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Twenty-five years have passed since the Exxon Valdez struck Bligh Reef, resulting in the worst tanker 
oil spill in U.S. history. On March 23, 1989, the super tanker departed Valdez, left the tanker lanes to 
avoid icebergs from Columbia Glacier, and failed to return to the lanes. Shortly after midnight on 
March 24, it struck Bligh Reef, less than 30 miles from port. Some 11 million gallons of North Slope 
crude oil poured into the pristine waters of Prince William Sound, fouling beaches and marine life as 
far away as the Alaska Peninsula.  The disaster devastated communities and sent local economies 
into a tailspin.  

While the immediate cause of the spill lies with the tanker’s captain and crew, it’s also true that 
complacency on the part of the oil industry, regulatory agencies, and the public played a part in the 
disaster. Regulatory agencies failed to establish proper oversight measures and industry failed to 
ensure a prompt and effective cleanup. While some citizen activists were calling for safety 
improvements in Prince William Sound long before the grounding of the Exxon Valdez, their voices 
were largely ignored. On March 24, 1989, the few prevention measures in place were inadequate to 
forestall the spill, and the cleanup resources immediately available were inadequate to deal with it. 

Much has improved in the past two and a half decades. Regulatory agencies, industry and citizens 
have worked together to use the painful memories and hard lessons of the Exxon Valdez oil spill to 
reduce the chances of another such spill and to prepare for a better cleanup if one should occur. The 
tanker fleet has switched to double hulls, greatly reducing or eliminating the potential for spills 
resulting from lower energy groundings or collisions. Loaded tankers are escorted from Valdez to 
the Gulf of Alaska by two powerful tugs designed to keep a disabled tanker off the rocks or begin 
cleanup if there is a spill. Detailed contingency plans for preventing and cleaning up spills are now 
mandatory. Citizens are guaranteed a voice in safety planning and in oversight of the Prince William 
Sound oil transportation industry. 

Despite these improvements, much remains to be done. Constant vigilance is needed to prevent a 
return of the complacency that allowed the Exxon Valdez spill to happen. That is the reason that the 
Prince William Sound Regional Citizens’ Advisory Council was created and why this report was 
produced. 

Our council is a non-profit corporation that derives its authority from the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 
and from a contract with Alyeska Pipeline Service Co. The council works to observe, verify, advise 
and inform government, citizens, and industry about the safety of crude oil transportation through 
Prince William Sound. Our 19 member organizations represent oiled communities as well as Alaska 
Native, aquaculture, commercial fishing, environmental, scientific, recreation and tourism interests. 

As we move past the twenty-fifth anniversary of the spill, we hope this report will serve to identify 
the many areas where progress has been made as well as those where work is still needed so that 
history won’t repeat itself in Prince William Sound. 

 

— Prince William Sound Regional Citizens’ Advisory Council 2014 
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PREVENTION 
The oil spill that never happens is the easiest to clean up. Safety improvements put in place since 
1989 have drastically reduced the risk of another spill like the Exxon Valdez. In the past twenty five 
years, the Prince William Sound crude oil transportation industry has phased in double-hulled 
tankers, developed a robust escort tug system, and initiated numerous other prevention and 
response improvements. 

DOUBLE-HULLED TANKERS 

The Exxon Valdez, a single-hulled tanker, was carrying a full load of North Slope crude when it ran 
aground on Bligh Reef and caused the worst tanker spill in U.S. history. A Coast Guard study found 
that a double hull could have cut the size of the 11 million gallon spill by 60 to 80 percent. Double-
hulled tankers have two steel skins separated by several feet of space, reducing the chances of a spill 
even if the outer hull is penetrated in a collision or grounding. Double-hulled tankers cannot prevent 
all oil spills, but they are widely regarded as one of the most effective tanker design features for 
reducing the number and size of spills.  Citizens were calling for their use in the Prince William 
Sound tanker fleet long before 1989. 

The Oil Pollution Act of 1990 required the phase-out of single-hulled tankers by 2015, a transition 
that is now complete, ahead of schedule.  

In 2001, the first double-hulled tanker designed and constructed specifically for the Prince William 
Sound oil transportation industry entered service. Commissioned by Philips Petroleum, now called 
Polar Tankers, the Endeavor was built in Louisiana at a cost of over $200 million. The tanker is 895 
feet long and carries just over 40 million gallons of oil. It is equipped with two independent engine 
rooms, twin propellers, and twin rudders.  In 2014 almost all Prince William Sound shippers use, 
this newer purpose-built PWS specific double-hull tanker designs.  Currently, SeaRiver Shipping is 
building two new tankers, the first of which will begin shipping oil in the fall of 2014.   

ESCORT SYSTEM 

Now, loaded tankers are escorted by two tugs until they leave Prince William Sound through 
Hinchinbrook Entrance and pass into the Gulf of Alaska. The present escort system resulted from a 
research effort initiated in the mid-1990s by a partnership of citizens, industry and government.  

A risk assessment was commissioned to review the escort system in existence at the time, as well as 
practices in waterways management and vessel management. The risk assessment concluded that 
better escort tugs were needed, leading to the robust system operating in Prince William Sound 
today.  

Before the Exxon spill, each loaded tanker leaving Valdez was escorted by a single conventional tug 
that turned back several miles short of Bligh Reef. Thus, the Exxon Valdez was unescorted when it 
ran aground.  
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The escort tugs are operated by Alyeska’s Ship Escort Response Vessel System is usually called 
SERVS. SERVS’ mission is to prevent oil spills by helping tankers navigate safely through Prince 
William Sound and to start the response if there is a spill. SERVS maintains a fleet of 11 tugs, 
including the five large escort tugs and a powerful rescue tug stationed at Hinchinbrook for rescues 
needed in the Gulf of Alaska, and keeps response crews on duty around the clock. 

Under today’s practices, both escort tugs must remain within a quarter mile of a laden tanker in the 
northern part of Prince William Sound. Waters in this area are more confined and there is less room 
to maneuver if there is a problem. Tankers passing through Valdez Narrows and into the Valdez 
Arm are limited to a speed of six nautical miles per hour (knots) and must have an escort tug tethered 
to their stern. In the more open waters of the Central Sound, the speed limit for loaded tankers 
increases to twelve knots. In this area, one escort tug must remain near the tanker, while a second 
“sentinel” tug can be located at a more distant location. A limit of ten knots is set for transiting 
Hinchinbrook Entrance to the Gulf of Alaska. The sentinel tug stays on station near Hinchinbrook 
Entrance until the loaded tanker passes into the Gulf of Alaska and is at least 17 miles out to sea. 
Tankers may not outpace their escorts, creating the effective speed limit of 12 mph in central Prince 
William Sound and in Port Valdez, the deep-water fjord where the city of Valdez and the Alyeska 
terminal are located. 

Improvements to escort tug technology 

Starting around 2003, a series of towlines broke during training exercises. Crowley Marine Services, 
which operates the tugs for Alyeska, worked with the towline manufacturer to understand and 
address the problem. These failures underscored the importance of exercises and showed the need 
for continued close monitoring of the system.     

