  p u s h e d  th e  to ta l o f  th e  p r iv a te  
w o rk fo rc e  o v e r  11,000. E xxon c o o rd in a te d  a m ilita ry -s ty le  flig h t c o m m a n d  c e n te r  in 
V a ld e z  th a t  p ro v id e d  h e lic o p te rs  a n d  fixed  w in g  a irc ra f t to  a ll p a r tie s ,  a lm o s t on  
d e m a n d .

E x x o n 's  f irs t a t te m p ts  a t sh o re lin e  c le a n u p  w e re  lim ite d  to  m a n u a l w ip in g  an d  
p ic k u p  o f  s e a w e e d  a n d  d e b ris , b e g in n in g  a t N a k e d  Is lan d . T h a t p ro je c t w a s  q u ic k ly  
a b a n d o n e d  a s  im p ra c tic a l, a n d  b y  A p ril 15, a c o n s e n su s  h a d  d e v e lo p e d  o n  th e  u se  of 
h o t-  a n d  c o ld -w a te r  f lu sh  sy s tem s . E xxon  a n d  th e  m ilita ry  b e g a n  b r in g in g  in  b a rg e s , 
b o ile rs , h o se s , a n d  p o r ta b le  p u m p s  to  s u p p o r t  b e a c h -c le a n in g  c re w s , a n d  b y  th e  firs t 
w e e k  o f  M ay , sh o re lin e  c le a n u p  w a s  th e  fo cu s  o f  th e  e n t ire  o p e ra tio n .

T h e re  w as  a c o n s id e ra b le  a m o u n t o f d e b a te  an d  d is c u s s io n  in  th e  firs t few  w e e k s  
a b o u t E x x o n 's  c le a n u p  p la n s , th e  a m o u n t  o f  s h o re lin e  ta rg e te d  fo r  tre a tm e n t, n n d  th e  
s c h e d u le s  fo r g e ttin g  it a ll d o n e . E xxon  w o u ld  list a  n u m b e r  o f  b e a c h e s , o f te n  u s in g  
m ile s  o r  y a r d s  a s  a m e a su re m e n t; th e  p u b lic  a n d  th e  g o v e rn m e n ts  u su a lly  sa id  it 
w a s n 't  e n o u g h ; E xxon w o u ld  e x p a n d  its ta rg e ts , a n d  th e  p ro c e ss  w o u ld  b eg in  a ll o v e r  
a g a in . T h e  p a p e r  trail o f  c le a n u p  fre q u e n tly  led  to  E x x o n 's  d a ily  re p o rts , w h ic h  re- 
p  r tcd  in  e x q u is ite  d e ta il th e  n u m b e r  of v e sse ls  d e p lo y e d , n u m b e r  o f w o rk e rs  in ­
v o lv e d , n u m b e r  a n d  ty p e s  of v a r io u s  s k im m e rs  a n d  b o ile rs  —  a n d , f ina lly , m ile s  o f

b ea ch  tre a te d  p e r  d a y , p e r  
s c h e d u le d  p e r io d , a n d  to ta l.

T h e  m ile s  o f  b ea ch  
b ec am e  th e  s ta n d a r d  m e a ­
s u re m e n t o f  c le a n u p  
p ro g re ss . N o t su rp r is in g ly , 
w h e n  E x x o n 's  final d a y  o f 
sc h e d u le d  c le a n u p  ca m e  
a ro u n d , c re w s  w e re  re p o r t­
e d ly  h itt in g  th a t  la s t 0.7 m ile  
o f b ea ch  s c h e d u le d  to  be 
c le a n e d  in  1989. T h e  s c h e d ­
u le s  a n d  n u m b e rs  b ec am e  
th e ir  o w n , c lo sed  rea lity . If 
y o u 're  c o u n tin g , E xxon  sa y s  
it tre a te d  1,088 m ile s  o f 
b ea ch  in  A lask a  in  the  
s u m m e r  o f  19S9.5f’

T h e re  w e re  s e v e ra l basic  
p ro b le m s  w ith  th e  "m ile s  of 
b e a c h "  m e a s u re m e n t a n d  th e  
w a y  if w a s  g e n e ra lly  p e r ­
ce iv e d  o u ts id e  o f th e  ac tu a l 
re a lity  o f th e  sh o re lin e s .

F irst, n o  o n e  a g re e d  on  
w h a t c o n s titu te d  a  " m ile  o f 
b e a c h "  tre a te d . T h e  s ta te  h ad  
o n e  m e a s u re m e n t,  th e  C o ast 
G u a rd  o ccas io n a lly  h a d  its 
o w n , a n d  Exxon h a d  a th ird  
m e a s u re m e n t th a t d id n 't  
m a tch  e i th e r  o f th e  first tw o . 

S h o re lin e s  w e re  d iv id e d  in to  s e g m e n ts  a n d  su b d iv is io n s , w h ic h  w e re  g e n e ra lly  d e f in e d  
by n a tu ra l  sh o re lin e  fe a tu re s  —  h e a d la n d  to  h e a d la n d , la rg e  o u tc ro p  to  sm a ll b ig h t, 
a n d  so  on . O ilin g  w a s  n o t a lw a y s  c o n tin u o u s . S ta te  m o n ito rs  c la im e d  th a t E x x o n  w o u ld  
c o u n t a n  e n t ire  se g m e n t (so m e tim e s  th e y  w e re  m o re  th a n  a m ile  in  le n g th ) , e v e n  if on ly  
a sm a ll p a r t  o f  th e  s e g m e n t w e re  a c tu a lly  tre a te d , in  a n  effo rt to  in fla te  p ro g re s s

A eria l view  o f a  slre lch o l shoreline cleanup
Photo by Peter M onlesano
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M o r e o v e r ,  th e  oil w a s  

m obile; w h ile  Exxon's 

M a y  8 s h o re lin e  c le a n u o  

p la n  h a d  lis ted  a  little 

m o re  th a n  3 5 0  m iles o f 

b e a c h  to  b e  t r e a te d ,  b y  

June th e  o ffic ia l m ile a g e  o f 

o iie d  sh o re lin e  h a d  

d o u b le d  to  7 0 0 .

