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Background Information 
 

On the Need to Extend the “One-Way Zone” from the Valdez Narrows 
To One Nautical Mile South of Buoy 9 in the Valdez Arm  

 
 
The Prince William Sound Regional Citizens’ Advisory Council is concerned that during 
more extreme sea states, there is not enough sea room in the constricted waterways 
between the Valdez Narrows and Buoy 9 to save a tanker should it lose propulsion or 
steering.  This concern exists even after observing eight years of tanker towing 
exercises using the best available technology Enhanced Tractor Tugs (Voith Schneider, 
cyclodial tractor) specifically designed for Prince William Sound.   
 
The Vessel Escort and Response Plan (VERP) is designed as a Prince William Sound 
specific plan to provide operating procedures for the Prince William Sound escort 
vessels.  The goal of the plan is to enhance the safety of tanker navigation.  It contains 
information such as intended route, vessel equipment, navigational procedures, escort 
positions and planned speeds. The VERP satisfies the requirement for a pre-escort 
conference for single hull tankers over 5,000 gross tons1. 
 
The VERP addresses this issue by allowing laden tankers to take advantage of the 
entire geographic area by entering the separation zone of the tanker lanes to maximize 
use of available sea room.   Specifically, for outbound or inbound laden tankers the 
VERP states: 
 

The Tanker Master is encouraged to make best use of the available sea room 
when passing between Rocky Point and Buoy #9. If there is no conflicting 
traffic, the Tanker Master, Pilot, Escort Captains and VTC should use traffic 
management to take advantage of the entire width of the geographic area.  As 
the generally preferred route is down the middle of the traffic separation 
zone, the VTC must grant permission prior to the tanker entering the 
separation zone. Unless further maneuvering is needed to avoid ice, any 
tanker using the Valdez Arm separation zone to pass Buoy #9 shall re-enter 
their appropriate traffic lane as soon as practicable.2  (emphasis added) 

 
The Response Planning Group (RPG), consisting of Alaska Tanker Company, Chevron 
Shipping Company, Polar Tankers, SeaRiver Maritime and Tesoro Alaska, agreed to 
extend the one-way traffic zone from the Narrows to Buoy 9 in a March 13, 2007 letter 
to the Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation (ADEC).  This voluntary 
measure was implemented as a short-term response and prevention risk mitigation 
measure to increase safety following the discovery of a recovered oil storage capacity 
shortfall.  Since that time, the RPG has satisfied this shortfall with ADEC by adding the 

                                                 
1 33 CFR Part 168, titled Escort Requirements for Certain Tankers 
2 Vessel Escort & Response Plan, June 2001 
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450-6 response barge to their fleet, and the temporary risk reduction measure has since 
been rescinded.  With the expiration of this voluntary risk reduction measure, there is no 
regulatory mechanism in place to ensure that outbound tankers to use the “maximum 
available sea room.”   This could easily result in there not being enough “room” for an 
escort tug to make a save and keep a tanker from running aground.  Such a modest 
change would significantly enhance the safety of the shipment of oil from the Valdez 
Marine Terminal and ensure safe passage of tankers entering the Port of Valdez. 
 
While it is common practice for oil tankers to move into the separation zone, there are 
likely to be times when the USCG Vessel Traffic Center (VTC) would not grant 
permission due to opposing traffic.  Currently, the Valdez Narrows Special Area 
Operating Requirements prohibit vessels of 1600 gross tons or more from entering the 
Valdez Narrows when a tank vessel of more than 20,000 deadweight gross tons is 
navigating therein.3    In addition, it appears that the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) regulations do not permit vessels to enter into the separation zone.  This further 
complicates the issue as it appears that when the VTC allows a tanker to enter into the 
separation zone, they are in direct conflict with IMO regulations.   
 
The PWSRCAC requests Coast Guard support for changes to the Valdez Arm Traffic 
Separation Scheme.  The effect of this change would be to provide escort tugs an 
additional mile of sea room to make a “save” in the event a tanker suffers loss of 
propulsion or steering.  Additionally, this measure would minimize the risk of a collision 
between an oil tanker and another large vessel.  The PWSRCAC would like for the area 
between the Valdez Narrows and one nautical mile south of Buoy 9 (Figure 1) to be 
made into a one-way zone for all traffic such that it would be mandatory for all laden 
tankers to maximize the sea room in this area. Operating requirements in 33 CFR 
161.60(d) would be applicable to the Valdez Arm VTS Area.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
3 33CFR§161.60 
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Figure 1 
Proposed “One-Way” Zone in Valdez Arm 

From the Valdez Narrows to One Nautical Mile South of Buoy 9 
 
 
 

 
 
 




