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Two major oil pollution events in Washington in 1984 resulted in signifi- 
cant oiling of waterbirds. The first occurred 19 March 1984 when a tanker 
ran aground near St. Helens, Oregon, releasing oil into the Columbia River. 
The second occurred 21 December 1984 when a vessel released oil into 

southern Admiralty Inlet off the south end of Whidbey Island in Puget 
Sound, Washington. During both spills many waterbirds were found dead, 
and many others were found incapacitated. This paper documents the 
species of waterbirds oiled in each event. Although some impacts of oil spills 
on waterbirds on the Pacific Coast of North America have been documented 

(Aldrich 1938, Moffitt and Orr 1938, Richardson 1956, Small et al. 1972, 
Vermeer and Vermeer 1975, PRBO 1985), many others are undocumented 
and doubtless will remain so (Vermeer and Vermeer 1975, Speich unpubl. 
data). 

THE OIL SPILLS 

The Columbia River Spill 

The tanker b,'l'obiloil ran aground in the Columbia River near St. Helens, 
Oregon, on Warrior Rock (river mile 88.2) on 19 March 1984 (Figure 1). Its 
tanks ruptured, releasing an estimated 170,000 to 233,000 gallons of heavy 
residual oil, number six fuel oil, and an industrial fuel oil into the river (Ken- 
nedy and Baca 1984). A portion of the released oil sank but the rest floated 
downstream, reaching the mouth of the Columbia River 21 March 1984. It 
was then carried north by ocean currents, reaching Ocean Shores, 
Washington, by 25 March 1984. Oil was deposited on much of the 
Washington shoreline of the Columbia River, and lesser amounts were found 
on ocean beaches. Small amounts of oil were observed in Grays Harbor and 
in Willapa Bay. Later, a small number of oil globs and tar balls were reported 
on ocean beaches north to Cape Flattery, at the entrance to the Strait of Juan 
de Fuca. Small amounts of oil were also reported as far south as Cannon 
Beach, Oregon. 

The Whidbey Island Spill 

An unidentified vessel released about 5000 gallons of number six fuel oil 
into Puget Sound near Whidbey Island on 21 December 1984 (Figure 1). 
When first reported that day a slick extended about 10 miles from Seattle 
north to Possession Sound. About 1500 gallons came ashore on south 
Whidbey Island on 22 December 1984, and large amounts appeared on 
shore there over the next 5 days. The majority of the oil covered shorelines 
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from Columbia Beach to Scatchet Head on the southern end of Whidbey 
Island. Additional small amounts were found on other beaches on south 

Whidbey Island and on beaches of other land areas such as Marrowstone 
Island, Bainbridge Island, and the Kitsap Peninsula. 

EFFECTS ON WATERBIRDS 

Columbia River Impacts 

Part of the response to both spills was the cleaning of oil from shorelines 
and from shoreline and marsh vegetation. For the Columbia River spill this 
process started 24 March 1984 and continued daily through 16 April 1984, 
with crews, hired by Mobil Oil Co., working along the Columbia River and 
on the Washington ocean beaches, especially of the Long Beach Peninsula, 
just north of the mouth of the Columbia River. The crews disposed of many 
dead oiled birds without recording their identity, numbers, sex, age, etc. 

Altogether, 450 oiled live birds were retrieved and taken to the cleaning 
center set up at the Columbia White-tailed Deer National Wildlife Refuge (A. 
Berkner pers. comm., Table 1). The center opened 23 March 1984 and 
operated until 23 April 1984, although no new birds were accepted after 9 
April 1984. The most numerous species were Western Grebe (50%), White- 
winged Scoter (17%), and Common Murre (26%). The birds were released 
as soon as possible after treatment. In total, 284 (68%) birds were released, 
but the species' identities were not recorded, the birds were released un- 
banded, and no data were collected on the survival rates of the released 
birds. Birds found oiled and alive after the center ceased accepting birds on 9 
April 1984 were cared for by concerned citizens and a rehabilitation center in 
Tillamook, Oregon. Unfortunately, no data on the species involved, their 
numbers, or their fate are available. In addition, at least 200 lightly oiled, 
free-roaming waterbirds were observed, including Western Grebes, uniden- 
tified scaups, unidentified mergansers, and gulls. 

Table 1 Numbers and Percentages of Bird Species Oiled, Captured, and 
Brought to the Cleaning Station for Treatment after the Columbia River Oil 
Spill 

Species Number Percentage 

Red-throated Loon (Gayla stellata) 4 <1% 
Common Loon (G. iramet) 2 <1 
Western Grebe (Aechmophorus occidentalis) 227 50 
Goose (domestic. species unknown) 1 <1 
Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) 3 1 
Greater Scaup (Aythya marila) 1 <1 
Common Scoter (Melanitta nigra) 9 2 
Surf Scoter (M. perspicillata) 8 2 
White-winged Scorer (M. fusca) 77 17 
Common Murre (Uria aalge) 118 26 

Total 450 

110 



WASHINGTON OIL SPILLS 

LONG BEACH ••'• WILLAPA BAY 
•• •-- _ 

ST HELENS 

Figure 1• Approximate areas of water and shoreline oiled following the Columbia 
River and Whidbey Island. Washington. spills. 1984. 
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One measure of the probable effects of the oil spill on waterbirds is the pro- 
portion of birds found oiled on ocean beaches before and after the spill. 
Starting in September 1981, G. Lippert (pers. comm.) surveyed selected 
ocean beaches on the Long Beach Peninsula each month for live and dead 
waterbirds and for the presence of oil on the birds found. In 1981, only 1 of 
110 (1%) birds, in 1982, 8 of 396 (2%), and in 1983, 2 of 577 (<1%) were 
found oiled. The proportion found oiled increased greatly in 1984, when 87 
of 581 (15%) were oiled. Other evidence of the effect of the oil spill on 
waterbirds is the number of oiled live birds found on ocean beaches. Between 

September 1981 and the end of February 1984 Lippert found 1136 dead 
birds but no live disabled birds. Between 22 and 26 March 1984, however, 
he found 40 oiled live birds on a portion of the same beaches (G. Lippert 
pets. comm.). 