The council has dedicated significant resources to evaluate the escort tugs. These efforts include:  

• participation in the international Safetug Project (Ship Assist in Fully Exposed Conditions).  
The goal of the SAFETUG Project was to study the performance of tugboats assisting large 
vessels, while operating in areas exposed to significant wind, wave and current conditions.   

• research on escort tug winches 

• towlines and tethering systems 

• a study that verifies classification society standards for escort tugboats 

• a study of the best technology for escort tugs in use around the world 

Marine Firefighting Symposium 

A shipboard fire occurring at the Valdez Marine Terminal or on a vessel at a port in Prince William 
Sound could cause a major oil spill or loss of life. In light of requirements established by the Oil 
Pollution Act of 1990 for marine salvage and firefighting contractors, it is important for local, state 
and federal entities to train with industry representatives on how to respond to a fire on a tanker or 
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other ship. About every two years, the council sponsors a Marine Firefighting for Land-Based 
Firefighter Symposium. Expert fire service trainers work with industry stakeholders to provide a 
training curriculum that provides an excellent, hands-on experience for all involved. Past 
symposiums have provided tours of oil tankers, roundtable discussions with response 
organizations, and live fire training.  

Extending requirements for escorts to double-hulled tankers 

The Oil Pollution Act of 1990 required dual tug escorts only for single-hulled tankers laden with 
crude oil cargo.  This provision was due to sunset with the phase-in of double-hulled tankers.  Our 
council, in 2006, adopted a position that called for preserving the two-tug escort requirement for all 
loaded tankers, whether single or double-hulled, and for a limit of two loaded tankers in the system 
at any one time. The council kept working to preserve the dual escort system, and the requirement 
for dual escort tugs was institutionalized in the Coast Guard Authorization Act of 2010. Now, 
regardless of hull configuration, two tugs will continue to escort every laden oil tanker transiting 
Prince William Sound as mandated by the June 13, 2014 Coast Guard final rule on Prince William 
Sound Escorts.  

SERVS safely escorted its 12,490th loaded tanker through Prince William Sound on March 31, 2014, a 
milestone for the safety measures put in place since 1989.  

HUMAN FACTORS 

A navigational mistake, not a hardware malfunction, was the chief cause of the Exxon spill. The 
captain was intoxicated, according to the National Transportation Safety Board, and failed to see 
that the tanker was returned to the shipping lanes (after diverting to avoid icebergs) in time to avert 
the grounding on Bligh Reef. 

While double hulls and other technological improvements can reduce the frequency and severity of 
spills, they may not affect the chain of human errors at fault in many accidents. Some of these safety 
improvements may give a false sense of security, which could lead to complacency.  

Tanker captains weren’t subject to alcohol tests prior to 1989. Now, all captains are given breath tests 
an hour before sailing and any crewmember suspected of consuming alcohol is tested. Each tanker 
leaves port with a state-certified pilot, who stays aboard until the tanker passes Bligh Reef. In 1989, 
the pilots departed from the tankers at Rocky Point, 10 miles shy of Bligh Reef, where the Exxon 
Valdez ran aground. Today, crews receive more training and work hours are limited in an effort to 
reduce fatigue-related accidents. 

REGULATORY OVERSIGHT 

The Coast Guard, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Alaska Department of Environmental 
Conservation are the agencies with primary responsibilities for oversight and monitoring of the 
Valdez Marine Terminal and tanker operations. 

The Coast Guard and the Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation, the two agencies that 
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oversaw operations in Prince William Sound at the time of the spill, were criticized for failing to 
implement and enforce proper prevention and response measures and many improvements have 
been made since then. At the federal level, the Coast Guard has been given a more direct role in spill 
prevention and response, with greater regulatory oversight. The Alaska Department of 
Environmental Conservation now has the authority to regulate terminal and tanker operations, and 
the agency formed the Division of Spill Prevention and Response to oversee oil-related functions. Its 
responsibilities include overseeing industry spill drills, conducting facility inspections, and 
reviewing contingency plans from Alyeska and individual tanker companies.  

The state of Alaska had a spill-response fund prior to 1989. It was expanded after the spill to ensure 
that sufficient money would be available to oversee cleanup operations in the event of another spill 
and to support routine operations of state prevention and response programs. The response fund is 
financed by a tax of 1 cent per barrel on crude oil produced in Alaska. (A barrel of oil is 42 gallons.)  

The tax is suspended when the spill response fund reaches a balance of $50 million, then restarted if 
the state’s expenses in responding to a spill draw down the fund. The day-to-day operations of 
prevention and response programs, meantime, are supported by a tax of 4 cents per barrel on crude 
oil produced in Alaska.  As the volume of oil produced in Alaska has fallen over time, this funding 
mechanism, as currently configured, has proven inadequate to fund oil spill prevention and 
response responsibilities of the State.  PWSRCAC has vigorously advocated for state legislature 
officials to recognized and address this funding shortfall.  

MONITORING VESSEL TRAFFIC 

Before the Exxon spill, there was only limited radar coverage of tanker operations in Prince William 
Sound. The Coast Guard’s radar did not detect the grounding at Bligh Reef, less than 30 miles from 
the agency’s vessel traffic center in Valdez. Now, the Coast Guard tracks tankers and other vessels in 
Port Valdez and much of Prince William Sound with better radars and with an Automatic 
Identification System. This system helps reduce collisions by monitoring the navigational status of 
each ship, including speed and heading.  

The council maintains a subscription to the Automatic Identification System that allows staff and 
volunteers to monitor vessel movements. The system is displayed on monitors in the public areas of 
the council's Anchorage and Valdez offices.  

Alyeska also upgraded its reporting and communications by installing repeater towers to improve 
communications between tankers and the Valdez Marine Terminal.    

While weather was not an immediate cause of the Exxon spill, it is an important factor in preventing, 
containing, and cleaning up oil spills. The council has advocated for and helped fund projects to 
study wind, ocean currents, and other environmental factors near the Valdez terminal, in Prince 
William Sound, and in the Gulf of Alaska.  

Weather equipment has been installed in Valdez Narrows, at Bligh Reef and another point nearby, 
in central Prince William Sound, and at Hinchinbrook Entrance to monitor wind speed, direction, 
barometric pressure, temperature, and wave action. Through a partnership with the Oil Spill 
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Recovery Institute at the Prince William Sound Science Center, the council started monitoring ocean 
currents in Prince William Sound in the fall of 2003. The goal of the project was to use data collected 
from remote weather stations and ocean sensors to develop models that could predict the path of 
spilled oil.  

Weather stations equipped with web cameras have been installed at 15 sites across the Sound. The 
group also deployed gauges to collect data on currents, wave height and frequency in Valdez Arm 
and in central Prince William Sound in October 2007.  

ICE DETECTION 

Ice caused another accident in 1994 when the tanker Overseas Ohio struck an iceberg and suffered 
about $1 million in hull damage. Luckily, the Ohio was inbound at the time and not carrying crude 
oil. It is likely that the iceberg was mostly submerged and therefore invisible to the crew.  

Our council led and helped fund a risk assessment for Prince William Sound tankers in the mid-
1990s. It identified icebergs in tanker lanes as among the most significant risks to crude oil tankers.  

A later study estimated that the volume of icebergs calving from Columbia glacier had increased 
five-fold over the preceding two decades and the trend was likely to continue or intensify.  

