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Media Tip Sheet: Joint Ecology / Puget Sound Partnership Report on Lessons Learned from the National Commission Report on BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill

According to a joint report by the Washington Department of Ecology (Ecology) and Puget Sound Partnership (Partnership), President Barak Obama’s national commission report about the April 20, 2010, catastrophic BP Deepwater Horizon spill in the Gulf of Mexico contains valuable lessons and recommendations that should be applied in Washington to maintain a rapid, aggressive and well-coordinated response posture.

During the BP Deepwater Horizon spill, Ecology worked closely with spill response contractors, oil-handling facilities, and regulated shipping companies to move equipment and people to the Gulf while ensuring a core level of response readiness remained in Washington. Ecology also developed a Web-based Q&A about the department’s role in the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill response in the Gulf of Mexico

Based on the analysis of the presidential commission report, Ecology and the Partnership identified key recommendations to help prevent oil spills and enhance the state’s readiness to mount a rapid, aggressive and well-coordinated response. Please see our Web site for a more complete explanation.

The joint Ecology-Partnership report recommendations include:

Improving the safety of offshore operations by:

· Completing a rigorous risk analysis of various industry sectors to determine where money should be spent to reduce oil spill risks.
· Analyzing data about spills and spill threats involving tugs towing fuel barges to determine gaps in state and federal information.  Fuel barges can carry millions of gallons of gasoline, diesel fuel and other petroleum products.  In 2010, several tug and barge systems moving millions of gallons of fuel lost propulsion or power in or near state waters.
· Expanding vessel inspection activities for large, state-regulated fishing vessels and ensure that non-regulated fishing vessels receive voluntary, pollution-control inspections.
· Seeking formal or informal delegation from the U.S. Coast Guard to undertake spill prevention activities such as inspecting oil-handling facilities and non-regulated fishing vessels.

Strengthening oil spill response, planning and capacity by:

· Developing and putting into place mutual aid agreements, incident management systems, regional response plans and guidelines for agency decision-making when oil spills cross the Canadian border. Washington and Canada have been working together on cross-border spill issues since 2008.  A related international work group is slated to release its report recommendations soon.
· Adopting a process for making decisions to move response equipment when an oil spill is declared nationally significant by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.  The current federal response readiness standard is less stringent than state law and the two agencies also recommend changes to federal requirements.
· Providing grants to local and tribal governments to ensure they are involved directly in Pacific Northwest spill prevention, preparedness and response planning efforts.
· Developing criteria for managing volunteers and vessels of opportunity. Vessels of opportunity are designed to aid, not replace, professional responders.  A pre-established program will ensure these vessels and crews will be available, well-trained and provided with dedicated response equipment during a major spill.
· Working with industry and spill response contractors to incorporate the best technology.  This includes remote sensing and recovery systems that can work safely and effectively 24 hours a day.  In Washington, response activities to cleanup oil spills in water often are impeded by darkness, fog, low clouds and rain.
· Reconsidering how and what chemical dispersants might be used in Washington waters, including underwater application.  Ecology and the Partnership recommend EPA require more comprehensive testing before approving a particular dispersant.  Industry also should disclose the chemical properties of these products.

Ensuring financial responsibility by:

· Having Ecology evaluate existing liability coverage to determine if it is adequate for worst case spills. If not, increase coverage amount.
· Directing Ecology to adopt a rule establishing financial responsibility requirements for regulated facilities. The department also should establish a program to certify that vessels, oil-handling facilities and pipelines have adequate financial coverage.
· Evaluating the adequacy of the current $9 million ceiling on the state Oil Spill Response Account and, if necessary, propose a ceiling that will protect Washington’s public health, environment and economy.
· Adding additional language to the state’s current rule to address liability claims processes in contingency plans. Also, practice the process of establishing a claims process during oil spill readiness drills.
· Supporting federal efforts to increase the current limits for which a spiller is responsible to compensate for damages.
· Supporting federal efforts to increase the ceiling in the national Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund.
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