Oil Spill Assessment, Mekoryuk Alaska September 29 and 30, 2008

USFWS, Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge, Bethel, AK 99559

Thomas C.J. Doolittle, Supervisory Wildlife Biologist

Eric Wald, Wildlife Biologist

Spill Date: September 27-28, 2008

Reported By: Henry Ivanov, Mekoyuk, Alaska to Gene Peltola RM Yukon Delta NWR, and Hollis Twitchell ADRM, Yukon Delta NWR at approximately 1015.

The product was discovered at 0730, and not reported to the USCG until 1400 on September 28, 2008 by the boat Captain (USCG Pers. Comm.).

Product type: Reported as Number 1. Diesel Fuel.

Vessel Name: Nunaniq, Northland Barge Service. Seattle, WA

Incident Cause:  Vessel ran aground in Mekoryuk Harbor, striking rocks and rupturing the barges fuel tank.

Weather conditions: The outgoing tide and southeasterly winds took on September 28, 2008 much of the product out to sea.  In coming tides and easterly winds moved the product into the Mekoryuk River.

Initial Assessment  (Personal Communications with Henry Ivanof and Dale Smith, Mekoryuk, Alaska):

The spill quantity as reported by the ship captain to USCG was 50 gallons, though Ivanof reported that 50 gallons of product was gathered by absorption pads and that the spill volume was considerably more.  There were enough absorption pads to fill a bucket on a large front end loader. The containment boom deployed by the boat crew was estimated at 30 feet, which was inadequate to contain the spill. Extra absorbent pads were reportedly purchased at the Nima store by the vessel crew. The boat captain also hired high school students at $12.00/hour to aid in clean-up (Pers. Comm. Cabe Iverson, Teacher, Mekoryuk School). The spill reportedly occurred during the night roughly between 1000-0800 on September 27 and the morning of September 28. The public reported the spill and the spill was not reported by the boat captain. The un-contained product subsequently spread (by tidal flow and wind) into the Mekoryuk River and up the shore and out to sea. Henry Ivanof reported that product had spread northward along the shore up to the FWS Barn and up the Mekoryuk River across from the Reindeer Slaughterhouse.  The shoreline impact from the product observed by Mekoryuk residents covered approximately 3 miles. The boat left Mekoryuk Harbor during the night or early morning (at night during the high tide) on the evening of the September 29 or the early morning of September 30, 2008. No public official interviewed the boat captain.

Evaluation of initial response:  In our opinion the spill response considering the product type was too slow.  Failure to report in a timely fashion by the captain and initial inaccurate reports of product volume involved in the incident lead to less than optimum survey conditions due to delayed response time and an underestimate of the incident severity. Subsequently, no other agency responded on site except USFWS and the boat captain was not interviewed by appropriate officials. In addition, the employment of high school students from Mekoryuk who are un-trained personnel seemed inappropriate. Contaminated fill material was also accidentally being transported to inland sites until the operators realized that the fill was contaminated. 

Survey Methods:

We flew out on the first available commercial flight to Mekoryuk on September 29, 2008 arriving at 1710. We took our gear to the FWS Barn and then went to spill site and initiated our survey at 1738. The survey ended at 1600 on September, 30, 2008. 

We used a GPS and a Digital camera to take geo-referenced images to describe our observations.  The images taken were tagged with time date, location and elevation using GPS Photolink software. This interpolation was done after the field observations were completed back in the FWS Barn at Mekoryuk.  The software also generated shape files used in ARCMAP GIS format that depicts the images to a referenced location.  There were 105 images taken and each had been stored in GIS format from the observations as a project file. The data is housed at Yukon Delta National Wildlife Refuge Headquarters, Bethel, AK.  

We also took filed notes and observed any mortalities, and obvious aberrant behaviors of fish and wildlife.  We also noted impacts to shoreline inter-tidal and river habitats. Three field collections were made of Jellyfish on September 30, 2008. The collections were documented by taking images and using the geo-referencing methods as described above. In addition the collection bags were labeled with time, date and GPS derived location. The collections were transported back to Refuge Headquarters in Bethel where evidence seizure tags were placed on each collection by Supervisory Biologist Tom Doolittle, and then custody of the collection was transferred to Assistant Manager/LE Pilot Hollis Twitchell. HollisTwitchell then placed the collections in LE evidence freezer at Refuge Headquarters.  
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Figure1. Nunaniq
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Figure 2. Number 1. Diesel Fuel within 100m of vessel (subsurface penetration by fuel noted in this area)
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Figure 3. Scattered pockets of product along the coastline
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Figure 4: One of hundreds of dead jellyfish and signs of scavengers (note gull tracks)
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Figure 5. Dead jellyfish in a pool of diesel fuel
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Figure 6. Red fox hunting along the shoreline
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Figure 7. Rock sandpipers feeding in affected areas
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Figure 8. Diesel fuel up in the Mekoryuk River
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Figure 9.  Dead jellyfish in fuel oil prior to collection in Mekoryuk River
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Figure 10. Collection of dead jellyfish saturated in diesel 

Following 2 pages of Information added by NOAA Alaskan SSC
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Eastern red star is location of grounded barge shown in Fig. 1.   Western red start is location of sheen and jelly fish shown in Figures 9 & 10.  
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ADIOS weathering table for Alaskan #1 diesel with instantaneous release of 300 gallons at midnight on Sept. 27, 2008, with a 10 knot wind.   This is for oil on the water.  Since in this case oil is both on the water and on the shoreline, the numbers would be reduced by 10 to 30%.   
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Tidal Height curve for relevant time period of spill.    The release occurred on a falling tide the night of Sept. 27 to 28, and the subsequent outgoing tide and southeasterley winds took much of the product out to sea.   
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Weather forecast for area around Nunivak Island.   The strong north winds should cause evaporation of any remaining diesel.   It should be noted that in all the photos form the Refuge biologists all of them except figure 8 showed silvery to rainbow sheen.   This means that the diesel is 0.1 to 1 micron thick, or this is equivalent to about ½ gallon per acre of oil.   

CONTACTS

Oct. 2, 10:30 am:   Tried to contact Tom Doolittle, Supervisory biologist for Yukon Delta NWR.   Left message to return call.

Oct. 2, 11:00 am:   Was ablt to reach Soloman Williams,the Mekoryuk village environmental officer.   He indicated that on Sept. 28 he walked the south side of the Mekoryuk  River up a few miles and noted no jelly fish either died or alive.   He plans on walking the north side of the river today, Oct. 2 .

He was mostly concerned about diesel getting into the shell fish in the fine-grained sand beach that the natives take for subsistence.    I believe that ADEC folks will be sampling and testing for this.      