This led to a collaborative effort to install an ice-detecting radar system on Reef Island, near Bligh 
Reef. It began providing ice information to SERVS in 2002. SERVS receives ice radar signals at its 
duty and dispatch office in Valdez and uses the information to warn tanker captains when icebergs 
pose a threat to navigation.   

The ice detection system is an example of a good working partnership between industry, 
government and citizens. The council received a Legacy Award from the Pacific States/British 
Columbia Oil Spill Task Force for the project in 2003.  

Unfortunately, the ice radar recently stopped operating, and the council is working with SERVS to 
diagnose and remedy the problem to again have this important system available.  Even though ice in 
the tanker lanes has diminished to some degree with the retreat and stabilization of Columbia 
Glacier, ice in the shipping lanes continues to be a threat to safe navigation. 

 

RESPONSE 
Spill prevention is a high priority in promoting the safe transportation of crude oil through Prince 
William Sound, but even the best prevention measures are not completely fail-safe. Thus, a top-

The Exxon Valdez left the tanker lanes in 1989 because of reports of icebergs drifting into the lanes 
from nearby Columbia Glacier. The crew failed to return to the vessel to the lanes on schedule, 
resulting in the grounding on Bligh Reef. 
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notch response system is also vital. 

Industry and regulatory agencies must be prepared to respond by having equipment ready, people 
trained, and plans in place to mount an immediate, large-scale response in the event of a spill.    

SPILL DRILLS and RESPONSE EQUIPMENT 

Seventeen hours after the spill, neither the tanker nor the leading edge of the oil slick had been 
boomed and skimmers weren’t working effectively. The little skimming that did occur was soon 
halted because there was a lack of storage capacity for recovered oil.  The response barge was buried 
under snow with a hole in its hull. Today, systems are in place to coordinate industry and 
government roles and responsibilities in a spill response.  

Before 1989, few drills were held to test prevention and response plans for tanker companies and the 
Alyeska terminal. Today, the oil industry must conduct two major drills each year and several 
smaller drills and training exercises take place in communities throughout the area affected by the 
Exxon spill.  

These drills allow response personnel to learn about equipment and procedures for cleaning up a 
spill. They also coordinate the efforts of Alyeska regulatory agencies, fishing vessels, tanker owners 
and operators, and our council. 

Alyeska's SERVS is now considered one of the best-equipped oil-spill response forces in the world 
and is responsible for ensuring that adequate response equipment is ready for use against a spill. 

In 1989, there were only 13 oil-skimming systems in Alyeska’s response inventory; today there are 
over 100 with a total recovery capacity calculated to achieve over 12 million gallons in 72 hours. 
Only 5 miles of containment boom were available in 1989; today, approximately 50 miles are on 
hand. Only one 500,000 gallon barge was available to store recovered oil and the water that comes 
with it; today there are 7 storage barges with a total capacity of more than 34 million gallons. 

Alyeska maintains depots of spill-response equipment and materials at communities throughout the 
Sound, including Valdez, Cordova, Whittier, Tatitlek and Chenega Bay, as well as at five salmon 
hatcheries. In addition, response barges are anchored at remote locations in the Sound and manned 
24 hours a day for rapid action. A response will be successful only if equipment is ready, personnel 
are trained, and all parts of the system are effectively coordinated.  

Responders in Prince William Sound use the National Incident Management System, which is based 
on a system first developed by firefighters in California to coordinate management, resources and 
roles during fire response involving many agencies and authorities. It engages the Coast Guard, the 
state of Alaska, and the party responsible for the spill in a unified command structure that expands 
according to need and is tested extensively in drills. 

The response to the Exxon spill was widely criticized as poorly coordinated and largely ineffective. 
The weather was ideal for spill response for three days after the grounding, but the equipment 
wasn’t ready.  
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CONTINGENCY PLANS 

Anyone who transports or handles crude oil as cargo, including the Valdez Marine Terminal and 
individual tanker companies, must have a government-approved contingency plan in place for 
preventing and responding to spills. State and federal laws and regulations determine what must be 
in the plan and what must be provided in the way of drills, training, and equipment. Requirements 
vary based on location, the type of vessel or facility, and the amount and type of cargo involved. 

Since 1989, state and federal agencies have expanded plan requirements and changed some of the 
assumptions. The Oil Pollution Act of 1990 stipulated the first contingency plan requirements for 
tankers.  

Those who are required to have contingency plans to operate must provide assurances that 
personnel are being trained, that equipment and resources are available and ready to be mobilized 
quickly, and that all participants have practiced their roles in preparation for an actual spill.  

Alyeska Pipeline Service Co. was required to have a contingency plan before the Exxon spill, but it 
was not effectively implemented. Spill-response duties were assigned to personnel with other day-
to-day operational tasks, and equipment was not adequately maintained and available. As a result, 
the initial response in 1989 was slow, ineffective, and poorly coordinated. 

The potential size of a spill determines the amount of resources and equipment that must be 
available for response. Alyeska’s 1987 state-approved contingency plan said a spill of 8.4 million 
gallons (three quarters the size of the Exxon spill) was highly unlikely. It stated, “Catastrophic 
events of this nature are further reduced because the majority of tankers calling on Port Valdez are 
of American registry and all of these are piloted by licensed masters or pilots.” 

Now, both federal and state laws require planning for larger spills, and require more spill response 
equipment to be immediately available. Contingency plan holders must have enough equipment to 
deal with a spill of 12 million gallons within 72 hours. They must also plan for a much larger spill 
based on a complicated formula that includes credit for prevention measures.  

In Prince William Sound, tanker owners and operators must have their own approved contingency 
plans, although they contract with Alyeska to provide the initial response described in the plans.  

Under these contracts, Alyeska manages the spill response for up to the first 72 hours after a spill. 
After that, management is transferred to the spiller, as long as the Coast Guard and the Alaska 
Department of Environmental Conservation agree that the spiller or its representative is ready to 
take over. 

Alyeska Pipeline Service Co. maintains its own contingency plans for the Valdez Marine Terminal 
and for the trans-Alaska pipeline. The shipping companies maintain a joint plan, supplemented by 
individual plans tailored to each shipping company, to prevent and respond to a spill from a tanker. 
The council reviews and comments on Alyeska’s terminal plan, on individual tanker plans, and on 
the joint shippers’ plan.  
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During the early 2000’s, when Alyeska began work on its five-year contingency plan renewal for the 
terminal, problems became apparent.  A working group was created with regulators, industry and 
the council to tackle these issues. This collaborative process addressed and resolved some issues, 
and produced an improved plan to prevent and respond to spills.  The council continues to regard 
this working group as a model of the kind of collaboration and cooperation needed to maximize the 
safety of crude oil operations in Prince William Sound. 

Over the years, the working relationship between Alyeska, regulators and the council has ebbed and 
flowed.  While the council aims for collaborative problem solving, sometimes this is simply not 
possible.  The workgroup’s goal of continuous improvement in contingency planning is supported 
by the council, with protection of Prince William Sound being foremost in citizens’ minds.   