re p o rts . M o n ito rs  re p o r te d  in s tan c es  in  w h ic h  c re w s  c o n c e n tra te d  o n  w o rk in g  lig h t-  o r 
m o d e ra te ly -o ile d  se g m e n ts , ra th e r  th a n  th e  h e a v ily  o ile d  s p o ts ,  b e c a u se  th e y  co u ld  
c o v e r  m o re  "m ile s  o f b e a c h "  a n d  a g a in , in f la te  p ro g re s s  re p o r ts . C o m p e ti tio n  a m o n g  
V E C O  a n d  Exxon w o rk c re w s  w a s  s o m e tim e s  in te n se ; s ta le  m o n ito rs  re p o r te d  th a t 
w o rk c re w  s u p e rv is o rs  w e re  o f te n  m o re  in te re s te d  in  m e e tin g  th e ir  s c h e d u le  th a n  d o in g  
a th o ro u g h  jo b  b ec au se  th e y  d id n 't  w a n t  to  a p p e a r  to  b e  la g g in g  b e h in d  c o m p e tin g  
c rew s.

T h e  p r in c ip a l c o m p la in t a b o u t th e  "m ile s  o f b e a c h "  s ta n d a r d ,  fro m  th e  s ta te 's  
v ie w p o in t, w a s  th a t it h a d  lit tle  o r  n o th in g  to  d o  w ith  th e  q u a lity  o f  w o rk , o r  e v e n  th e  
s ta te  o( th e  sh o re lin e  a t th e  c lo se  o f  th e  w o rk . A s h o re lin e  s e g m e n t r e p o r te d  a s  tre a te d , 
a n d  ro lle d  in to  p ro g re s s  f ig u re s , c o u ld  eas ily  b e  reo iled  o n  a s u b s e q u e n t  t id e  c h a n g e  —  
b u t  it w o u ld  n o t be d e le te d  fro m  th e  to ta l.

V ie w e d  fro m  a  p e rsp e c tiv e  th a t b r in g s  th e  w h o le , th re e -y e a r  c le a n u p  e ffo rt in to  the  
p ic tu re , th e  m ile s  of b ea ch  issu e  b e c o m e s  a lm o s t in c o n se q u e n tia l. It d is a p p e a re d  from  
th e  o il sp ill s ta g e  a f te r  1989, a n d  c le a n u p  b e g a n  to  b e  v ie w e d  m o re  a s  a s ite -b y -s ite  
o p e ra tio n . H o w e v e r , in  1989, th e  is su e  o f  c le a n u p  p ro g re s s  w a s  c e n tra l to  p la n n in g , 
s tra te g y , p e rc e p tio n s  a n d  po litics .

E x x o n 's  f irs t c le a n u p  p la n s  lis ted  S e p te m b e r  15 a s  th e  c lo se  o f c le a n u p  o p e ra tio n s  
—  n o t th e  c lo se  o f  o p e ra tio n s  fo r th e  w in te r ,  o r  th e  c lo se  o f  o p e ra tio n s  fo r 1989, b u t  
s im p ly , th e  c lose  o f  o p e ra tio n s . E x x o n 's  to p  m a n a g e m e n t to ld  its sh a re h o ld e rs , m e e tin g  
in  m id -M a y , th a t th e  sh o re lin e  c le a n u p  w o u ld  b e  c o m p le te  S e p te m b e r  15.

T h e re  w e re  n o  g u a ra n te e s  E xxon w o u ld  c o n tin u e  th e  w o rk , a n d  n o  a s su ra n c e s  th a t 
th e  C o a s t G u a rd  w o u ld  re q u ire  E xxon to  c o n t in u e  w o rk  if th e  s ta te  felt it w e re  n ec es­
sa ry . S ta te  offic ia ls d id  n o t  k n o w  if th e y  w o u ld  b e  le ft w ith  o ile d  sh o re lin e s  a t  th e  e n d  
o f  th e  s u m m e r ,  a n d  if so , w h e th e r  m v o n e  e lse  w o u ld  b e  th e re  to  c o n d u c t c le a n u p .

By m id -su m m e r , E xxon coi. ’ to  m a rc h  to w a rd s  its  s ta tis tic a l g o a l, d u tifu lly  
a d d in g  m o re  "m ile s  o f b e a c h "  l~ ’le a n u p  to ta ls  e a c h  d a y . M e a n w h ile , its  to p  
o ffic ia ls  w e re  p o in te d ly  v a g u e  o n  t..e  is s u e  o f w h e th e r  th e y  w o u ld  c o n t in u e  c le a n u p  if 
th e  sh o re lin e s  n e e d e d  it —  a n d  it w a s  c le a r  to  m a n y , e s p e c ia lly  a t  th e  s ta te  leve l, th a t 
k n o c k in g  th e  su rfa c e  o il o ff  th e  b e a c h e s  w a s  n o t g e ttin g  m o s t o f  th e  oil a t  m a n y  sites . 
M o re o v e r, th e  oil w a s  m o b ile ; w h ile  E x x o n 's  M a y  8 s h o re lin e  c le a n u p  p la n  h a d  lis ted  a 
little  m o re  th a n  350 m ile s  o f  b ea ch  to  be tre a te d , b y  Ju n e  th e  offic ia l m ile a g e  o f  o iled  
sh o re lin e  h a d  d o u b le d  to  7C0, n c lu d in g  la rg e  s tre tc h e s  in  th e  G u lf  o f A la sk a  a n d  
K o d iak . E xxon  w a s  fo rced  to  re v ise  its  p la n  to  d e a l w ith  th a t n e w  rea lity .

