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Re:  Request for Comments, OPA-90,  
 Phase-out Requirements for Single Hull Tank Vessels 
 
I am a private citizen and almost 14-year resident of Cordova, Alaska. I have a 
doctorate and masters in marine pollution and I fished commercially in Area E 
(Prince William Sound and the Copper River Delta) during the years before and after 
the Exxon Valdez oil spill. After the spill, I was a representative of, and spokesperson 
for, Cordova District Fishermen United (CDFU) and United Fishermen of Alaska 
(UFA). My partner and I are still actively involved in the commercial fishing 
industry. However, the comments that follow are my own. 
 
During the drafting and writing of the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 (OPA-90), I recall an 
enormous debate over double-hull tankers. Briefly, at the time, we (the fishing 
industry) wanted double-hull tankers immediately. The oil industry claimed that our 
demand would overwhelm the capacity of shipyards. We reached a compromise: the 
phase-in schedule listed in OPA-90 which replaces 25-year-old single hull tankers 
with new double hull vessels. During the entire debate, there was no mention by the 
oil industry of converting single hull tankers to double bottoms/sides (double B/S), a 
move the oil shippers could have made voluntarily (but didn’t) immediately after the 
spill to increase the safety of transporting oil. 
 
The oil industry and the ship building industry should have been anticipating 
replacement of aging single hull vessels with new double hulls tankers ever since this 
compromise language became law in 1990. Therefore, the answer to the first question 
in the referenced Federal Register notice is that there will be no effect, in terms of oil 
shipment, on U.S. oil transportation and supplies unless it is a crisis of the oil 
industry’s own making by waiting until the last minute to do an end run around the 
OPA-90 -- instead of acting responsible and replacing the tankers as required by law.  
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On the other hand, there will be an enormous effect on U.S. oil transportation and 
supplies, in terms of completely removing any incentive for the shippers to build 
double hull tankers. For example, ARCO Marine commissioned three new state-of-
the-art double hull tankers to meet its responsibilities under OPA-90. As of 
yesterday, it was reported in the news that ARCO had discovered a major design flaw 
which was going to delay completion of the first tanker by 6-12 months--and it was 
scrapping the other two! Why should ARCO proceed with building expensive state-of-
the-art tankers when it looks like other shippers (ARCO’s competition) may get by 
with much less? Without an agency committed to implementing the law as intended 
by Congress, we will never realize the full potential of OPA-90 to increase the safety 
of oil transportation.  
 
Replacing single hull tankers with double hull tankers will cost the shipping industry 
more money than converting these same single hull tankers to double B/S. In fact, 
Exxon (a.k.a. SeaRiver) and Chevron have already “converted” three and one, 
respectively, of their single hull tankers to double B/S by a simple paper exercise of 
remeasuring cargo capacity before this loophole was closed by Congress (HR 1119). 
Having these aging, essentially single hull, tankers in the TAPS fleet increases the 
public’s risk of paying for yet another spill.  
 
Transporting oil is a risky business. Either the oil industry assumes its share of the 
risk by paying up front to minimize the risk of spills by beefing up prevention 
measures such as double hull tankers, or the public pays after the spill in lost income 
(for a relatively few) and increased pollution of the world’s oceans and damage to the 
world’s wildlife which are resources shared by all people. As clearly demonstrated by 
Congress by HR 1119, conversions of this type ARE NOT acceptable. With the 
passage of OPA-90, Congress clearly intended for the oil industry to assume more of 
the financial risk of oil spills by double hulling its fleet. Allowing conversion of the 
fleet would abrogate the intent of Congress. 
 
Therefore, the answer to the second question in the referenced Federal Register 
notice is that, if converted single hull tankers with double bottoms and sides are 
allowed to re-enter service, the oil shippers will make a larger profit at the expense of 
the American and global public. 
 
There are numerous Coast Guard (and other) studies which demonstrate that double 
hull tankers are still the single most effective measure to prevent or minimize oil 
spills from tank vessels. (After the Exxon Valdez spill, the Coast Guard released a 
study showing that up to 60% less oil would have spilled had this tanker been double-
hulled.) There are also studies which demonstrate that double hulls are more 
effective at preventing spills than double B/S. Further, in Alaska, although the 
TAPS trade shippers and Alyeska have taken steps to be more prepared to both 
prevent and respond to a spill, spill response still remains woefully inadequate in 
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winds over 20-25 knots. (In fact, spill drills which occurred on days with winds over 
20-25 knots were all postponed or moved to sheltered bays.) Above 20-25 knots, the 
most effective tool to both prevent or minimize oil spills is, by all accounts, double 
hull tankers. 
 
Therefore, the answer to the third question in the referenced Federal Register notice 
is that the effect of allowing converted single hull tankers with double bottoms and 
sides to re-enter service would be to indefinitely delay the environmental benefits of 
double hull tankers anticipated by Congress, the people of the United States who 
supported passage of OPA-90, and the environmental community and fishermen of 
Prince William Sound who have been advocating double hull tankers for more than 
25 years. 
 
And finally, in response to the fourth question in the referenced Federal Register 
notice, the reconfiguring or conversion of single hull tankers to double B/S may 
introduce new risks. These types of conversions have not been well studied, to my 
knowledge, and ballast tanks, which are exposed to salt water, typically corrode faster 
than cargo tanks, which are exposed to both oil and salt water and which are now 
being constructed with better coating and thicker steel. 
 
Attached to this letter as a stand-alone document, you will find a petition 
signed by over a hundred people, ordinary people like myself who want to 
see our oil carried in double hull tankers--no excuses and no substitutes. 
 
Please! We have waited too long for double hull tankers. We ask that the Coast 
Guard stick to the replacement schedule listed in OPA-90. If the Coast Guard decides 
otherwise, I request that public hearings be held in Alaska and in key communities 
throughout the U.S. where the public is at risk from oil spills. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Riki Ott, Ph.D. 
 
cc: PWS Regional Citizens Advisory Council 
 United Fishermen of Alaska 
 Cordova District Fishermen United 
 President Clinton 
 


