


n Wednesday, February 7, nearly 400,000 
gallons or crude oil were spilled into the 
ocean off Huntington Beach when the hull of 
the British Petroleum-chartered tanker 

- American Trader was tom open by its own 
anchor. By h e  weekend, the oil had hit the shoreline, soiling 
beaches and threatening wildlife sanctuaries. Countless birds 
died. Businesses were closed. Shocked residents looked on 
helplessly. 

Six months later, Orange County residents and key players 
look back on the disaster that should never have happened. 

"There were enormous numbers of people down on the 
beach looking for the opportunity to do cleanup of the oil, 
but it became clear that the Occupational Safety and Health 



Administration [OSHA] didn't want volunteers doing this. 1 
was adamant that volunteers had to be allowed to at least res- 
cue birds. It certainly is a toxic substance, but you can train 
people to avoid it if possible. So the city of Huntington Beach 
and 051-IA and thc Dcpartmcnt or 1;isIi ant1 Ga~nc p ~ ~ t  togcth- 
e ra  program of training the volunteers. 

"The city was anxious to allow the volunteers to have 
something productive to do. And with the pressure of those 
volunteers, we made sure that it happened. By the middle of 
the second week, there must have been 200 to 300 people a 
day trying to lend assistance. 

"We should have been better prepared to skim oil off the 
surface of the water before it hit shore. We should have better 
mechanisms to protect sensitive areas like wetlands and rocky 
tide pool habitats. The accident itself was totally unneces- 
sary-the result of very poor planning for the transfer of oil." 

-Victor Leipzig, executive director, Bolsa Chica 
Conservancy 

"After school, 1 got some boots and old clothes, and then 
my friend Shawn and 1 went down to the beach. We aslied 
the people in the yellow suits what we could do to help, and 
they ignored us. 1 was shocked. 1 thought they would be hap- 
py to have us help. Shawn and I walked along the beach with 
a plastic sack picking up tar and keeping our eyes open for 
black-covered birds. Then 1 read in the newspaper the next 
day how they wouldn't let anybody help. 

'"I bodyboard a lot, and i sti11'~et ;ar 011 my wetsuit. It's make a living during the week anymore. 
kind of a pain, but I think they did an OK job of cleaning it "No information was given to let people know that our 
up." fish were not polluted. We never fished anywhere near the 

-Misty Malloty, 14, Newport Beach oil. These guys go out from 10 to 30 miles from shore. But 
there have been too many scares-DDT, malathion and all 

"The oil spill ruined my business for good. We can't hardly that-and the oil spill was the last straw for a lot of people. 



"I've been fishing for 13 years, and business was better 
than it had ever been just before the spill happened. We just 
rebuilt the dory fleet-it was all brand new-and people were 
starting to come down here a lot. In January, I had just found 
the best spot I ever found in 13 years to fish. Two days after 
the oil spill, this place was deserted. And the people haven't 
come back. 

"Some of us made claims to the oil company, but they only 
offered us 10 to 15 percent of our claim. They are not being 
fair at all." 

-Rob Breneman, d o y  jsherman, Newport Beach 

"We found a very sophisticated emergency response sys- 

tem in place in Huntington Beach and Newport Beach. We 
employ the crisis management organizational structure, 
which was developed in Southern California by firefighters, 
which gave us a commonality in terminology and organiza- 
tion with these people from the beginning. 

"Something that was highly beneficial was the collabora- 
tive response of industry in this instance. It's not a widely 
known fact, but we had nearly 100 people from other oil 
companies who joined our team to help us in battling a com- 
mon foe. We had folks from ARCO, Chevron, Unocal. We 
had people from Exxon who were offering their advice on 
cleanup strategy and control systems. 

"We're still doing some monitoring; we want to make darn 
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sure that a job we think was well 
done stays well done. We also intend 
to hold a symposium for other com- 
panies that have expressed interest in 
learning more about what occurred 
in California with a hope of taking 
any derived wisdom and sharing it 
with others." 

--Charles Webster, manager of crisis 
management, British Petvoleurn America 

'When you are there and the bird 
comes in, you must spring into ac- 
tion, because the bird is quaking with 
cold and needs attention. You focus 
on doing what you must do at the 
moment. But one particular day, we 
had eight California brown pelicans 
come in within 21 hours-that was a 
lot of birds to come in covered with 
oil, some of them with their beaks 
coated inside with oil. After I got 
home, I sank into the realization that 
we were only seeing the tip of the 
iceberg. We didn't see the birds that 
sank to the bottom of the sea. We 
didn't see the birds that starved to 
death in the reeds. The ones that we 
got were the luckier ones-just a 
small percentage of the damage and 
loss. 

"I met people at the rescue center 
that came from all over the world. I 
found out that the International Bird 
Rescue and Rehabilitation team has a 
full-time job, and that there is enough 
oil spill damage for them to work all 
year round. I told one, a young man 
from Germany, that I hoped one day 
he would be out of a job." 