U n fo r tu n a te ly , E x x o n  w a s  n o t re v is in g  its  u l t im a te  ta rg e t —  S e p te m b e r  15 —  n o r  
w a s  th e  c o m p a n y  a lte r in g  its  p o s it io n  th a t  c le a n u p  w o u ld  ce ase  o n  th a t d a te . H o w e v e r , 
th e  la n g u a g e  o f  th e  c le a n u p  w a s  c h a n g in g . E x x o n 's  p ro m is e  to  c lea n  th e  b ea ch e s  h a d  
b ee n  o ffic ia lly  d o w n g ra d e d  to  m a k in g  b e a c h e s  " e n v iro n m e n ta lly  s ta b le ."  T h e  o p e ra tiv e  
te rm  b e c a m e  " t re a tin g "  b e a c h e s  ra th e i th a n  " c le a n in g "  th e m .v  M o re o v e r, the  n e w e s t 
p ro b le m s  w e re  th o se  o c c u rr in g  " d o w n s tre a m "  fro m  th e  s o u n d , a lo n g  th e  K en a i P e n in ­
su la  a n d  K o d ia k  b each es. Yet, E xxon w a s  s lo w  to  m a k e  c o m m itm e n ts  fo r e x te n s iv e  
c le a n u p  o u ts id e  th e  so u n d . In  th e  s ta te 's  e y e s  th a t  s u m m e r  of 1989, E xxon  a p p e a re d  to  
be b a s in g  its  p la n s  p r im a rily  o n  w h a t  th e  c o m p a n y  w a n te d  to  d o , n o t o n  w h a t  th e  s ta te  
a n d  th e  p u b lic  w a n te d . In s te a d  o f a lte r in g  its  o v e ra ll ta rg e t to  m a tc h  th e  c h a n g in g  s ta te  
o f  th e  p ro b le m , E xxon  w a s  c h a n g in g  th e  p ro b le m  to  m a tc h  th e  o r ig in a l g o a l. It w a s  a lso  
b e g in n in g  to  m o u n t a p u b lic  re la tio n s  c a m p a ig n  th a t p o r tra y e d  th e  c o n d it io n s  in  
A lask a  a s  v a s tly  im p ro v e d , nnd  th e  c le a n u p  as  a n  o rd e r ly  a n d  e ffec tive  o p e ra tio n . In a 
p a m p h le t  se n t to  th e  c o m p a n y 's  se v e n  m illio n  c re d it  c a rd  h o ld e rs  a n d  h a n d e d  o u t at 
E xxon g a s  s ta tio n s  in  Ju n e , th e  c o m p a n y  c la im e d  th a t  th e  o il w a s  " e s se n tia lly "  g o n e  
fro m  th e  w a te r  by  m id -M a y , a n d  th a t th e  c o m p a n y  w a s  fo  'o w in g  its  c o m p re h e n s iv e  
p la n  fo r  c le a n in g  sh o re lin e s  " to  m e e t o u r  m id -S e p te m b e r  t' rg e t c o m p le tio n  d a te ."58 It 
d id  n o t m e n tio n  th e  e x te n t o f  th e  sh o re lin e  o ilin g , s u r f a c e « ■ su b su rfa c e , a n d  it m a d e  n o  
re fe ren c e  to  th e  fact th a t  sh o re lin e  c le a n in g  w a s  a  m e ssy  a n d  d if fic u lt o p e ra tio n  in 
w h ic h  oil w a s  lo st in to  th e  w a te r  w ith  re g u la ri ty . T o  s ta te  o ffic ia ls, it a p p e a re d  E xxon 
w a s  g e a r in g  u p  fo r a n  ex it th a t w o u ld  a llo w  th e  c o m p a n y  " to  d e c la re  v ic to ry  a n d  go  
h o m e ." 5'’
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T he m ost c o m m o n  

o p e r a t in g  p ro b le m , 

r e p o r te d  w id e ly  a n d  

fre q u e n tly  in d a ily  

sh o re lin e  a s se s s m e n t 

r e p o r ts  from  s ta te  m onito rs, 

w a s  p o o r  c o n ta in m e n t a n d  

minimal r e c o v e r y  o f oil 

th a t  w a s  w a s h e d  o ff th e  

b e a c h e s .

O n  Ju ly  15 ,1989 , D E C  c o m m iss io n e r  D en n is  K elso  w ro te  a  le tte r  to  C o a s t G u a rd  
C o m m a n d a n t P au l Y ost, r e q u e s tin g  th a t  th e  C o a s t G u a rd  s e c u re  a  c o m m itm e n t fro m  
E xxon  to  c o n tin u e  w o rk  p a s t  S e p te m b e r , if n ec essa ry . K e lso 's  le tte r  d id n 't  have, m u c h  
o f  a n  effect.

T h e n , fo u r  d a y s  la te r, n e w s  re p o r te r s  o b ta in e d  a  m e m o ra n d u m  fro m  E x x o n 's  
g e n e ra !  m a n a g e r  in  A la sk a , O tto  H a rr iso n , to  o th e r  k ey  m a n a g e rs  in  th e  o p e ra tio n . 
H a r r is o n  in fo rm e d  h is  s ta ff  th a t  th e  S e p te m b e r  15 d a te  w a s  firm , th a t  n o  o n e  sh o u ld  
c o m m it to  a n y th in g  m o re  th a n  a  su rv e y  in  1990, a n d , f in a lly , th a t th e  pull- o u t  d ec is io n  
w a s  " n o t n e g o tia b le ."  A t a sp e c ia l C o n g re s s io n a l h e a r in g  le ss  th a n  a w e e k  la te r, E xxon  
o ffic ia ls  a g a in  s to p p e d  s h o r t  o f c o m m itt in g  to  c o n t in u e  w o rk  in  1990. T h is  f u r th e r  
a m p lif ie d  th e  d o u b ts  s ta te  o ffic ia ls h a d  a b o u t E x x o n 's  w illin g n e ss  to  fo llo w  th ro u g h  on  
its e a r l ie r  p ro m ise s  to  b r in g  th e  p ro jec t to  c o m p le tio n  —  c o m p le tio n  to  s ta te  a n d  fed e ra l 
s ta n d a rd s ,  th a t  is.

F ro m  the  s ta te 's  p e rsp e c tiv e , all th is  w a s  tro u b lin g  n e w s . T h e  s ta te  h a d  c o m m itte d  
to  a  c le a n u p  s tru c tu re  in  w h ic h  th e  sp il le r  c o n tro lle d  th e  o p e ra tio n , n o t g o v e rn m e n t, 
a n d  n o w  the  sp il le r  w a s  c la im in g  th a t  th e  c o m p a n y  w o u ld  ta k e  u n ila te ra l  a c tio n  
re g a rd le s s  o f w h a t  th e  g o v e rn m e n t w a n te d . A s a p ra c tic a l m a tte r ,  a u n ila te ra l  d e p a r ­
tu re  c o u ld  le~ 'e  th e  s ta te  a n d  fed e ra l g o v e rn m e n t w ith  th e  u n e x p e c te d  jo b  o f  ta k in g  
o v e r  th e  cle" p  m a c h in e ry  —  p ro c u re m e n t a n d  d e p lo y m e n t  o f e q u ip m e n t ,  h ir in g  
p e o p le  an o  n tra c to rs , co llec tin g  a n d  d isp o s in g  o f  th e  to n s  o f w a s te  —  o r  a c tu a lly  
re b u ild in g  it f ro m  sc ra tch . T h a t p o se d  th e  o b v io u s  th re a t  o f  d e la y s  a n d  m o re  co n fu s io n .

