
________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sheep Bay Unannounced Night Drill 

 

December 10, 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Tabletop and Equipment Deployment Report 

Prepared By: Roy Robertson 

Prince William Sound RCAC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4-16 Attachment



 2 

Drill/Exercise:   Sheep Bay Unannounced Night Drill 

 

Drill/Exercise Type:   Tabletop and Equipment Deployment 

 

Contingency Plan:   PWS Tanker Contingency Plan – Tactic OW-1 

 

Report Number:   752.431.091210 

 

Exercise Location:   Sheep Bay and SERVS VEOC 

 

Exercise Date(s):   12/10/09 

 

Start and End Time:   0604/2255 

 

Weather Conditions:   Overcast, Seas and Wind Calm, 35  F 

 

Evaluator(s):    Roy Robertson, Dan Gilson and Joel Kennedy 

 

SERVS Exercise Supervisor: Sam Swatzel 

 

Personnel Involved:   SERVS, ADEC, Crowley Marine, TCC,  

SeaRiver, and PWSRCAC 

 

Vessels Involved:   COLUMBIA SPIRIT, Tug INVADER,  

Barge 450-8, F/Vs FAITHFUL, BOSWELL BAY, 

VIKING, ANN MARIE, LADY SAMANTHA, 

RAVEN’S CHILD, and PRINCESS CHRISTINE 

 

Response Equipment Used:  Two TransRec Skimmers, GramRec Skimmer,  

Ocean Raider Boom, and Kepner Boom 

 

Exercise Objectives: 

Phase I 

 

 Activate an IMT sufficient to assign fishing vessels using the most recent 

availability report to all Open Water Task Forces per tactics PWS-OW-1 and 

PWS-OW-2 (including cascade booming)   

 Assign Rapid Response Vessels 

 Assign Tier I Fishing Vessels   

 Assign barge personnel as per Plan    

 

Phase II 

 

 Mobilize and deploy Open Water Task Forces  _____ with the specific resources 

assigned during Phase I of this drill.  Location will be _________. 
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 Deploy and operate all three skimmers using only available personnel and 

configure containment and cascade boom 

 Carry out all functions necessary to fill the barge to capacity with recovered oil  

 Mobilize all Cordova-based Rapid Response Vessels to Cordova District 

Fishermens United (CDFU). 

 

Exercise Overview: 

This was a two-phased drill that was kicked off with a tabletop exercise of assigning all 

of the resources of the SERVS open water system.  After all of the assignments were 

made the second phase was announced, which was the deployment of Open Water Task 

Force 1 at Sheep Bay.  A group of drill controllers, evaluators, participants, and observers 

departed on a chartered vessel Columbia Spirit at 1030 for Sheep Bay.  As the Columbia 

Spirit departed, the location of the exercise and Task Force to be deployed was revealed 

to SERVS.  In addition to the Columbia Spirit, other Alaska Department of 

Environmental Conservation (ADEC) personnel were in Cordova to evaluate and brief 

the fishing vessels as they were called out for this drill. 

 

Exercise Observations and Comments: 
 

Command and Control: 
Overall, the command and control for this exercise went well.  The assignment of 

resources at the VEOC went smoothly and all task forces were assembled 

appropriately.  The Group Supervisor, aboard the Columbia Spirit, worked well with 

the Task Force Leader as only one task force was deployed.   

 

The Task Force Leader role was assigned to the Barge Mate, and it appeared that the 

additional duties of being a Task Force Leader and the responsibility of managing the 

deployment operations on the barge were burdensome for one person.  Having the 

Barge Mate fill the Task Force Leader role essentially reduced the barge crew to three 

during the time-critical first few hours.  During the initial hours when three skimmers 

are in operation and the Tankerman is busy loading the barge and taking samples, 

there is not an extra person to spare from the four-man barge crew.   