-Anni Long, volunteer, Interna- 
tional Bird Rescue 

"We are a land trust and we own 
25 acres of salt marsh right there at 
the mouth of the Santa Ana River. We 
did get oil in the marsh on several 
different occasions, but overall, the 
damage was relatively minor. There 
were not large amounts of oil that got 
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in there. We don't anticipate long- 
term effects. The marshes are a wet- 
land area and act as natural filters. 
They are fairly resilient. Looking 
down there today, you wouldn't 
know there had been an oil spill. 

"The response by British Petro- 
lcurn was good. The thing that both- 
ers me is that the technology that was 
used, supposedly state of the art, isn't 
really an adequate means of contain- 
ing oil and picking it up. 

"We need oil, and we need to be ' 

able to transport it. But it seems to 
me that there is no incentive for these 
companies in general to devote time 
and funding to come up with a better 
method for handling spills, which are 
inevitably going to occur, regardless 
of whether it is single-hull or four 
hulls." 

-Gary Gorman, executive director, 
Huntington Beach Conservancy 

"I surf just about every day. It was 
kind of a drag when the oil hit the 
beach, because we had to surf down 
south a lot-San Clemente at least. A 
lot of my friends were getting sick af- 
terwards, even after they had the oil 
cleaned up and they let us go out in 
the water again. You could still smell 
it. A lot of the oil had sunk down to 
the bottom, and every time you got a 
little swell, it would stir it all up  
again. 

"The water's pretty clean right 
now. It's not bad at all. I think they 
did about as good a job as they 
could." 

-Scott Fishbum, surfer, Huntington 
Beach 

"The first thing we learned was 
that we had to be able to deal with 
the press and the international me- 
dia. We were bombarded. The second 
thing is having a plan in place to be 
able to deal with the onslaught of 
volunteers. BP was being told by 
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OSHA that they could not have peo- 
ple down there in the oil because 
they considered it a toxic waste. We 
were getting a lot of pressure from 
our residents to be able to get out 
there and do something to help. It's 
understandable. After you've lived 
here a long time like I have, you get 
emotionally caught up in your envi- 
ronment, and when you see some- 
thing like that hitting your beach, 
you want to get out there and do 
something about it. But after about a 
day of meetings, we were able to put 
together a volunteer program and 
utilize the assistance of hundreds of 
volunteers. 

"BP's attitude was a key factor in 
being able to attack this cleanup op- 
eration in a timely manner. They 
brought the city in right away and 
we all worked together as a team. We 
argued back and forth on a daily ba- 
sis on where we felt they needed to 
concentrate their efforts. We had 
some pretty heated discussions dur- 
ing our meetings, but once we got 
out of the meetings, we had a game 
plan for the next day. " 

-Tom Mays, mayor, Huntington 
Beach 

"It didn't really look that bad until 
you got down near the water line, 
and then the sand looked black. I was 
sad because of what it was doing to 
the birds and fish. I saw a couple of 
birds covered in oil." 

-Austyn Fudge, 13, Newport Beach 

"Our Catalina and whale watch 
business was eliminated during the 
12 days they closed Newport Harbor. 
There were two holiday weekends 
there that we missed, which would 
have been big time for us. We count 
on those weekends because those are 
lean months for us. 

"Even so, I believe that closing the 
harbor was the right thing to do. If 
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that oil had gotten inside the harbor, 
it would have been horrendous. Plus, 
people are always going to want to 
go out in their boats and see what's 
going on. If they had gotten in the 
way of the cleanup process, it would 
have caused a lot of problems. And 
as they started running through the 
oil, they would have brought it back 
into the harbor with them. 

"Our total claim with the tanker 
people was about $68,000. They have 
been-as far as I'm concerned-very 
helpful about the whole thing. But a 
lot of other businesses are very upset 
about what happened." 

-Bob Black, president, Catalina 
Passenger Service 

"If Orange County had to have an 
oil spill, this was the best oil spill 
they could have had. Nature worked 
in our favor almost 100 percent of the 
time. Santa Ana winds kept the oil 
out in the ocean, and in three days, 
one-third of the volatile oil had evap- 
orated. Then the storm that came in 
blew most of the oil onto sandy 
beaches where we could have a di- 
rect assault on it, instead of into the 
estuaries and rocky places down 
south. 

"Part of our job is emergency re- 
sponses, so for us, this was more of a 
method of testing the communication 
systems to make sure everytlkg was 
functioning in a coordinated effort 
between agencies. But this was the 
first time we had a major event of 
this type. The worst part of it was the 
uncertainty-we just didn't know 
how to do it. It was more of a learn- 
ing experience for our agency. If it 
happens again, we'll be able to do an 
even better job." 

-Pete Dalquist, supervising engineer, 
Environmental Management Agency 

Photography by G. Chrisopolous and 
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