E x x o n 's  p o s it io n  a lso  p u t  th e  "m ile s  o f b e a c h "  is su e  in  a  n e w  a n d  tro u b lin g  p e r ­
sp e c tiv e : If E xxon left th e  c le a n u p  a n d  th e  s ta te  a t te m p te d  to  fo rce  th e  c o m p a n y  to  
r e tu rn ,  th e  e ffo rt w o u ld  p ro b a b ly  in v o lv e  so m e  k in d  o f  c o u r t  o rd e r . A n d  if th e  is su e  
c a m e  b e fo re  a  ju d g e , w o u ld  E xxon  c o n te s t th e  s ta te 's  r e q u e s t  b y  tro ttin g  o u t  its  c h a r ts  
s h o w in g  th a t  it h a d  a c tu a lly  tre a te d  th e  re q u is i te  n u m b e r  o f  m ile s  o f  b e a c h ?  W a s  th is  
re a lly  a m e a s u re  o f  p ro g ie s s  o r  w a s  it p a r t  o f so m e  leg a l s tra te g y ?  F o r a ll ti .e  
c o m p a n y 's  c o m m itm e n ts  to  fo llow  th ro u g h  a n d  its  s ta te d  d e s ire  to  h a v e  a  c o o p e ra tiv e  
re sp o n se , E xxon  h a d  n o w  m a d e  it c le a r  th a t  it fell b o u n d  b y  n o  re q u ire m e n ts  o th e r  th a n  
its  o w n , a n d  th a t its p o s it io n  w a s  " n o t n e g o tia b le ."

In re a d in g  th ro u g h  th e  p o p u la r  l i te r a tu re  s u r ro u n d in g  th e  sp ill re s p o n s e  in  1989, 
o n e  ca n  te ll th a t E xxon  h a d  so m e  d o u b ts  o f  its  o w n . T o p  E xxon  o ffic ia ls  s p e c u la te d  th a t  
th e  s ta te  w a s  t ry in g  to  k ee p  th e  c le a n u p  g o in g  b e c a u se  it  h e lp e d  th e  s ta te 's  legal 
p o s it io n , o r  b e c a u se  it p u t  jo b s  in  A la sk a  a n d  m o n e y  in to  th e  e c o n o m y .60 T h e se  w e re  
p re p o s te ro u s  a s su m p tio n s , b u t  c lea rly  th e y  a ffec ted  h o w  E xxon  v ie w e d  th e  s itu a tio n  
a n d  e x p re sse d  its  p o s itio n .

L o o k in g  back , th is  w h o le  te m p e s t ca n  b e  v ie w e d  a s  o c c u rrin g  in  a tim e  o f  h e ig h t­
e n e d  e m o tio n s  a n d  s e r io u s  u n c e r ta in ty  a b o u t th e  fa te  o f th e  e n v iro n m e n t. In  th e  lo n g e r  
v ie w , th e  v a lu e  o f d is c u s s in g  th is  in c id e n t lies in  its  e ffec t o n  th e  sh o re lin e  o p e ra tio n s , 
n o t  o n  th e  re la tio n s  a n d  d e b a te  a m o n g  p u b lic  fig u res .

T h e  s ta te 's  m o n ito rs  o n  th e  sh o re lin e s  w e re  w a tc h in g  a  c le a n u p  e ffo rt th a t  d id  n o t 
m a tc h  th e  sm ile s  o f th e  p ro g re s s  re p o r ts  b a c k  a t  h e a d q u a r te rs .  F .xxon's c o n tra c to r ,  
V E C O , w a s  m o v in g  to o  fast a n d  n o t g e ttin g  sa tis fa c to ry  re su lts . T h o se  "m ile s  o f b e a c h "  
s h o w in g  u p  o n  th e  p ro g re s s  re p o r ts  w e re  n o t n ec e ssa r ily  c le a n e d , a n d  th e  o il c o m in g  
o ff th e  b ea ch e s  w a s n 't  n ec essa rily  b e in g  p ic k ed  u p .

T h e  m o s t c o m m o n  o p e ra tin g  p ro b le m , r e p o r te d  w id e ly  a n d  f re q u e n tly  in  d a ily  
sh o re lin e  a s se s s m e n t re p o r ts  fro m  s ta te  m o n ito rs , w a s  p o o r  c o n ta in m e n t a n d  m in im a l 
rec o v e ry  o f  o il th a t  w a s  w a s h e d  off th e  b e a c h e s / ’1 A m o n g  o th e r  p ro b le m s , V E C O  c re w s  
p u t  b o o m  in  th e  w ro n g  p laces, to o k  b o o m  a w a y  b e fo re  th e  o il ‘n s id e  w a s  r e c o v e r  d , 
a n d  left b o o m  " g a te s "  o p e n  to o  lo n g , a l lo w in g  o il to  escap e . I t w a s  n o t  u n ti l  Ju ly  th a t  
V E C O  a n d  E xxon b e g a n  le av in g  b o o m  a t c lea n ed  s ite s  u n til  a d ja c e n t a re a s  h a d  b ee n  
c le a n e d ; th is  w a s  d e s ig n e d  to  p re v e n t c le a n e d  s p o ts  f ro m  b e in g  reo ile d  b y  " ro g u e "  
s lick s, o r  b y  oil re le a se d  b ec au se  o f s lo p p y  c o n ta in m e n t a t  n e a rb y  a re as .