Contingency plans have helped ensure that measures are in place to prevent and respond to a spill, 
but there is room for improvement.  For example, the industry contingency plans assume that, even 
in a catastrophic spill larger than Exxon Valdez, no oil would escape Prince William Sound and 
therefore no advance cleanup planning would be required outside of the Sound. 

In fact, oil from the Exxon spill reached communities as far away as the western beaches of Kodiak 
Island and the eastern shores of the Alaska Peninsula. Communities in these downstream areas do 
not have the same response equipment as is stationed in Prince William Sound. If another spill sent 
oil in their direction, the necessary equipment for protecting hatcheries, salmon streams, clamming 
beaches, wildlife, and other local resources might not be readily available. 

Our council has focused on developing plans for downstream communities, including a timeline for 
when oil might reach them and estimates of the personnel and equipment that would be needed to 
respond. 

FISHING VESSELS and NEARSHORE RESPONSE 

Some of the changes since 1989 put more emphasis on shoreline protection, wildlife protection, and 
the identification of sensitive areas such as hatcheries. A new term was coined — nearshore response 
— to describe the effort to protect shorelines threatened by spilled oil that escapes initial 
containment. 

Nearshore response is a major component of spill response, in which local personnel, knowledge 
and resources can be used to protect critical resources and shorelines. Industry groups, the council 
and regulatory agencies have worked cooperatively to develop and refine nearshore response plans. 

Local fishing vessels form the backbone of Alyeska’s planned nearshore response. They are used to 
transport response equipment, deploy and tend boom, and mobilize pre-staged equipment to 
protect fish hatcheries, among other things.  

Alyeska provides response training to approximately 400 fishing boats and their crews. The fishing 
vessels, based in communities in Prince William Sound, the Kenai Peninsula and Kodiak Island, are 
under contract with Alyeska to respond to spills if willing and available at the time of an incident. 
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Annual training for these vessels and their crews is a three day event with two days of classroom 
instruction on equipment and tactics for collecting oil, and finally a day of on-water activities where 
people have a chance to physically handle and use the response equipment. 

The oil industry is much better prepared today for nearshore response than it was 25 years ago, but 
there is still room for improvement, requiring ongoing training and vigilance to maintain readiness.  

STORING RECOVERED OIL 

Storage capacity for recovered oil was a huge problem in the 1989 recovery effort, when only a 
single barge with room for 500,000 gallons of storage was available initially. Boats would pick up the 
emulsified oil (oil that has mixed with seawater into a goo that sometimes resembles chocolate 
mousse), only to find there was nowhere to put it. Alyeska now maintains storage capacity, much of 
it on barges, for over 34 million gallons of recovered oil and water mixture. 

GEOGRAPHIC RESPONSE STRATEGIES 

Prince William Sound has thousands of miles of shoreline that support clamming beaches, salmon 
streams, hatcheries, and other environmentally fragile and sensitive areas that could be threatened 
by spilled oil. Many changes since the Exxon spill have addressed the need to protect these critically 
sensitive areas. 

The council has worked cooperatively with industry and regulatory agencies to develop detailed 
Geographic Response Strategies to protect the most sensitive areas and habitats from spilled oil.  
These are map-based strategies that can save time during the critical first few hours of an oil spill 
response.  Strategies have been developed for Prince William Sound, Cook Inlet, and Kodiak Island.  
Work continues today on developing and testing these strategies.   

One change is that the tanker contingency plan for Prince William Sound assigns two vessels to 
protect sensitive areas.  In the event of a spill, these vessels would be out ahead of the spill 
deploying boom and helping ensure that oil does not reach the shorelines of these sensitive areas 
and fragile habitats.  

PLACES OF REFUGE 

In November 2002, the tanker Prestige suffered structural damage off northwest Spain and leaked a 
little over 4 million gallons of its cargo of heavy fuel oil into surrounding waters. Winds pushed the 
oil onto the Spanish and French coasts, after which the vessel was towed offshore while Spanish 
government decided what to do. 

This spill was an example of the dangers of being unprepared and unable to respond effectively to 
local pressures to “not” allow a damaged or endangered vessel entry into local waters in order to be 
stabilized. Our council began studying the issue of tankers in distress, and we participated in a 
process initiated by the Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation. These activities resulted 
in a “places-of-refuge” matrix and detailed plans that have been incorporated in the contingency 
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planning process.  A place of refuge is an area where a disabled tanker could take shelter while 
repairs are made. 

SHOREZONE MAPPING 

In an effort to improve response planning, our council began video mapping the shoreline—or 
shorezone—of Prince William Sound in the summer of 2004. This effort sent researchers into the air 
to take aerial video of shorelines during low tides to monitor habitat, plants, and animals.  The video 
is used in conjunction with detailed maps to form a database of the nearshore environment. Besides 
being a tool for planning and conducting oil-spill response, this database is available for education 
and research.   

In 2009, the council was one of several partners to receive the Coastal America 2009 Spirit Award for 
being part of the team involved in the collaborative Alaska Shorezone Mapping and Imagery Project.  
The program grew and by late 2013, there were over 67,000 miles of shoreline mapped on the West 
Coast.  This includes most of Alaska (parts of Western Alaska are missing), all of British Columbia, 
and parts of Washington State.  The council co-funded the mapping in its region.  The entire Exxon 
Valdez oil spill region has been completed.   

RESPONSE GAP 

Our council continues to have major concerns about regulations governing the rescue and response 
tugs that escort loaded oil tankers out of Prince William Sound. Loaded tankers are permitted to sail 
if the sustained wind at Hinchinbrook Entrance is less than 52 mph (45 knots) and waves are less 
than 15 feet high.  The Alyeska contingency plan indicates that the SERVS' response system can 
work in winds up to 40 mph (35 knots) and waves up to 10 feet. However, based on observation of 
numerous drills and exercises, the council has concluded that the safe operating limits for oil spill 
responders are closer to 35 mph (30 knots) of wind and seas of 3 to 4 feet. When loaded tankers can 
sail but cleanup is not feasible, conditions are said to be in the “response gap.” 

The Council has conducted studies of winds, waves, temperature, and visibility to determine how 
often local conditions fall within the response gap. For both mechanical cleanup (primarily with 
booms and skimmers) and non-mechanical cleanup (dispersants and in-situ burning), the response 
gap conditions represent about 30 percent of the year in central Prince William Sound and at 
Hinchinbrook Entrance, or about 110 days per year. The gap is smaller in the summer, occurring 
about 10 percent of the time, and larger in the winter, when immediate response is largely 
impossible 56 percent of the time. 

DISPERSANTS 

Dispersants are substances that break up spilled oil into droplets that are scattered into the water 
column rather than leaving it floating on the surface in a slick.  The oil is supposed to dissipate 
below the surface so that the oil doesn't contaminate the shoreline, birds, or marine mammals. 
Dispersants are also intended to speed up the breakdown process. 
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The use and effectiveness of chemical dispersants in oil-spill response has long been a matter of 
debate. Industry and some government regulators maintain that dispersants could be a useful tool 
for dealing with oil spills in Prince William Sound or the Gulf of Alaska, despite the fact that they 
failed when tried on spilled oil from the Exxon Valdez.  

