
Weather and sea  
current data collection
Weather conditions and sea currents affect nearly 
every aspect of oil transportation safety. They 
can play a role, sometimes the determining 
role, in efforts to prevent or to clean up oil spills. 
Consequently, the council promotes constant 
improvements in the system for collecting weather 
and sea current information for Prince William 
Sound.

A key council effort in the coming year will be 
to improve detection and prediction of barrier 
jets near the tanker lanes by working with the 
Prince William Sound Science Center of Cordova 
to purchase and install a weather station at Cape 
Saint Elias Lighthouse.

Barrier jets are localized high winds formed when 
a low pressure storm system approaches a barrier 
such as the Gulf of Alaska coastal mountain 
ranges.  The mountains block the general pressure 
flow and concentrate it into jets of wind paralleling 
the coast.  Much steeper ocean waves can also be 
created by barrier jet conditions. 

Another key council effort involved an exercise 
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Top:  A fishing boat unreels oil-spill boom from 
an Alyeska barge during a training exercise near 
Hinchinbrook Entrance during the summer of 2009. 
Photo by Dan Gilson.

Above:  Dan Gilson, a citizens’ council staffer, stows 
away boom on the deck of an Alyeska response barge 
after a training exercise near Hinchinbrook Entrance 
in Prince William Sound. Photo by Ruth Black, Alyeska 
Pipeline. 



in the summer of 2009 to validate the Alaska 
Ocean Observing System model’s effectiveness in 
predicting wind, waves, and ocean circulation in 
Prince William Sound.  The council was one of 
many supporting stakeholders, and focused its 
efforts on collecting saline layering data. Saline 
layering—meaning different salt concentrations 
at different water depths—can affect how best to 
respond to an oil spill and the likelihood of oil 
being dispersed.

Council’s incident response plan 
The council staff updated the organization’s 

internal plan for responding to a major oil 
spill and presented it to the council 

board in May 2009. The new plan 
includes use of the council’s 
Valdez office in addition to 
the smaller office located at 
Alyeska’s Valdez Emergency 
Operations Center.

OIL SPILL PREVENTION AND 
RESPONSE OPERATIONS

It takes more than detailed contingency plans 
to ensure effective response to an oil spill or an 
emergency that could cause one. It also takes 
equipment, trained people, and a comprehensive 
management system. And it takes practice, 
practice, practice. The council’s oil spill response 
operations program monitors the response 
readiness of Alyeska’s Ship Escort Response Vessel 
System and the tanker companies, and makes sure 
the council itself is prepared to respond to spills 
and other emergencies.

Council staffers, contractors, and  volunteers 
monitor and report on spill response drills, 
exercises, and training to assess readiness and 
provide recommendations for improvement. Most 
of the work is done by council staffers, who present 
annual reports on activities, lessons learned, 
recommendations, and outstanding issues.

Two major multi-day drills were conducted during 
the year covered by this report. In late September 
2008, Tesoro conducted a Gulf of Alaska exercise 
that focused on issues outside Prince William 
Sound, dispersants, coastal community relations, 
and on-water equipment deployment.

Polar Tankers and Alyeska conducted the other 
major exercise in two stages during April and 
May of 2009 in Valdez. The exercise focused on 
dispersant use, wildlife, sensitive area protection, 
and the Regional Stakeholders Committee, set 
up to provide an information conduit between 

response managers in Valdez and 
communities affected by the spill.

An Alyeska response worker takes a break during  
a training exercise near Hinchinbrook Entrance  
in Prince William Sound. Photo by Dan Gilson.
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Alyeska conducted many other exercises during the 
past year, including six tanker towing exercises.

Two exercises were conducted at Alyeska’s Valdez 
Marine Terminal.

The first, in October 2008, involved a simulated 
spill of about 6.5 million gallons of oil into Port 
Valdez (the body of water upon which the city of 
Valdez and the Alyeska terminal are located).  
This exercise focused on response to a spill into  
the water and included the use of dispersants.

The second exercise, in June 2009, focused on 
response tactics for the terminal’s settlement ponds, 
including laying a temporary pipeline to transfer 
recovered fluids from the settlement pond to a 
simulated barge.

Prince William Sound recovery  
rate analysis
In 2006, the state approved Alyeska’s plans to 
adopt a newer booming system—called the Current 
Buster—for cleaning up spilled oil near shore.  
The council was concerned about whether the 
Current Buster was truly equivalent to the older 
booming systems it replaced, and so hired a 
contractor to analyze spilled oil recovery rates  
with the various systems.

This analysis showed the Current Buster to be more 
than twice as effective as the traditional boom 
configuration.  The advantage increases when oil 
is spread out into a thinner slick, as the Current 
Buster can operate at speeds of up to 4 mph, versus 
only about 1 mph for the older booming systems. 
Thus, the Current Buster can skim a larger area of 

water in a given amount of time.

A recovery rate analysis was also 
performed on the Prince William 
Sound response system, with 

This boat pulls protective boom into place during a 
Geographic Response Strategy training exercise near 
Hinchinbrook Entrance, where loaded tankers pass  
out of Prince William Sound. Photo by Dan Gilson.

results that varied widely depending on what type 
of spill was analyzed. The analysis indicated the 
current system might pick up as little 1,000 barrels 
from an instantaneous spill of 300,000 barrels, but 
as much as 247,000 barrels if the same-size spill was 
in the form of a continuous release over an extended 
period of time.

As the state of Alaska requires the oil industry  
to plan for recovering 300,000 barrels of oil in  
72 hours, this report raises doubt that the planning 
standard can be met in the field even under the best 
of conditions.

The council is concerned about these findings, 
and will in coming years seek ways to improve oil 
recovery capability.

Fishing vessel readiness  
review project
The council launched a project during the winter of 
2008-2009 to verify the readiness of Alyeska fishing 
vessel fleet. In winter, fishing captains may be 
outside of Alaska or boats may be on shore.

A council contractor telephoned vessel captains, 
followed by in-person surveys of the six ports with 
vessels in the program.

While most Tier 1 vessels—those required by contract 
to respond the fastest—appeared ready for fast 
response, the survey showed that just under half of 
the 138 Tier II captains appeared ready to respond 
within 24 hours as specified in their contracts. As this 
report went to press, the council was still considering 
how Tier II readiness could be improved.