H o w e v e r , o il c o n ta in m e n t a n d  rec o v e ry  w a s  n o t a s  h ig h  a  p r io r i ty  a s  s im p ly  
w a s h in g  o il off th e  b each es. A t S n u g  H a rb o r  (K n ig h t Is la n d )  in  m id -Ju ly , th e  s ta te 's  
c h ie f  c o n tra c to r  r e p o r te d , "T h e  sa m e  b as ic  p ro b le m s  ex is t. T h ey  k n o c k  m o re  o il o ff  [the
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S ta te  m o n ito rs  w o u ld  

no t "sign off" b e a c h e s  

w h e n  th e y  felt w o rk  w a s  

in c o m p le te  o r  n e w  oiling  

h a d  b e e n  fou n d . T hey  

w e r e  w a r y  o f  sig n in g  o ff 

sh o re lin e s  b e c a u s e  th e y  

d id  n o t w a n t to  im ply th a t  

this p a r t ic u la r  "mile o f 

b e a c h "  w a s  c le a n .

b each es] th a n  th ey  ca n  e i th e r  c o n ta in  o r  sk im ."  H e  r e p o r te d  th a t  a s  oil w a s h e d  free , 
a w a y  fro m  th e  b o o m e d  a re as , "W o rk  b o a ts  a re  ra c in g  th ro u g h  th e  s lick s  t ry in g  to  
d is p e rs e  th e m  w ith  p r o p w a s h .'"’3

A w e e k  la te r, D EC m o n ito rs  o b se rv e d  a n o th e r  c re w  a l B lock Is la n d , to  th e  n o r th ­
east. "W e  o b se rv e d  a c re w  se t u p , b la s t oil off, p u ll th e ir  b o o m , a n d  leav e , lo ttin g  all th e  
oil go . T h e re  w a s  n o t e v e n  a sk im m e r  in  th e  a re a . T h e  sa m e  th in g  is h a p p e n in g  at In g o t 
I s la n d .'"’1

T h e  sk im m e rs  d e p lo y e d  a t m a n y  w o rk  s ite s  w e re  e i th e r  in e ffic ien t, th e  w ro n g  
m o d e ls , o r  e v e n  in o p e ra tiv e  o n  occas ion . O n e  ty p e  o f  sk im m e r , th e  ro p e -m o p  v a r ie ty , 
w a s  so  in e ffic ien t th a t E xxon s u p e rv is o rs  s o m e tim e s  re fu se d  to  u se  th e m .61

O n  o n e  o ccas io n , s ta te  m o n ito rs  re p o r te d  th a t a  c le a n u p  s u p e rv is o r  h a d  o rd e re d  
sk im m e rs  in to  th e  w a te r , e v e n  th o u g h  th e y  w e r e n 't  w o rk in g , so  th a t  o b s e rv e rs  p a s s in g  
o v e r  b y  a ir  w o u ld  be foo led : "S ince w e  h a v e  g o tte n  g o o d  a t  f in d in g  w h e re  th e y  s ta sh  
e q u ip m e n t  o n  b a rg e s  in s te a d  o f u s in g  th e m  th e y  a re  n o w  p u tt in g  so m e  o f  th e se  th in g s  
in th e  w a te r  w h e th e r  th e y  w o rk  o r  n o t. I 'v e  fo u n d  th re e  m in i-sk im m e rs  tl*»s w e e k  th a t 
w e re  p u t  in  th e  w a te r  e v e n  th o u g h  th e  c re w  sa id  th e y  w e re  n o t o p e ra tio n a l .  T h e y  sa id  
th a t  th e  fo re m a n  to ld  th e m  to  d o  it b e c a u se  it lo o k e d  g o o d  if so m e o n e  flew  o v e r  a n d  
e v e ry th in g  w a s  o u t  o n  d is p la y ."65

T h e  re a l p ro b le m  w ith  sk im m in g  a n d  rec o v e ry  w a s  th a t it to o k  tim e  to  d o  it 
p ro p e r ly . W ith  sp e e d  a n d  "m ile s  o f b e a c h "  a s  th e  o p e ra tin g  g o al, it w a s  e a sy  fo r so m e  
c re w  c h ie fs  to  g e t la z y  a n d  c o n c e n tra te  o n  w a s h in g  r a th e r  th a n  co llec tin g .

In  a d d i t io n ,  th e re  w a s  v ir tu a lly  n o  e ffo rt to  a d d r e s s  th e  p ro b le m  o f oil b e n e a th  th e  
s u r fa c e  o f th e  beach  —  a p ro b le m  th a t h a d  n o t n ec e ssa r ily  b e e n  a n t ic ip a te d ,  a n d  w h ich  
w a s  b e c o m in g  in c re a s in g ly  o b v io u s  to  s ta te  m o n ito rs . T h e  p ro b le m s  a p p e a r e d  to  be 
ru n n in g  a h e a d  o f the  p la n s , a n d  th e  p e o p le  m a k in g  th e  p la n s  s e e m e d  u n w ill in g  to  
a c k n o w le d g e  th is  fact. W h e n  s ta te  m o n ito rs  ra is e d  th e se  is s u e s  —  in c o m p le te  w o rk , 
s lo p p y  c o n ta in m e n t, a n  e m p h a s is  o n  sp e e d  r a th e r  th a n  q u a l i ty  —  it led  to  d a i ly  c o n ­

f ro n ta tio n s  o n  th e  sh o re lin e s . G e n e r ­
a lly , C o a s t G u a rd  m o n ito rs  w e re  
w illin g  to  le av e  b e h in d  m o re  o il th a n  
th e  s ta te  m o n ito rs . W h e n  s la te  
m o n ito rs  re fu se d  to  c e r tify  a b ea ch  
h a d  b ee n  c o m p le te d  —  o r , " s ig n e d  
o ff,"  s in c e  th e  fed e ra l-E x x o ri w o rk  
o r d e r  h a d  a s p o t  fo r th e  th re e  offic ia ls 
to  s ig n  o n  c o m p le t io n  —  it led to  
c o n s ta n t a n d  d a ily  re p o r ts  o f conflic t.