Reports after the Exxon spill concluded that chemical dispersants were largely useless in that 
cleanup effort. In the days following the spill, dispersants were applied several times.  Observers 
noted that the efforts were ineffective.  State officials became skeptical of dispersants as a response 
option, yet application efforts continued for up to a week or more after March 24. Most of the oil had 
emulsified by that point, making it resistant to breakdown. On April 8, the Environmental Protection 
Agency declared that further dispersant applications would not be effective and therefore would be 
inappropriate.  

It is estimated that it would have taken 500,000 gallons of Corexit 9527, the dispersant used on the 
Exxon spill, to treat the 11 million gallons of oil released, but only 22,150 gallons of the dispersant 
were available in Alaska at time of spill. Additionally, the low temperature and low salt content of 
Prince William Sound waters make dispersants less effective. 

Research on dispersants 

The council has sponsored extensive research to better understand how chemically dispersed oil 
behaves in the water column, from the surface of the sea to the bottom, and how it affects species 
that live there.  The council has pushed for rigorous testing of dispersants for many years.  Results of 
our studies have shown: 

• Dispersants are less effective in cold or less salty waters such as those in Prince William 
Sound.   

• Lingering oil can have toxic effects on species such as salmon and herring at much lower 
levels than previously thought.   

• Dispersants require a considerable level of wave activity or mixing energy in order to work 
and resurfacing can be a problem. Resurfacing occurs when oil that has been broken apart 
coalesces and returns to the surface. This is cause for concern because resurfaced oil may form 
a slick elsewhere and unexpectedly harm environmentally sensitive areas, the very thing 
dispersants are intended to protect. 

A committee of the National Research Council issued a report titled "Understanding Oil Spill 
Dispersants: Efficacy and Effects."  The report concluded that the decision to use dispersants after an 
oil spill should be determined by which part of the marine ecosystem should be protected, either 
surface waters and shorelines or water column and seafloor. The committee recommended further 
study on the effectiveness of dispersants on different types of oil in various environmental 
conditions. It also suggested study of the acute and long-term toxicity of dispersed oil.  

The council funded several projects in recent years to answer some of these questions:  
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• A study on the effects of sunlight on oil found that ultraviolet radiation (a component of 
sunlight) significantly increases the toxicity of oil to marine organisms.  

• Studies of herring larvae exposed to crude oil showed that oil became two to 450 times more 
toxic when exposed to a combination of sunlight and chemically dispersed oil.  90 percent of 
the herring larvae exposed during the study were killed or injured. These findings are critical 
to evaluating the risk and injuries from spilled oil and chemically dispersed oil in Prince 
William Sound.  

• Recent studies in the last year have shown that juvenile pink salmon and Pacific herring 
exposed to crude oil during their embryonic stage caused an enlarged heart and reduced 
aerobic performance (swimming speed).   

Guidelines for using dispersants in Alaska 

For years, our council participated in a working group with the Alaska Regional Response Team (a 
group of state and federal agencies in charge of oil spill response guide policy in Alaska) to address 
questions about dispersant toxicity, effectiveness, and planning.  

In 2014, the Alaska Regional Response Team proposed significant changes to the guidelines for how 
dispersants are used in Alaska. The team recommended using a public review process instead of the 
collaborative work group process that had been used previously.  In the end, the updated guidelines 
eliminated the preapproval of dispersants in Prince William Sound, which the council believes is a 
positive step.  

Official council position on dispersants 

There are so many unknowns about the effects of dispersants —including long-term impacts — the 
council has consistently advocated for a conservative, and precautionary approach to their use.  

In 2006, after years of in-depth study, the council adopted a position opposing any use of chemical 
dispersants in Prince William Sound. These studies, along with inconclusive laboratory and open sea 
tank tests prompted the council’s position in opposition of dispersant use until research shows the 
chemicals to be a safe and effective way to treat spilled oil.   

The council supports state and federal response policy of using mechanical response with booms 
and skimmers as the first priority in oil-spill response. 

The idea of using alternative response technologies when mechanical recovery is not possible may 
be flawed. Alternative response methods such as dispersants and burning have essentially the same 
operational weather windows as mechanical response. 

Dispersants are known to be toxic.  They shift oil from one part of the environment to another and 
do not remove it, as does mechanical response. Consequently, the use of dispersants represents an 
environmental trade-off.  

IN-SITU BURNING 



 16 

In-situ burning, or burning oil while it is still on the water, is another much-debated method of 
treating oil spills. Two attempts at in-situ burning took place on the second day of the Exxon Valdez 
cleanup.  The first attempt ignited 15,000 gallons of crude oil, which burned with high efficiency. 
Efforts to ignite a second slick were unsuccessful because the oil had emulsified, making it resistant 
to burning, and the strategy was abandoned. 

Burning converts oil from water pollution to air pollution, but still leaves it in the environment. In 
December 2004, the council adopted a position advocating in-situ burning only after mechanical 
recovery has been ruled out.  

In-situ burning could be useful for pack ice spills, spills at extremely low temperatures, and on spills 
in extremely remote locations. Citing the concern for the effect of burn residue on sea life and 
recognizing that sometimes burning may be best, the council determined that continued research 
into the issue is necessary. 

ENVIRONMENT 
The Exxon spill brought devastation to Prince William Sound 25 years ago, but tanker spills are not 
the only pollution threat the crude oil trade poses to the region’s environment or residents.  

Day-to-day operations of oil tankers and the Valdez Marine Terminal create pollution, including 
small leaks and spills of crude oil and other petroleum products, as well as permitted and regulated 
discharges from the terminal and tankers into the air and into the waters of Port Valdez. The council 
is also concerned about the risk of invasive species reaching Prince William Sound in tanker ballast 
water, discussed later in this report. 

LONG TERM ENVIRONMENTAL MONITORING PROGRAM  

When the Exxon spill hit Prince William Sound, there was very little in the way of baseline scientific 
data on pre-spill environmental conditions that could be used to gauge the impacts of the spill. Early 
in its history, the council launched a project to compile such information. 

Begun in 1993, the goal of the Long Term Environmental Monitoring Program is to monitor for oil 
pollution from operations of oil tankers and Alyeska’s Valdez Marine Terminal by analyzing the 
tissue of mussels collected from the shoreline of the Port and Sound. Mussels are filter feeders and 
accumulate toxins from the water. The data collected from the program form a benchmark for 
assessing the ongoing impacts of routine tanker and terminal operations.  If there is ever another 
spill, this data will allow for before-and-after comparisons to help determine its impacts. 

This program is the longest continuous record of regular hydrocarbon sampling in the region. 
Results are summarized in a year-end report. So far, the data show the levels of oil pollution are well 
under that which would indicate a concern under current standards. This is true even at the Port 
Valdez sites, where levels tend to be higher. 

Laboratory tests “fingerprint” the mussel tissues to identify the source of any crude oil in the tissues. 
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Exxon Valdez hydrocarbons have been detectable at several of the sites, but they have declined to 
extremely low levels.  

The program currently conducts tests every other year in the summer season at two Port Valdez 
sites and at the Knowles Head site in Prince William Sound proper. The other seven sites are 
sampled once every five years in the summer season.  If there is a large spill, or an unaccountable 
rise or spike in observed readings, the council will increase the sampling rates. 