 

Safety: 
All operations observed on this drill were conducted safely.  Numerous safety 

briefings were conducted at the beginning of the exercise.  A safety vessel was 

assigned out of Valdez and had an On-Site Safety Specialist onboard to monitor the 

operations from the water. 

 

However, there are several aspects of safety that still should be addressed.  The safety 

vessel assigned for this drill was a good idea but is not included in the OW-1 Tactic 

in the SERVS Tactic Manual.  Additionally, the On-Site Safety Specialist position is 

included in the OW-1 Tactic but this one position is filled by only one person that is 

expected to oversee all seven open water task forces 24 hours a day.  It is difficult to 

foresee this one On-Site Safety Specialist being able to appropriately mange the 
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safety of seven task forces that could easily be spread over miles of an area without 

transportation for 24 hours a day.   

 

The other safety aspect that needs to be reviewed is the assumption that the initial 

response crews are expected to work the first 18 hours of the response regardless of 

the number of hours they have worked prior to the initial call out.  Using this 

assumption could mean that a responder is expected to work a 12 hour shift prior to 

an incident, then put in an additional 18 hours, for a total of 30 hours before being 

relieved.  This assumption is for crews that are working in restrictive clothing and 

wearing respirators in a dangerous environment on a barge recovering fresh crude oil 

in Alaskan winter conditions.  

 

Operations: 
 

Open Water Oil Recovery 

Once the barge arrived and the tug was tied up, the evaluators and observers 

boarded the barge.  After a safety briefing, the deployment of the barge’s 

equipment began.  The initial reel of Kepner boom was deployed in 

approximately 12 minutes, which is very good.  The deployment of the 

GrahamRec (which three crew members are needed to deploy) and TransRec 

skimmers took about one hour.   The recovery systems were in formation and 

skimming began in just over one hour from all three skimmers.  The phase of the 

deployment was to take the large Spill Raider boom off and use it in place of the 

Kepner boom for the U-formation.  This required the skimmers to be stopped, as 

the operators were needed to deploy the other booms.  The downtime for the 

skimming operations was approximately three hours form the time the skimmers 

were shut down to allow the crew to deploy the rest of the boom to the time the 

skimmers were in operation again.  This is a long time in the initial hours to not 

be recovering oil. 

 

Lessons learned from previous night exercises included having boom lights and 

marking the barges to allow the fishing vessels the ability to see them better.  

However, these improvements had not been made. 

 

Nearshore Oil Recovery   Not Exercised 

 

Shoreline Oil Recovery   Not Exercised 

 

Shoreline Cleanup:    Not Exercised 

 

Sensitive Area Protection:   Not Exercised 

 

Non-Mechanical Response Methods: Not Exercised 

 

Fishing Vessel Use: 
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All of the fishing vessels, except the Safety vessel used for this drill, were called 

out from Cordova.  ADEC had two representatives in Cordova to evaluate and 

brief the fishing vessels prior to them being sent out for the drill.  Seven of the 

eight SERVS’ Rapid Response vessels responded to the callout within the one-

hour timeframe.  In addition to the Rapid Response vessels, four seiners were 

also called out for this exercise.   

 

Although all of the vessels assigned to this drill had indicated that they were 

response ready on the weekly call-in to the fishing vessels administrators, several 

vessels were having trouble crewing their boats with trained members of their 

crews.  In order for the drill to continue in a timely manner, ADEC allowed the 

vessels to use trained crewmembers from other boats in the SERVS fishing 

vessels program.   

 

Six Cordova fishing vessels were assigned to the drill but one had to turn back to 

Cordova because they were experiencing mechanical problems.  This did not 

hinder the drill because one of the Rapid Response vessels was held over to tow 

boom when the towing transfer took place. 

 

Communications: 
Communication throughout the drill appeared to work well.   