S ta te  m o n ito rs  w o u ld  n o t "s ig n  
o ff"  b e a c h e s  w h e n  th e y  felt w o rk  w a s  
in c o m p le te  o r  n e w  o ilin g  h a d  b e e n  
fo u n d . T h ey  w e re  w a ry  o f s ig n in g  o ff 
sh o re lin e s  b e c a u se  th e y  d id  n o t w a n t 
to  im p ly  th a t  th is  p a r t i c u l a r ' *:le of 
b e a c h "  w a s  c lea n , a n d  th e y  d id n 't  
w a n t  it to  s h o w  u p  th a t  w a y  in  th e  
o ffic ia l p ro g re s s  re p o r ts .  T h ey  d id n 't  
k n o w  if E xxon  w o u ld  e v e r  be back , 
so  th ey  d id  w h a te v e r  th e y  c o u ld  to  
g e t th e  V E C O  c re w s  to  g e t as  m u c h  
oil a s  p o ss ib le  w h e n e v e r  p o ss ib le . 
W h e n  th e y  sa w  c re w s  m o v e d  b e ­
c a u se  of s c h e d u le s , r a th e r  th a n  o ilin g , 
th e y  s a w  w o rk  d e la y e d  o r  n o t d o n e  
u n n e c e ssa rily .

" P e rh a p s  th e se  d e la y s  a n d  d e fe rra ls  o f tr e a tm e n t w o u ld  n o t h a v e  b e e n  so  c o n tro ­
v ers ia l if  tim e  h a d  n o t b ee n  a fac to r a s  w e ll ,"  o n e  o f  th e  s ta te 's  ch ie f m o n ito rs  w ro te  in  a

Ultimately, the decision to end cleanup o f one a rea  and move on carne dow n to two 
sets of eyes: The Exxon o r VECO  supervisor, and the Coasr G ua rd  monitor on the 
scene The sta le  was somewhat isolated, as its status was v iew ed as diminished in 
authority to that o( Ihe Coast G ua rd  Photo by the U.S. Coast G uu rd
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T he d e te r io r a t io n  of 

re la tio n sh ip s  o r  th e  la c k  o f 

re a l c o o p e r a t io n  sh o u ld  b e  

c o n s id e r e d  a s  so m e th in g  

m o re  th a n  p e t ty  b ic k e r in g  

o r  in te rg o v e rn m e n t turf 

b a ttle s ,  o r  a s  su b je c tiv e  

ju d g m e n ts  a b o u t  w h o  w a s  

th e  g o o d  g u y  a n d  w h o  

w a s  th e  b a d  guy.

1992 s u m m a ry  o f  c le a n u p  ac tions. "T im e  fac to re d  in to  th e  s i tu a tio n  in tw o  w ay s . F irst, 
th e re  w a s  a lim ited  se a so n  in w h ic h  to  a c c o m p lish  a ll th e  c le a n u p  w o rk  th a t w a s  
n ec essa ry  b e fo re  fou l w e a th e r  a n d  w in te r  s to rm s  p ro h ib ite d  fu r th e r  w o rk . M a n y  fe lt 
th a t it m a d e  se n se  to  c o n c e n tra te  e n e rg y  to w a rd  tre a tin g  th e  m o re  h e a v ily  o ile d  a re a s  
a s  c o m p le te ly  as  p o ss ib le  ra th e r  th a n  s p re a d in g  o u t th e  re so u rc e s  in  o r d e r  to  n o m in a lly  
a t te n d  to  all the  areas."""

T ry in g  to  h it e v e ry w h e re , r a th e r  th a n  h it t in g  h e a v ily  o iled  b e a c h e s  a n d  s ta y in g  
th e re  u n til th e  w o rk  w as  d o n e , h a d  a n  effect o n  rec o v e ry  ra te s  a t  th e  h e a v ily  o ile d  
b each es. T h e  lo n g e r  th e  o il sa t th e re , th e  to u g h e r  it w a s  to  rem o v e , a n d  th e  m o re  it w a s  
a b le  to  so a k  in to  th e  beaches. F rom  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  o f th e  m o n ito rs  w o rk in g  th e  
b each es, E xxon o r  V E C O 's  a p p a re n t  d e s ire  to  in c re ase  ta llie s  fo r  re p o r t in g  p u r p o s e s  
h a d  a n e g a tiv e  effect o n  th e  rec o v e ry  e ffo rt a t the  h e a v ily  o ile d  a n d  d a m a g e d  b ea ch e s .

M u ch  o f  th is  sh o re lin e  tro u b le  c a n  b e  a t tr ib u te d ,  p e rh a p s , to  d if fe r in g  su b je c tiv e  
in te rp re ta t io n s  o f g e n e ra l in s tru c tio n s  a n d  go als . T h e  firs t y e a r 's  m is s io n  w a s  to  re m o v e  
th e  "g ro ss  c o n ta m in a tio n ,"  a n d  w h ile  h e a d q u a r te r s  tr ie d  h a rd  to  p u t  so m e  k in d  o f 
c o n s is te n t, le ss  su b je c tiv e  s ta n d a r d s  to  th a t in s tru c tio n , u ltim a te ly , th e  d e c is io n  a b o u t 
m o v in g  c a m e  d o w n  to tw o  se ts  o f eyes: the  E xxon o r  V E C O  s u p e rv is o r ,  a n d  th e  C o a s t 
G u a rd  m o n ito r  o n  the  scene . T h e  s ta le  w a s  s o m e w h a t iso la te d , a s  its  s ta tu s  w a s  v ie w e d  
a s  d im in is h e d  in  a u th o r i ty  to  th a t o f th e  C o a s t G u a rd . If th e  C o a s t G u a rd s m a n  w e n t 
a lo n g  w ith  th e  E xxon m a n 's  call, th e  s ta te  m o n ito r  e i th e r  h a d  to  u se  p e r s u a s iv e  p o w e rs  
to  k ee p  the  c re w  o n  site , w o rk  o u t so m e  k in d  o f  c o m p ro m ise , o r  m a k e  a p ro te s t  b a c k  to  
th e  h o m e  office.