NON-INDIGENOUS SPECIES 

In addition to the oil pollution concerns posed by the tankers and the terminal, tankers are also the 
cause of another potential environmental and economic problem—non-indigenous species.  

Non-indigenous species have the potential to be transported to Prince William Sound in oil tanker 
ballast water, on vessel hulls, in sediment taken in with ballast water in shallow ports, and in sea 
chests (compartments on the sides of tankers that house seawater intake lines used for ballast, 
engine cooling, and fire suppression). 

Oil tankers traveling empty from west coast ports to Valdez take on seawater ballast for navigational 
stability. Some ballast water is occasionally carried in the same tanks used for oil. There, it mixes 
with oily residue and has to be cleaned upon arrival before it can be discharged into Port Valdez. 
Most other ballast is carried in segregated tanks reserved specifically for that purpose. These tanks 
never hold oil, so this water does not have to be cleaned like oily ballast water discharged from 
cargo tanks. 

Millions of gallons of segregated—or “clean”—ballast water are discharged near Valdez each year, 
posing a risk that Prince William Sound could be invaded by non-indigenous species. (Dirty ballast 
does not pose this risk, because oily residues kill any organisms taken in with the ballast water.) 

Prince William Sound—primarily Port Valdez—receives more discharged ship ballast water than 
any other port in the state. Much of this ballast water comes from ports already invaded by non-
indigenous species such as the European green crab and Chinese mitten crab. 

Our council made the issue of non-indigenous species a priority in 1996 by pursuing two tracks—
research and legislation. Several partnership studies from 1996 through 2011 have found a total of 22 
non-indigenous species present in Prince William Sound.  

However, the council and invasive species experts are generally more concerned with species that 
have yet to be found in our waters, but are known ballast water invaders such as the European green 
crab. Green crabs were first detected on the west coast in San Francisco in 1989; by 2014 they had 
worked their way as far north as British Columbia. 

Council-sponsored research found the green crab could easily establish itself in the waters of Prince 
William Sound and the Gulf of Alaska. The council established a citizen monitoring effort to educate 
the public on this growing concern, and also to look for green crabs along the shores in our 
communities.  
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So far, neither the studies nor the citizen monitoring program have found green crabs in Alaska, 
although most experts agree that they will make it to the state eventually. Thus, the council supports 
an effort by regulators to develop an early detection and rapid response plan to combat this and 
other detected invasive species.  

Another area of research concerns hitchhikers that catch rides on the hulls of ships, called hull 
fouling or biofouling. Barnacles, mussels and non-attached organisms such as crabs and lobsters also 
find their way into sea chests. The council is sponsoring research with the University of Washington 
to identify the potential for hull-fouling invasions as a result of shipping traffic into the Sound. This 
research is being sponsored in partnership with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

Legislative efforts 

In addition to focusing on research, the council monitors and advises regulatory bodies and 
legislators on invasive species laws and regulations. Regulations have a huge hole in regard to 
onboard ballast water treatment involving filtration for organisms and chemical treatment for 
marine pathogens, which, together, comprise a known and effective international standards of 
treatment for the problem of non-indigenous species.   

Until the new regulations for onboard treatment are fully implemented, an older process of ballast 
water exchange will continue. Ballast water exchange removes coastal organisms from ballast tanks 
by replacing seawater taken on in port with open-ocean seawater. Oceanic water is much less likely 
to contain organisms able to survive in the coastal waters of the destination port where the ballast 
will be discharged. Similarly, discharging coastal ballast water in the open ocean poses little danger 
of contaminating those waters with non-indigenous species because inland coastal organisms 
typically cannot survive there. 

At present, the tankers in the North Slope crude oil trade are exempt from U.S. Coast Guard federal 
onboard ballast water treatment requirements, although these tankers are required to do so by the 
EPA.   The Coast Guard and the EPA regulations cite different authorities and so the question of 
agency enforcement of new treatment requirements remains unresolved.    Our council has voiced 
concern about this issue, but Congress has yet to act on the issue as of this writing. 

 One only has to look at the rest of the United States to see the consequences of harmful invasions. 
The prime example of this is the zebra mussel’s invasion of the Great Lakes. Damage to water pipes, 
boat hulls, and other hard surfaces by this species in the Great Lakes is estimated at $5 billion. So far, 
no harmful non-indigenous species from tanker ballast water is known to have become established in 
Prince William Sound, and our goal is to make sure our waters don’t become the next Great Lakes. 

IMPACTS ON THE HUMAN ENVIRONMENT 

The plight of communities affected by the Exxon spill was all but overlooked in the immediate 
aftermath of the disaster, despite the severe social and economic disruptions these communities 
endured. Our council took the lead in addressing the need to repair the human environment. We 
produced Coping with Technological Disasters, a guidebook for communities. It won the council a 
Legacy Award in 2000 from the Pacific States/British Columbia Oil Spill Task Force. 
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The guidebook was published in 1999 following studies on the effects of the Exxon spill on the 
commercial fishing town of Cordova.  The studies found that manmade, or technological, disasters 
affect people very differently than do natural disasters. These disasters tend to produce a corrosive 
community social environment characterized by high levels of tension, conflict, litigation and 
chronic psychological stress. The guidebook offers ways to cope with the economic, social, and 
personal hardships caused by a disaster like the Exxon spill. The guide has been used in a number of 
communities suffering from technological disasters, most notably by communities and organizations 
in the Gulf of Mexico following the 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon spill.   

The council developed a peer-listener training program, available on DVD, to complement the 
guidebook. Training sessions have been presented to many communities, where residents learn to be 
peer counselors, advisors, friends, and referral agents for those who may not seek professional 
services or may not know that help is available.  In 2011, the Peer Listener Training Manual was 
updated by the Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant Consortium to further help communities and 
responders dealing with BP’s Deepwater Horizon disaster in the Gulf of Mexico.   

VALDEZ MARINE TERMINAL 
The trans-Alaska pipeline ends at the Valdez Marine Terminal. There, approximately 90 to 95 
percent of the oil produced on Alaska’s North Slope is loaded onto tankers for shipment to Hawaii, 
the west coast of the United States, or to Alaska’s Cook Inlet (which has one small refinery). The rest 
of the oil is taken out of the pipeline by refineries in Fairbanks and Valdez. 

At peak, North Slope production in the early-1990’s, about 2.1 million barrels of oil (over 88 million 
gallons) poured into tankers each day at the Valdez terminal. Production has declined since then; it 
averaged slightly less than 500,000 barrels (about 21 million gallons) a day in 2013. 

Building the 800-mile trans-Alaska pipeline from Prudhoe Bay to Prince William Sound cost $8 
billion, took three years, and employed some 70,000 people. The pipeline and Alyeska Pipeline 
Service Co. have been transporting oil for 37 years. In this time, the system has moved 
approximately 16.2 billion barrels of oil (well over half a trillion gallons), enough to make up more 
than 21,000 tanker loads.  

While these statistics are impressive, they also serve as a reminder that the system is getting old. 
Constant vigilance is needed to ensure that the necessary inspection and maintenance is performed 
to assure continued safe operations. 

