A Remembrance of the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill
By Jon Neel
The late 1980’s and early 1990’s were a very busy time for Ecology’s then fledgling oil spill program.  It is hard to imagine that we had 8 oil spills between 70,000 and 600,000 gallons over a 4 year time period from 1988 to 1991.   Compare that with the 7,200 gallon spill at Dalco Passage in 2003 that galvanized public and media’s interest for a month.  
Twenty years ago today, the oil tanker Exxon Valdez ran aground in Alaska’s Prince William Sound, unleashing nearly 11 million gallons of crude oil that devastated the environment, the economy, the culture, and the lives of so many of our northern neighbors.

Who here can forget the images from that March 24, 1989, spill?

· 1,200 miles of pristine beaches fouled.

· Local people trying in vain to save their livelihoods as fishers and shellfish growers.

· Hundreds of people in protection gear wiping and spraying thick mats of oil off beach rocks.

· All the dead and dying wildlife – seabirds, sea otters, whales and fish of all kinds.

· Black oil still trapped under rocks years after the spill.

Many of you will remember where you were when the Exxon Valdez oil spill occurred…I remember the day quite vividly, almost as if it were yesterday.   
The spill happened on the day after our first Washington State/BC Oil Spill Task Force meeting on Elliot Bay.  That March 23, 1989 meeting was organized by then Ecology Director Chris Gregoire, Greg Sorlie and me to respond to criticism, particularly from our good neighbors in British Columbia.  Initially, BC deputy minister Richard Dalon and then Director Gregoire focused the Task Force on managing the aftermath of the 231,000 gallon Nestucca oil spill off of Grays Harbor on December 23, 1988.  Oil from that spill spread all of the way from Vancouver Island in Canada and Dungeness Spit in Puget Sound, to northern beaches in Oregon.   
The day after that meeting, (20 years ago today) the Exxon Valdez ran aground spilling over 11 million gallons of oil into pristine Prince William Sound.  Sorlie and I met with Director Gregoire that afternoon to begin strategizing on our state’s path forward.  Very soon we were working with AK, BC, OR and CA to have an independent hull inspection completed.  I was tasked with outlining requirements and getting west coast consensus, for Exxon to develop an oil spill contingency plan to ensure the badly damaged tanker could be safely moved down the west coast to a dry dock for inspection and repair.

The following summer, in July 1990, Chris Gregoire, Greg Sorlie and I flew to Alaska with other west coast officials on a fact-finding mission.  The extent of the damage that occurred from the Alaskan spill really struck me when we flew over Prince William Sound in float planes a full year after the spill.   Much of the Sound still had a black ring around its shoreline.  On one of our stops, we landed the float planes at Knight Island beach, a beach that on the surface appeared spotless.  The shoreline had been scrubbed three times and was declared to be “clean.”  However, an Alaska state environmental inspector moved some cobbles away exposing oil saturated rock and gravel - the so-called “clean” beach was the consistency of pavement.  Nor was there a sign of life (such as barnacles or seaweed) on that beach.
That mission helped Director Gregoire and our team work with state representatives Nancy Rust (D) and Jim Horn (R) (who chaired the House Environmental Affairs committee) formulate new oil spill prevention and response legislation.  The goal was to develop and pass oil spill preparedness and response legislation in 1990; then pass oil spill prevention and funding legislation in 1991.  The legislation passed with almost unanimous bipartisan support.  During that time Director Gregoire also flew to Washington DC and testified before Congress, providing state input into the draft federal Oil Pollution Act of 1990. 

A lot occurred during the intervening years, but fast forwarding to the present… we have now established what is arguably the best and most innovative oil spill prevention, preparedness and response program in the nation.  Spills of 50,000 gallons were not acceptable 20 years ago and are now quite rare indeed, thanks in large measure to the efforts of our entire community.
Program Manager Dale Jensen has committed our Spills Program to continuously improve our spill work.  In addition to working to meet our legislatively mandated Zero Spills Goal, we now have the nation’s best spill preparedness effort, and a very strong, forward-leaning spill response posture.  
However, one must never forget why oil spill work is so important.  An oil spill of 11 million gallons in central Puget Sound would coat every inch of shoreline causing irreparable harm to our natural resources, social fabric, economy and quality of life.  We must continue our fight against complacency on the part of industry , the federal government, local government and yes…even in our own program; each and every day.  The potential consequences of a catastrophic oil spill are just far too high to risk.
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