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The  Wreck  of the  Exxon  Valdez 
INTRODUCTION 

In  1989, Exxon  Corporation  and  Alyeska Pipeline  Service  Co., an  eight-company  consortium that
operated  the  Trans-Alaska pipeline  and  the  shipping terminal in  Valdez, Alaska, were  severely 
criticized for  their  handling  of  a  major  oil spill from an  Exxon  tanker. The  Exxon  Valdez ran  aground 
 an  — 
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2 
After  being notified  of the  accident, Alyeska Pipeline  Service, in  the  first line  of defense  against oil
spills, sent an  observation  tug  to  the  scene  and  began  to  assemble  its  oil-spill containment 
equipment, much  of which  was  in  disarray. It loaded  containment boom and  lightering  equipment
(emergency  pumps  to suction  oil from the Exxon  Valdez onto  other  vessels) onto  a damaged  barge.
The  Coast Guard  decided  that the  barge  was too  slow  and  the  need for the lightering  equipment 
more urgent, so Alyeska crews had to reload the lightering equipment onto a tugboat, losing still
more time. 

The  first Alyeska containment equipment did  not arrive  at the  scene  until 2:30  in the  afternoon; the 
rest of the  equipment  came the next  morning. Neither Alyeska  nor Exxon had enough containment  
booms  and chemical dispersants  to fight the  spill. They  were  not ready  to test the  effectiveness  of 
the  dispersants  until 18  hours  after  the  spill, and  then  they  conducted  the  test by  tossing  buckets  of
chemicals  out the  door  of  a  helicopter. The  helicopter’s  rotor  dispersed the  chemicals, and they 
missed their target. Moreover, the skimmer boats used to scoop oil out of the sea were old and kept
breaking  down. The  skimmers  filled  up  rapidly  and  had  to  be  emptied  into  nearby  barges, taking
them  out of  action  for  long  periods  of  time. Some  of  the  makeshift work  crews  were  assigned to 
boats  with no apparent mission. Cleanup  efforts  were  further  hampered by  communication 
breakdowns  between  coordinators  on  shore  and  crews  at the  scene  because  of technical problems  
and limited range. Messages  had to be relayed through local fishermen. In  addition, although a  fleet
of private  fishing boats  was  standing by  ready  to  assist with  the  containment and cleanup, Exxon
and Alyeska  failed to mobilize them. Exxon  admitted that the early  efforts  were chaotic  but that
they  were  no  more  so  than  the  response to  any  major  disaster.  

The  Exxon  Valdez was not fully encircled  by containment booms until Saturday  afternoon, 36  hours  
after  the accident. By  then  the oil spill covered an  area  of  12 square miles. Exxon  conducted more 
tests  with  chemical dispersants  Saturday  night, but the  tests  were  inconclusive  because  conditions 
were  too  calm (chemical dispersants  require  wave  action to  be  effective). On  Sunday  afternoon  the 
Coast Guard  gave Exxon permission to  use the dispersants on the spill. But that night a storm with 
winds as high  as 73  miles an hour drove  the  oil slick 37  miles into  the  southwestern section of the 
sound. All cleanup  efforts  were  halted  until the  next afternoon  because  of the  weather. Exxon 
eventually  applied  5,500  gallons  of chemical dispersants; however, by  then, because  of the  delay 
caused by  the  storm, the  oil had become  too emulsified for  dispersants  to  work  properly. By  the  end  
of the  week, the  oil slick had  spread  to  cover  2,600  miles  of coastline  and  sea. 

Coast Guard  officers tested  Captain Hazelwood  for alcohol nine hours after the wreck. The test
showed  that Hazelwood  had  a  blood-alcohol content of  0.061. It is  a  violation  of  Coast Guard 
regulations  for  a  person  operating  a  ship  to  have  a  blood-alcohol level in  excess  of  0.04. Four  other 
crewmen, including  the  third mate, tested negative  for  alcohol. Exxon  officials  later  admitted that 
they  knew  the  captain  had  gone  through  an  alcohol detoxification  program, yet they  still gave  him 
command of  the  Exxon  Valdez, Exxon’s  largest tanker. 