MAINTENANCE OF TERMINAL ASSETS 

In 2011, our council sponsored a comprehensive study of maintenance practices at the terminal. The 
study indicated that procedures, their implementation, and the actual maintenance activities 
themselves had become so complicated that concerns and uncertainties were substantiated regarding 
whether all oil-handling assets were being properly maintained.  A major part of the problem could 
be traced to Alyeska's use of an antiquated system for retention of maintenance data and 
management of maintenance activities.  In 2014, Alyeska implemented an upgrade to their 
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maintenance management and tracking processes to include the use of a modern and widely used 
system for management of its maintenance activities.   

Remote Control of Terminal Assets 

In 2007 and 2008, Alyeska moved its Operational Control Center from the Valdez Marine Terminal 
to Anchorage.  Our council sponsored a study to find out whether the move adversely affected the 
ability of controllers to control terminal assets.   
 
The impetus for the study was documented control system failures that frustrated efforts to prevent 
a 2009 spill at Pump Station 9.  The study revealed that the remote operator's inability to "see" the 
controlled assets and process alarms may have been a factor in that incident.  "Alarm floods," many 
alarms in a short period of time, were frequent in the years immediately following the move of the 
control center to Anchorage.  The extent to which the “alarm floods” have been eliminated and 
address or have been associated with assets at the terminal remains undetermined.   
 
Integrity of Piping Over Water 

Starting in 2012, our council sponsored a study to look at corrosion and management of corrosion 
affecting the oil handling assets at the Valdez Marine Terminal.  Coincident, with the start of that 
study, Alyeska found and quickly repaired an instance of corrosion under insulation at a girth weld 
on pipes on the berths that feed oil to the tankers.  The corrosion had caused several highly localized   
50-70% losses of thickness of the pipe wall.  Of greater overall concern, the study found that almost 
all of the piping (either buried or above-ground but covered with insulation) at the terminal had not 
been inspected for wall loss associated with corrosion since construction.  Alyeska embarked on a 
program to inspect the hundreds of insulation-covered girth welds in the overwater piping and this 
process is now mostly complete and has shown the pipe welds to be in generally excellent condition.  
The frequency at which these difficult-to-do inspections are to be repeated is yet to be determined.   

Integrity of Secondary Containment 

The Valdez Marine Terminal was constructed with eighteen large oil storage tanks, each of which 
can hold 500,000 barrels, or 21,000,000 gallons, of crude oil. Fourteen tanks are still in service.  
Should a tank fail and release oil, a secondary containment system, consisting of berms, walls, 
valves, piping and liner systems will hold any spilled oil.  Each secondary containment system 
should also allow fresh water runoff to be collected and removed through a system of pipes, catch 
basins, and manholes for treatment at Alyeska's Ballast Water Treatment Facility.  The pipes, 
manholes, and catch basins that remove potentially contaminated runoff were found to be leaking in 
2008.  The council was concerned because this piping system is buried outside the secondary 
containment system.  Repairs to the piping system have been attempted at various times since 2008, 
but have been mostly unsuccessful due to a variety of causes, including environmental issues, 
unsuitable materials, and deficient testing techniques.  Alyeska has indicated promising plans for 
repairs to the piping system to commence in 2014 and be finished in 2018.  The tank liner system 
installed during original construction uses now-obsolete but grandfathered oil-degradable asphalt 
technologies that have not been systematically inspected or tested for proper functioning. In 2014 
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Alyeska embarked on a testing effort to validate secondary liner integrity.  Results of those tests are 
pending.   

Inspectability of Piping 

The results of council's corrosion study and several pipeline incidents indicated a need to inspect 
piping that was originally deemed to be "uninspectable."   A council survey of inspection 
technologies in 2012 and 2013 indicated that technologies were commercially available to address 
the specific needs for a large majority of the oil handling piping at the terminal.  Alyeska is currently 
developing an inspection program for the terminal piping, and has tested several of the new 
technologies at the terminal.  A council-sponsored, concurrent study is underway to assess this 
aspect of Alyeska's inspection program and to recommend alternate technologies and best practices 
for terminal piping inspections, as appropriate.   
 
VAPOR CONTROLS 

Routine operations of the tanker industry create a level of ongoing pollution, mostly from oil 
residues released into the water and hydrocarbon vapors into the air by the Valdez Marine 
Terminal. Many of these emissions are permitted by regulation, but are a continuing concern for the 
council, which strives to reduce associated environmental impacts of the terminal and tankers 
including permitted pollution to the minimum feasible levels. 

For the first twenty years of terminal operations, the most serious pollution came from tanker 
loading, in the form of toxic crude oil vapors forced out of holds as tankers took on cargo. These 
vapors were vented into the atmosphere, threatening the health of terminal workers and Valdez 
residents. Our council opposed this practice and, after a series of scientific studies, called for a 
system to capture these vapors. 

While this practice was in effect prior to 1997-1998, the Valdez terminal with its tanker operations 
was the biggest source of open loading vapor emissions in the United States, annually releasing 
43,000 tons of volatile organic compounds, a small fraction of which are known to cause cancer.  

In 1995, the Environmental Protection Agency agreed that a system to capture these harmful vapors 
should be required. By 1998, Alyeska had installed vapor controls at two loading berths, eliminating 
nearly all cargo vapor related air pollution from tanker loading operations. 

While vapors from tanker loading operations came under control in 1998, the nearby Ballast Water 
Treatment Facility continued to release unregulated vapor emissions into the atmosphere. Ballast 
water carried in tanks also used for transporting crude oil must be cleaned before being discharged 
into the environment.  

Under the original design of the ballast water facility, this “dirty” ballast water was treated in a 
three-part process that used the natural tendency of oil and water to separate. The ballast water was 
first transferred to settling tanks where most of the oil floated to the top to be skimmed off and 
loaded onto outgoing tankers as cargo. The water left behind then went to a dissolved air floatation 
system, where tiny bubbles were floated through it to carry most of the remaining oil to the surface.  
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The final step was at biological treatment tanks where microbes ate the remaining water-soluble 
hydrocarbons, with the treated water then being discharged into Port Valdez. All stages of the 
process released hydrocarbon vapors into the air. 

The ballast water facility was designed to process up to 30 million gallons of ballast (as well as storm 
water run-off from the terminal grounds), but now handles only about 2 million gallons a day.  

Throughput has declined because the double-hulled tankers that now make up most of the Prince 
William Sound fleet rarely use oil tanks to carry ballast water, and because less oil is being produced 
on Alaska’s North Slope, fewer tankers load at the Valdez terminal.   Our council long urged for the 
capture of vapors from the ballast water facility.  In 2009 and 2010, Alyeska implemented vapor 
controls at the ballast water treatment facility that virtually eliminated the ballast water oil-related 
emissions that were previously released into the Port Valdez airshed.   

EARTHQUAKE RESISTANCE 

In an effort to understand the structural integrity and seismic resilience of the Valdez Marine 
Terminal, our council has studied the engineering standards used to design and build it in the 1970s. 
The terminal was designed to withstand an earthquake equaling the Good Friday earthquake of 
1964, which devastated Valdez and many other coastal communities in Alaska.  

But we now know the Good Friday quake was more severe than originally thought. Analysis has also 
shown that another earthquake of equal magnitude could occur sooner than estimated, perhaps in 
the next 1,000 years as opposed to the 2,500 originally estimated. 

