The Pervasiveness of Spills
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Workers remove oil from the tundra
following an August 2006 oil pipeline
spill on Alaska’s North Slope.

Spills can be controlled through operational excellence, environmental
safeguards, and spill response. Spills have short-term impacts but no
lasting effects.

Spills occur frequently, and failures to detect and respond to spills
are common. The impacts of oil spills are cumulative and persistent,
sometimes lasting for decades.

as a result of oil and gas activity. More than 45 different toxic substances, includ-

ing acids classified as extremely hazardous substances, have been spilled during
routine operations. Between 1996 and 2008, 5,895 spills occurred totaling more than
2.7 million gallons of toxic substances, more than 396,000 gallons of crude oil, 122,000
gallons of drilling muds, and more than 1 million gallons of process water.!

E ach year, an average of 450 oil and other toxic spills occur on Alaska’s North Slope

Al Grillo / Associated Press
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In the 12-year period between 1996-2008 5,895 toxic spills occurred as a result of oil and gas industry
activity on Alaska’s North Slope. Source: Data compiled by Pam Miller, Northern Alaska Environmental Center. Mapping by Doug
Tosa, Alaska Center for the Environment. Source data: Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation spill database.

[> Spills of oil and other toxins of the
trade occur frequently.

[> Oil spills can have lasting impacts.

> Oil spill risks are greater in the
Arctic, especially offshore. No
known technology exists to clean
up offshore spills in broken ice.
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OIL COMPANY VIOLATIONS

1998 Doyon Drilling was found guilty of 15 counts
of violating the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 and fined $3
million for dumping hazardous wastes.®

2000 British Petroleum (BP) paid $6.5 million in civil
penalties and $15.5 million in criminal fines, plus five
years probation for late reporting of illegal hazardous
dumping.®

2001 When a vandal’s bullet punctured the trans-
Alaska oil pipeline, the spill response plans failed,
leaving the leak uncontained for 36 hours and spilling
285,600 gallons of crude oil.”

2002 Following a 60,000-gallon pipeline spill, BP
paid $675,000 in civil fines® and $300,000 for delay-
ing installation of leak detection systems for Prudhoe
Bay crude oil transmission lines.®

2004 ConocoPhillips incurred $485,000 in fines for
470 Clean Water Act violations in five years.'°

2005 BP was fined $1.3 million by the Alaska Oil and
Gas Conservation Commission for safety violations
after an explosion and fire at a Prudhoe Bay oil well.!!

2007 BP was fined $20 million including criminal
penalties and probation for knowingly neglecting
corroded pipelines, which resulted in spills affecting
fragile tundra and a lake.*?

2009 The federal government and the State of
Alaska filed separate lawsuits against BP over March
and August 2006 oil spills on the North Slope. The
federal government is seeking more than $5 million,
and penalties as much as four times that amount.*3

~ The state suit seeks fines, back taxes and other dam-

ges pp oaching $1 billion.
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Spills have lasting impacts

In addition to exaggerating safeguards and controls
over oil spills, oil companies often downplay the
impact of spills. For example, a spokesperson for
Exxon commented that oil spills may have short term
impacts, but over the long term “there is full recov-
ery.”*> In fact, the effect of an oil spill will depend
on the amount and type of oil or other toxin spilled,
where and when the spill occurs, and spill response.
Spill impacts can persist for decades, as they have in
Prince William Sound twenty years after the Exxon
Valdez spill.*¢ Scientific studies of the Exxon Valdez
spill have also shown that oil is several hundred times
more toxic than previously thought.”

Pollution in the Arctic has more severe and persis-
tent effects than in temperate regions. Recovery from
spills in the Arctic is slower due to cold temperatures,
slower growth rates for plants, fewer species and less
variety of prey, and longer life spans of animals.¢ Qil
takes much longer to break down, in part due to fewer
microorganisms, hence oil may persist for decades.*®
Many spills on the North Slope do not spread beyond
the gravel drilling pads, but the sites themselves can
become contaminated and pose long-term restoration
problems.?® The Alaska Department of Environmental
Conservation (ADEC) lists 192 contaminated sites
caused by the North Slope oil industry. Fewer than
a quarter of these have been cleaned to a level that
meets state regulatory standards. %!
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The impacts of an oil spill in marine waters could
prove to be much worse than spills on land, especially
in the Arctic. No technology currently exists for clean-
ing oil in the presence of broken ice.?? Traditional oil
spill response methods are ineffective in dynamic sea
ice conditions and the kinds of weather conditions
that are common in Arctic waters.?

Industry leaders eager to begin drilling in the Chukchi
and Beaufort Seas cite a December 2007 offshore
oil spill in Norway as an example of how cleanups
in Arctic waters are possible. But the comparison is
misleading. For example, favorable weather condi-
tions made it possible to contain that spill. Conditions
in Arctic Ocean waters would be harsher and colder,
making a spill harder to naturally dissolve or clean
up.24
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