A d d itio n a lly , Exxon m o u n te d , fo r  m u c h  o f th e  s u m m e r , an  a g g re s s iv e  c a m p a ig n  to 
g a in  a p p ro v a l o f its  k e ro se n e -b a se d  so lv e n t, C o re x it ."7 E xxon  lo b b ie d  fo r te s t a f te r  test, 
e a ch  lim e  in s is tin g  —  o v e r  th e  o b se rv a tio n s  o f  s ta te  a n d  fe d e ra l m o n ito rs  —  th a t  the  
te s t w a s  a success. T h e  peoD le in  th e  field , w h o  o b se rv e d  in  te s t a f te r  te s t th e  in a b ility  
o f c re w s  to  c o n ta in  a n d  rec o v e r  th e  s o lv e n t m ix  th a t  w a sh e d  o ff th e  b e a c h e s , g r e w  m o re  
sk e p tic a l o f  E x x o n 's  m o tiv e s  w ith  ea ch  su c ce ss iv e , u n su c c e s s fu l test. It d id  n o t h e lp  
w h e n , d u r in g  o n e  test, D E C  c a u g h t E xxon  c o n tra c to rs  ra c in g  a r o u n d  o u ts id e  th e  
b o o m e d -o ff  te s t a re a , u s in g  th e  p ro p w a s h  fro m  th e ir  sk iffs  to  b re a k  u p  o r  d is g u is e  a n y  
C o re x it-o il-w a te r  m ix  th a t g o t a w a y .*11 M a n y  D EC st-.ff v ie w e d  th e  C o re x it c a m p a ig n  as  
an  a t te m p t b y  E xxon to  ta k e  a  c h e a p e r , e a s ie r  c le a n u p  ro u te . T h e  so lv e n t w o u ld  g e t o il 
o ff  the  su rfa c e  a n d  ge t th e  p re s s u re  off E xxon  to  rea lly  c le a n  a ll th o se  " m ile s  o f  b e a c h ."

T h e  " m ile s  o f b e a c h "  fig u re  w a s  a h o llo w  s ta tis tic . M o n ito rs  in  th e  fie ld  s a w  h o w  
h a rd  V E C O  a n d  E xxon (a n d , to  so m e  d e g re e , the  C o a s t G u a rd )  tr ie d  to  fu lfill q u o ta s , 
s a tis fy  sc h e d u le s , a n d  rac k  u p  m iles, so m e tim e s  to  th e  p o in t  o f  p u t t in g  th e  q u o ta s  
a b o v e  re su lts .

It is h a r d  to  ig n o re  th e  fact th a t  re la tio n s  a m o n g  th e  v a r io u s  re p re s e n ta t iv e s  o n  th e  
sh o re lin e  w e re  p o o r  m o re  o ften  th a n  th ey  w e re  g o o d . W h ile  so m e  c re w s  w e re  b e t te r  
th a n  o th e rs , so m e  s u p e rv is o rs  w e re  m o re  h e lp fu l th a n  o th e rs , so m e  C o a s t G u a rd  
m o n ito rs  w e re  m o re  c o o p e ra tiv e  th a n  o th e rs , a n d  so m e  s ta te  m o n ito rs  w e re  m o re  
sk illfu l a n d  b e t te r - tra in e d  th a n  o th e rs , d o w n  o n  th e  b ea ch e s , m is tru s t  a n d  m is u n d e r ­
s ta n d in g  w e re  m o re  c o m m o n  th a n  c o o p e ra tio n  a n d  m u tu a l  s u p p o r t .  It is  h a rd  to  
q u a n tify  w h a t  effect, if a n y , th is  h a d  o n  th e  e ffec tiv e n ess  o f th e  c le a n u p , b u t it c e r ta in ly  
led  to  s h o r t  n e rv e s  an d  h ig h  s tress .

S ta te  m o n ito rs  te n d e d  to  h a v e  d is a g re e m e n ts  w ith  C o a s t G u a rd  m o n ito rs ,  b u t  th e  
m o s t f re q u e n t a n d  m o s t tro u b le so m e  o f te n  in c lu d e a  C o a s t G u a rd  re se rv is ts , r a th e r  
th a n  fu lltim e  a c tiv e  d u ty  o fficers a n d  n o n -c o m m is J o n e d  o fficers. T h e  C o a s t G u a r d  a lso  
te n d e d  to  ro ta te  p e o p le  in  a n d  o u t a f te r  fa irly  sh o r t s tin ts . T h is  m e a n t th a t  e v e ry  tw o  
w ee k s , th e re  w a s  a  n e w  p e r s o n 's  p e rso n a lity  to  g a u g e , a n e w  b r id g e  o f  tru s t  th a t  h a d  to  
b e  b u ilt; a n y  sp o k e n  o r  u n s p o k e n  a g re e m e n ts  w ith  th e  p re v io u s  " C o a s tie "  w e re  
re n d e re d  m o o t, a n d  a n y  le sso n s  th e  p re v io u s  o n e  le a rn e d  h a d  to  b e  re le a rn e d  b y  th e  
n e x t one.

T h e  d e te r io ra tio n  o f re la tio n sh ip s  o r  th e  lack  o f  rea l c o o p e ra tio n  s h o u ld  b e  c o n s id ­
e re d  a s  s o m e th in g  m o re  th a n  p e tty  b ic k e r in g  o r  in tc rg o v e rn m e n t tu r f  b a ttle s , o r  a s  
su b je c tiv e  ju d g m e n ts  a b o u t w h o  w a s  the  g o o d  g u y  a n d  w h o  w a s  th e  b a d  g u y .
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Exxon burned some o f the waste from cleanup at an em pty gravel 
pit near Valdez. The waste be fo re  separation was a  mix of o iled 
seaweed and debris, o il-soaked absorbent pads, oil-soaked plastic 
stringers (pom-poms), oil-soaked absorbent boom, rocks, sand, 
wood, and g a rb a g e  genera ted by the cleanup crews.