While 1,000 years is significantly longer than the intended life of the terminal, these findings raise 
the importance of understanding the earthquake resistance of the terminal. Our council continues to 
analyze the stability of containment dikes around storage tanks, slope stability, earth and rock under 
storage tanks, and structural integrity of oil-handling components and to recommend re-engineering 
in weak spots where indicated. 

INFORMATION AND EDUCATION 
It is important that we educate and inform others about the oil spill prevention and response system 
in Prince William Sound. In 25 years we have lost many voices of those who experienced the tragedy 
of the Exxon Valdez oil spill firsthand. No one who responded to the spill will ever forget it, even 
though many may wish to. However, oil spill prevention work continues to be needed.  

Several recent council projects focused on preserving knowledge related to the spill, educating 
citizens and ensuring future advocates continue to fight against complacency and for continuous 
improvement in oil spill prevention and response. 

ORAL HISTORY 

Starting in 2013, the council partnered with the University of Alaska Fairbanks to build a digital oral 
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history archive for the Exxon Valdez disaster.  The preexisting university archive, known formally as 
“Project Jukebox,” curates audio and video recordings about Alaska’s history and its people.  The 
new Exxon Valdez Project Jukebox has preserved the voices of 20 local citizens to will help broaden 
our understanding of this tragic incident by incorporating the stories of those who experienced it.  
The unique perspectives of each narrator help expand our understanding of the diverse effects of 
technological disasters, allowing for a more complete interpretation of the spill. The project is a joint 
partnership between the Council and the University of Alaska Fairbanks Oral History Program, with 
funding assistance from the Institute of Museum and Library Services. 

 

OIL SPILL CURRICULUM 

Additionally, the council has sponsored the K-12 Alaska Oil Spill Curriculum, available to teachers 
anywhere in the world. The curriculum provides lessons covering many aspects of oil spill science 
and oil spill effects on the environment. The curriculum has been recently been revised for use in 
changing classrooms. 

INSPIRING TOMORROW’S ADVOCATES 

In 2011, the council began a project to help educate future generations about their special marine 
environment and the ongoing need to protect it from the threat of oil spills. Since 2012, the council 
has co-funded partners to lead youth of all ages in various types of hands-on oil spill-related science 
and experiences. Some examples of recent projects include: 

Sea kayaking expeditions in Prince William Sound that connect students and teachers directly to 
places that were oiled in 1989 and with the oral histories of people who experienced the spill;  

Classroom activities for urban and rural youth to teach them about oil’s impact on the marine 
environment; 

Onboard oceanography programs for students on field trips to test the marine environment with oil 
spill effects in mind; and 

Student-science competitions involving building and running remotely operated vehicles loosely 
mimic the challenges associated with responding to an oil spill. 

In 2013, the council began to involve secondary and college-level students to help with projects that 
fulfill specific needs identified by the council. These interns gain valuable skills and a deeper 
understanding of council work that may ultimately lead to becoming council volunteers and 
continuing our mission into the future. Oil spill prevention in Alaska lasts as long as oil flows down 
the pipeline. Without youth to take the place of those who work for the council today, oil 
transportation through our waters will not include citizen voices asking the hard questions to keep 
our environment and communities safe from spills tomorrow. 

INSTITUTIONAL REPOSITORY 
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Over the years, the council has accumulated a vast collection of historical documents and information 
related to the oil spill prevention and response system in Prince William Sound.  The council’s 
analytical work on oil transportation safety is highly reliant upon information that exists within its 
repository system.  Access to valuable information improves day-to-day operations of all internal 
functions by reducing redundancy, improving project response times, and increasing access to 
institutional knowledge.  Having a modernized and fully functional repository system is imperative 
to preserve knowledge, fight complacency, and promote the environmentally safe operations of the 
Alyeska Pipeline marine terminal and associated oil tankers.  

Last year, the council upgraded its repository system to incorporate state-of-the-art library 
technology and standards that provide remote access of all digital documents, as well as every 
metadata record.   

A MODEL ORGANIZATION 

One of the biggest changes in recent years is that the Exxon Valdez spill is no longer the biggest oil 
disaster in United States' history.  On April 20, 2010, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded in the 
Gulf of Mexico, killing 11 workers. Over the next 87 days, an estimated 4.9 million barrels, over 200 
million gallons, leaked from the well into the Gulf of Mexico.  

After the explosion, Gulf citizens turned to Alaskans for help. Those who had experienced the Exxon 
Valdez spill first hand became an invaluable resource for community leaders and citizens who had 
no previous experience with oil spills.  The council and our institutional memory played a big part 
in connecting Gulf citizens with people and resources after that disaster.  

CONCLUSION 
Of all the changes in Prince William Sound since 1989, perhaps the most innovative and significant 
was the establishment of permanent, industry-funded citizen oversight. Citizens were calling for 
changes long before the spill, including the establishment of independent, adequately funded 
citizens’ advisory councils to oversee industry operations and monitor the actions of regulatory 
agencies like the Coast Guard and the Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation. These 
calls went unanswered until the Exxon spill.  

Our council was formed as a non-profit corporation in December 1989, nine months after the spill. 
Two months later, Alyeska signed a contract guaranteeing funding for the council, establishing its 
responsibilities, and guaranteeing its independence. In August 1990, President George W. Bush 
signed the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 into law. It included citizen-oversight provisions that bolstered 
the council’s authority and responsibilities. 

Citizen oversight of the oil industry is vital because citizens have so much to lose from a catastrophic 
spill. Many of the safety improvements now in place in Prince William Sound are a direct result of 
partnerships between industry, regulators and citizens. In many parts of the world, oil development 
still takes place without citizen involvement, but there is a growing international interest in the 
Alaska model of citizen oversight. 
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In our two and one-half decades of existence, we have concluded that several elements are critical to 
making citizen oversight work. Every citizen oversight group needs clear authority to monitor and 
oversee oil industry operations. In our case, that authority comes from the federal Oil Pollution Act 
of 1990 as well as from our contract with Alyeska. 

Our mission is to minimize the environmental impacts from oil tankers traveling the Sound and 
from the Valdez terminal where they load. Conducting the technical research, monitoring tanker and 
terminal operations, and evaluating industry and government proposals are costly undertakings. 
Thus, adequate funding, provided by the industry that has the potential to spill or otherwise cause 
environmental damage, is another key element to successful citizen oversight.  

The internal structure of governance must be left up to the oversight group. The board members of 
our council are appointed by our 19 member entities. None of the council seats are appointed by the 
oil industry, or by any agency or elected official of the state or federal government. 

Other key elements include the ability for the group to control its budget and hire experts to cover 
subjects as it sees fit, also called budgetary independence. The group must also have access to 
industry facilities, personnel, and, ideally, records on the same basis as regulators. 

As individual and institutional memories of the Exxon Valdez grounding fade with time, the risk 
will increase that the complacency that allowed it to happen could return. Thus, despite all of the 
valuable safety improvements in Prince William Sound since 1989, continued vigilance over 
terminal and tanker operations is as imperative as ever. This reaffirms the importance that the 
system of collaborative citizen oversight developed since the Exxon spill continues to function as 
long as oil flows through the trans-Alaska pipeline. 