ALYESKA’S CONTAINMENT  PLAN  

Since  the  early  1970s, Alaskan  officials  and fishermen  had expressed concern  that a  major  oil spill 
was inevitable. In response, Alyeska Pipeline  Service, its eight oil-company  owners  (which  included 
BP), and  federal officials  promised  in  1972  that the  tan



  
    

   

    
         

       
      

        
 

    
      

        
            

 

     
        

     
 

             
    

          
      

   
        



  
      

      
   

    
         

  

       
 

      
          

         
                 

     
  

     
 

        
                

      
         

         
      

   

   

 
        

           
       

     
           

 
  

     
   

    
  

          
   
                

        
      

        
     

4 
heavily  oiled  in  1989. The  surveys  determined  that the  potential environmental impact of further 
cleanup, as  well as  the  cost, was  greater  than  the  problems  caused by  leaving  the  oil in  place. The 
1992  cleanup  and  the  1993  shoreline  assessment were  concentrated  in  those  areas  where oil
remained  to  a  greater  degree: Prince  William Sound  and  the  Kenai Peninsula. In  1994  restoration 
workers cleaned  a dozen important subsistence  and  recreation beaches in western Prince  William 
Sound. 

Exxon  claims  that it saved  $22  million  by  not building the  Exxon  Valdez  with  a second  hull. During 
the  period  of  the  oil spill, Exxon  spent more  than  $2.2  billion  for  cleanup  and  for  reimbursements to 
the  federal, state, and  local governments  for  their  expenses in  response to  the  oil spill.  In  addition,  
31  lawsuits  and  1,300  claims  had  been  filed  against Exxon  within  a month  of the  spill. On  August 15,
1989, the  state  of Alaska also  filed  a suit against Exxon  for  mismanaging the  response  to  the  oil spill.
The  suit demanded  both  compensatory and punitive damages  that would exceed $1 billion. Captain 
Hazelwood, who was fired by Exxon soon after the accident, was found guilty in March 1990 of
negligent discharge  of oil, a  misdemeanor. He  was  acquitted  on  three  other  more  serious  charges,
including  drunk  driving. 

Exxon  also  faced  heated  criticism from the  public  and  from state  and  federal officials, who  believed 
the  cleanup  efforts  were  inadequate. A  Coast Guard  spokesman in  Valdez  said, “We’re  running  into 
a  problem with the definition  of  the word  ‘clean.’ The  concept of being  clean  makes  you  think  no  oil
is there. The oil is still there, but  it  may be three feet  or two feet  beneath the surface.”  Lee Raymond,
Exxon’s  president, said, “Assuming  that we  can  have  people  working  till mid-September, we  have  a
good shot at having  all the  beaches  treated. But not clean  like  Mr. Clean  who shows  up  in  your 
kitchen. Our  objective is  to make sure the ecosystems  are back  in  shape.” Many  Alaskans  and 
environmentalists  did  not believe  Exxon’s  idea of “clean” was  clean  enough. In  addition, there  were 
disputes  as  to  how  much  oil had  actually  been  cleaned  up. By  1989  600  miles  of shoreline  had  been 
“treated,” but another  200  miles  still required  treatment. Moreover, incoming  tides  often  brought  
new oil slicks  to  cover  just-treated  beaches, slowing  cleanup  efforts  considerably.  

In  addition, Exxon  came  under  fire  for  the  way  it had  managed  the  crisis. Chairman  Lawrence  Rawl 
did  not comment on  the  spill for  nearly  six days, and  then  he  did  so  from New  York. Although  Rawl
personally  apologized  for  the  spill, crisis-’gggy q) glssz g qN
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http://www.alaskajournal.com/stories/121602/loc_20021216003.shtml
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/01/15/1042520672374.html
http://www.usatoday.com/news/court/nsco1379.htm
http://www.api.org/resources/valdez/
http://interactive.wsj.com
http://www.evostc.state.ak.us/recovery/status.cfm
http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/Quarterly/jas2001/feature_jas01.htm
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/02/02/eveningnews/main4769329.shtml
http://abcnews.go.com/WN/exxon-valdez-lessons-bp-spill-gulf-mexico/story?id=11194132&page=1
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/05/25/national/main6516877.shtml
http://www.api.org/resources/valdez/
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