 

Accomplishment of Objectives: 
Phase I-  

 

 Activate an IMT sufficient to assign fishing vessels, using the most recent 

availability report, to all Open Water Task Forces per tactics PWS-OW-1 and 

PWS-OW-2 (including cascade booming)   

 Assign Rapid Response Vessels 

 Assign Tier I Fishing Vessels   

 Assign barge personnel as per Plan    

 

Phase II 

 

 Mobilize and deploy Open Water Task Forces  _____ with the specific resources 

assigned during Phase I of this drill.  Location will be _________. 

 Deploy and operate all three skimmers using only available personnel and 

configure containment and cascade boom 

 Carry out all functions necessary to fill the barge to capacity with recovered oil  

 Mobilize all Cordova-based Rapid Response Vessels to CDFU 

 

All of the objectives from Phase I were easily met.  The Phase II objectives were 

primarily met with lessons learned on several of them.  The resources for Open Water 

Task Force 1 were deployed in the Sheep Bay area.  The barge crew was able to deploy 

all three skimmers and get into containment formations using the available personnel, 
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although a SERVS Response Coordinator did provide assistance to speed the 

deployments up in the later stages of the drill.  The tankerman was performing the 

simulated tank loading and sampling, but due to time constraints, this objective was not 

exercised at the level the drill planners intended.  The Rapid Response vessels were 

mobilized. 

 

Observations and Issues: 
 

Safety 
Safety is always the first priority of a spill response or training exercise.  Having a safety 

vessel and On-Site Safety Specialist for this one open water task force is a great addition 

for these exercises.   However, it is perplexing to see safety vessels and safety specialists 

used for training not included in the tactics that are planned for an actual incident when 

oil will be in the water and the likelihood of an accident is increased. 

 

The work hour assumptions for the initial response should be changed because potentially 

asking a person to work 30 straight hours in such a hazardous environment is setting up 

an accident. 

 

Open Water Task Force Leader Duties 
Having the Barge Mate perform the role of Task Force Leader during the initial hours of 

the response is asking too much.  The Barge Mate has their hands full managing 

equipment deployments.  Trying to coordinate tug and fishing vessel movements in 

addition to getting the skimmers and boom deployed is a tough assignment.  It would be 

easier for the tug crew to manage vessel movements, and allow the Barge Mate to 

concentrate on operating the barge.  If the Task Force Leader was positioned on the tug, 

communication with fishing vessel movements would be better because due to less noise 

and the use of radar to track vessels.  The Task Force Leader could still get operations 

inputs such as the alignment of the booms from Barge Mate via radio. 

 

Fishing Vessel Crew Pool 
A few years back, SERVS explored the use of a crew pool as part of it fishing vessel 

program.  The use of a crew pool was not long lived, as I understand that there were 

problems with having crewmembers from one boat taken from another and tracking 

which crewmember was where.  It would be better if all of crewmembers from all of the 

trained vessels were able to remain with the vessels on which they were trained.  

However, this may not be practical as it seems crewmembers traveling for other jobs 

prevents them from leaving at a moment’s notice.  SERVS should look at the crew pool 

idea again even if it is just allowing additional crews to be trained during fishing vessel 

training to ensure enough trained crew are available when needed. 

 

Equipment Deployment Sequence 
During this drill, the skimmers were left unattended or not operating for quite almost half 

the time of the eight-hour exercise.  Skimmers running without operators or not at all are 

not very effective recovering oil. This lack of skimming time was primarily due to the 

fact that it took three of the four barge crewmembers to deploy the other booms after the 
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initial skimming had begun.  To be fair, the timeframe for moving into the cascading 

formation was greatly condensed during this drill so the timeframe for not operating 

skimmers would look magnified.  However, even without moving into a cascading 

formation, the boom used in the U-configuration would need to be changed from the 

Kepner boom to the preferred Spill Raider boom early in the response.  Once the two 

booms are changed out, where does the oiled Kepner boom go if not into the cascading 

formation intended for later in the response.  Does this oil boom get towed out of the spill 

site?  The sequencing of the boom deployments needs to be reevaluated. 
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