Photo by Rob Schaeffer

F irst, f ro m  a n  o rg a n iz a tio n a l s ta n d p o in t ,  e n t i t ie s  su c h  a s  th e  In te ra g e n c y  S h o re lin e  
C le a n u p  C o m m itte e  (ISCC) a n d  th e  T ech n ica l A d v iso ry  G ro u p  (T A G )"9 w e re  fe rtile  
g r o u n d  fo r  m is u n d e r s ta n d in g s .  T h e  ru le s  w e re  d e v e lo p e d  o v e r  tim e , a n d  a t  tim es  th e  
in te n t, a u th o r i ty ,  a n d  th e  p ro c e d u re s  o f th e  jo in t re sp o n se  w e re  so m e w h a t f lu id . T h ere  
w a s  n o  c o m m o n ly  d e v e lo p e d  se t o f  a d m in is tra t iv e  p ro c e d u re s , n o  m a n u a l,  a n d  little 
p re c e d e n t.  In d e e d , th e  ro le s  o f  E xxon , th e  p u b lic , a n d  so m e  g o v e rn m e n t ag e n c ie s  
th e m se lv e s  w e re  a l te rn a te ly  u n c le a r , u n p re c e d e n te d ,  o r  tru n c a te d ,

In  a d d i t io n ,  tr a in in g  o f field  s ta ff  w a s  n o t c o n s is te n t o r  a lw a y s  c o m p le te . D efin i­
tio n s  u se d  in  m a k in g  d e c is io n s  w e re  so m e tim e s  su b je c tiv e . F ie ld  p ro c e d u re s  (su c h  as 
th e  " s ig n in g  o ff"  o f  tre a te d  s e g m e n ts )  w e re  n o t c le a rly  u n d e r s to o d  o r  d e f in e d , e s p e ­
cia lly  in  te rm s  o f w h a t  effec t th e  a c tio n  w o u ld  h a v e  o n  fu tu re  c le a n u p  e ffo rts .

D is p u te  re so lu tio n  w a s  n o t  g o o d , e sp e c ia lly  in  th e  
fie ld ; it n e a r ly  a lw a y s  in v o lv e d  so m e o n e  lo s in g  face o r  
b e in g  e m b a r ra s s e d . A  D E C  m o n ito r  c o u ld  g e t  a  C o a st 
G u a rd s m a n  o r  V E C O  o r  E xxon  s u p e rv is o r  o v e rru le d , 
b u t  th a t  m e a n t a n  a p p e a l  to  a  h ig h e r - ra n k in g  o fficer o r  
s u p e rv is o r  a t  D E C  a n d  th e  C o a s t G u a rd  a n d  Exxon. 
S o m e o n e  w a s  b o u n d  to  lo se  —  a n d  lo se  o u t in  th e  
o p e n  fo r e v e ry o n e  to  se e  —  u n d e r  th is  sy s te m . A n d  
g iv e n  th e  h ig h  s tre s s , th e  p re s s u re ,  a n d  th e  im p o r ­
ta n c e  o f  th e  o p e ra tio n , th e re  w e re  f re q u e n tly  p o o r  
lo se rs  a n d  u n g ra c io u s  w in n e rs . T h is  c a u se d  m o re  
s tre s s  a n d  fu r th e r  b ro k e  d o w n  tru s t  a n d  w o rk in g  
re la tio n sh ip s . M a k in g  u p  th e  ru le s  a n d  th e  s tru c tu re  
a s  o n e  g o e s  a lo n g  s im p ly  w ill n o t  w o rk  in  a n  e m e r­
g e n c y .69

S im ila rly , th e  lack  o f a n  e s ta b lish e d  p ro c e d u re  for 
te s tin g , c e r tify in g  th e  sa fe ty , a n d  a p p ro v in g  o f  n ew  
te c h n iq u e s  o r  p ro d u c ts  —  ra p id ly  —  a lso  h e lp e d  
e x a c e rb a te  w h a te v e r  b a d  fee lin g s  ex is te d . T ire first 
re a l p ro b le m  w a s  w ith  C o rex it, th e  se c o n d  w a s  o v er 
b io re m e d ia tio n . T h e  s ta te  a n d  p u b lic  felt E xxon  a n d  
th e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t w e re  p u s h in g  th e  p ro d u c ts  
to o  h a rd  a n d  to o  fast; E xxon  (a n d  so m e tim e s  so m e  
fe d e ra l ag e n c ie s)  felt th e  s ta te  a n d  th e  p u b lic  w e re  too  
c a u tio u s  o r  h a d  u lte r io r  m o tiv e s  fo r o p p o s in g  th e  
p ro d u c t o r  re q u e s tin g  m o re  te s tin g .

A  th ird  m a jo r  d is p u te ,  th is  o n e  a b o u t w a s te  
d isp o sa l, f la red  a n d  s u b s id e d  se v e ra l tim es  th ro u g h  
S ep te m b e r . E xxon w a n te d  to  b u rn  m o s t o f th e  to n s  of 
o ily  w a s te  c o m in g  b ac k  fro m  th e  w o rk  c re w s. T h e  
w a s te  w a s  a m ix o f o ile d  s e a w e e d  a n d  d e b r is , o il- 
so a k e d  a b s o rb e n t p a d s , o il-so a k e d  p la s tic  s tr in g e rs  
(p o m -p o m s), o il-so a k ed  a b s o rb e n t b o o m , ro ck s , sa n d , 
w o o d , a n d  g a rb a g e  g e n e ra te d  b y  th e  c le a n u p  crew s. 
T h e  p r im a ry  s to ra g e  s ite  w a s  a n  e m p ty  g ra v e l p it  a t a t 
th e  b ase  o f a m o u n ta in  o ff  th e  D ay v ille  R oad  in  
V a ld e z , a b o u t h a lfw a y  b e tw e e n  to w n  a n d  th e  A lyeska 
te rm in a l. A t th e  s ite , w o rk e rs  to o k  th e  w a s te  from  
p la s tic  b ag s , s e p a ra te d  o rg a n ic s  a n d  p la s tic s , re b a g g e d  
th e  s e p a ra te d  w a s te  a n d  s to re d  it in s e p a ra te  p ile s  

b u ild in g  u p  in  lin e d  p its . T h e  m a in  p ile  w a s  a b o u t 100 y a rd s  lo n g , a b it sm a lle r  across, 
a n d  by  Ju ly  th e  w a s te  w a s  m o re  th a n  30 fee t h ig h .70

E xxon  w a s  b u rn in g  so m e  o f  th e  w a s te  in  th re e  sm a ll, g a s -f ire d  in c in e ra to rs  b ro u g h t 
to  th e  s ite . T h e  c o m p a n y  g o t a n  a ir  q u a lity  p e rm it  fo r the  b u r n in g  from  D E C  w ith  
re la tiv e  ease . T h e  p ro b le m  a ro se  w h e n  E xxon  p ro p o s e d  to  b r in g  in  o n e  o r  m o re  la rg e r
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