Chairman Baird, ranking member Inglis, members of the Committee, good morning and thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today.   My name is Jeffrey Short, I am the Pacific Science Director for Oceana, a global conservation organization headquartered here in Washington, D.C.  Oceana’s mission is to protect and restore our world’s oceans for the sake of the fish, wildlife, and people that depend on them.  

Having previously worked for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration for 31 years as an oil pollution researcher, 20 of them on the Exxon Valdez, I have a keen appreciation for our limited ability to deal with major oil spills.  Since the Exxon Valdez, we’ve had a major spill about once every 2 years.  Now we face a potentially catastrophic spill in the Gulf of Mexico, one that has painfully reminded us of how little we can do to deal with them.


Major spills always encourage people to think about better ways to clean them up.  These ideas usually focus on better skimmers and oil collection devices at sea, better dispersants, and better biological treatments to degrade oil that impacts beaches and marshes.  These ideas are welcome and should be encouraged through a more focused and sustained federal research enterprise.

But as noted in a consensus statement of oil spill researchers convened in Baton Rouge a couple of weeks ago to evaluate dispersant use on the Deepwater Horizon blowout, once a spill exceeds a certain threshold, and we’re way past it with the Deepwater Horizon, it is simply not possible to fully contain it no matter what you do.

The reason is not because we lack effective technologies for skimming, dispersing or degrading oil.  It’s because we lack the ability to apply them at the scale required.  


As noted by Coast Guard Admiral Thad Allen, most of the oil floating in the Gulf is in tens of thousands of small patches of mousse, spread out over ten thousand square miles of ocean.  To keep it from hitting the shore, someone has to find and keep track of them, and send the right equipment to them to deal with them.  And this has to start from scratch each and every day, as the patches wander around at sea unseen during the night.  We already have technology for dealing with the oil once we find it – what we don’t have is satisfactory ways to keep track of it when we’re faced with really large spills.

The agency that’s responsible for keeping track of oil at sea is NOAA’s Office of Response and Restoration.  They’ve been doing a heroic job, especially given that their staff has eroded by some 30% over the last decade due to budget cuts.  NOAA is also the agency with the most experience with restoration after oil spills, yet their access to funding for operations and research under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 is restricted compared with other agencies.


NOAA needs to have full and equal access to the funds in the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund, without being penalized through scoring, and the per barrel tax that supports the fund should be increased.

More generally, I commend Chairman Baird and Representative Woolsey for introducing HR 2693, the Federal Oil Spill Research Program Act, to amend the research provisions of the Oil Pollution Act of 1990.  As noted in their act, NOAA is best positioned to lead research on oil spill response, mitigation, and restoration.  Given the weak link in keeping track of oil once spilled, it would make sense for NOAA to work even more closely with NASA and the Air Force to develop better high-resolution sensors to detect oil at sea from high altitudes.

In addition, other resource agencies such as the Fish and Wildlife Service, the US Geological Survey as well the Environmental Protection Agency need more support to allow them to do a better job of identifying habitats and species that are in harms way when oil spills and other environmental catastrophes happen.

The United States Government has a responsibility to manage our nation’s resources wisely.  Continued budget cuts for the agencies charged with carrying out these responsibilities has the effect of turning it over to the industry’s that benefit most from resource exploitation.  This leads to the regulatory situation that lead to the Deepwater Horizon blowout, where the industry pretends that such accidents can’t happen, and the government pretends that industry is the most reliable source of information for making regulatory decisions.  In the end, this socializes all the risk while privatizing all the profits.  This is not, by any standard, responsible management of our nation’s natural resources.


Again, I sincerely appreciate the opportunity to address you today, and I’d be happy to answer any questions from the Committee.