Whidbey Island Impacts 

As with the Columbia River spill, part of the response to the Whidbey 
Island oil spill was the removal of oil and oiled vegetation from affected 
shorelines. Clean-up crews, contracted by the Coast Guard, removed 
material primarily on the southern end of Whidbey Island from 23 December 
1984 to 9 January 1985. In the process over 360 unidentified oiled birds 
were removed (L. Kitfie pets. comm., Table 2). In addition, after the spill we, 
Kitfie, and L. Leschner (pets. comm.) found another 42 individuals of at 
least 13 species (Table 2). Dead birds were also removed from beaches by 
concerned persons who came to observe the oil spilrs effects; species and 
numbers are unknown. Thus, over 400 oiled dead birds were removed from 
beaches near the oil spill. 

In response to this spill, by D. Yearout and K. Baxter (pers. comm.) 
established and operated a bird cleaning station at Mukilteo, Snohomish Co., 
from 23 December through 29 December 1984. Of 428 oiled birds (Table 2) 
brought to the cleaning station, 81 died in the clinic, and 347 were 
transported to local rehabilitation centers for intensive long-term care (D. 
Yearout and K. Baxter pets. comm.). At least another 20 birds were taken to 
another center, but their fate is unknown. Additionally, some people took an 
unknown number of oiled birds home to care for them, so we can report only 
that 448 oiled birds of 20 species were taken to cleaning stations for treat- 
ment. The principal species were Western and Red-necked grebes (21%), 
Black Scorer (17%), Horned Grebe (11%), Common Loon (9%), and 
Common Goldeneye (9%) (Table 2). D. Yearout (pets. comm.) estimated 
that only about 50 of the birds transferred to the rehabilitation centers were 
released. 

We, Kitfie, and Leschner searched the south end of Whidbey Island by 
boat and on foot on 23, 24, and 26 December 1984 and 4 January 1985, 
and from a helicopter on 27 and 28 December 1984. We saw more than 650 
oiled, free-roaming individuals of 34 species (Table 2). 

The behavior of many oiled birds observed after the Whidbey Island oil 
spill appeared to change drastically. Many oiled individuals were able to 
avoid capture by humans but spent considerable time loafing in the same 
area. Many severely oiled, flightless birds roosted in unlikely locations on 
shore. Some sought shelter in recesses on the upper beach. Several of these 
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birds were apparently taken by Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), as 
eagles were observed eating oiled birds on the beaches after dead birds had 
been removed. 

In 1978 and 1979 Speich and Wahl (1986) surveyed more than 470 km 
of several beaches north of this spill site for oiled and incapacitated birds. 
They found only 110 dead and no live incapacitated birds. Immediately after 
this spill more than 400 dead oiled birds and about 450 oiled live but in- 
capacitated birds were found on just a few kilometers of beach, 
demonstrating the spill's effect. 

DISCUSSION 

Studies of oiled and dead waterbirds (Coulson et al. 1968, Hope Jones et 
al. 1970, Bibby and Lloyd 1977) in England demonstrated that between 11 
and 58% of carasses sink at sea (see also Dunnet 1982, Bourne 1970), so 
probably many more birds were oiled and killed than actual carcass counts 
document. The British data suggest that factors of 2 to 9 might be applied to 
the counts. However, we doubt that the mortality from these two spills, 
especially the Whidbey Island event, was as great, because these factors were 
derived from data collected on beaches facing the North Atlantic Ocean and 
the Irish Sea, whereas the Washington spills occurred in relatively sheltered 
and enclosed areas. In the Columbia River birds were undoubtedly often 
oiled within a few meters of shore, but an unknown number was probably 
oiled at sea. At Whidbey Island, birds may have encountered the oil from a 
few meters to perhaps a few kilometers off shore. Oiled birds were probably 
in the water for relatively short periods of time before they were beached, 
decreasing the sinking rate. In enclosed waters such as these a higher propor- 
tion of the birds oiled may reach shore alive. Indeed, during the Whidbey 
Island oil spill oiled birds were found on beaches the same day the spill was 
reported, and 40-50 were found oiled and alive and 30-40 were found 
oiled and dead in the first 24 hours after the spill (j. James pers. comm.). 
Oiled birds were first found on ocean beaches 3 days after the spill occurred 
on the Columbia River (G. Lippert pers. comm.). 

CONCLUSIONS 

Only 450 oiled birds were documented from the Columbia River oil spill, 
which is clearly a minimal total. More than 1500 birds were oiled as a result of 
the Whidbey Island oil spill, also a minimal total. Of the more than 1500 oiled 
waterbirds, 650 were observed free-roaming, about 450 were brought to 
cleaning stations, and at least 400 birds were found dead. It is unclear how 
these figures should be used to indicate the numbers of birds actually 
affected. 

More effort is needed to document the loss of waterbirds from oil spills; the 
effort in these spills was inadequate. An emergency response team of ex- 
perienced waterbird biologists should be on call to respond to spills. Standard 
waterbird survey techniques and beach transects on foot would result in data 
adequate for analysis of the immediate impacts of oil spills on waterbirds. 
Standardized methods would allow comparison of impacts on waterbirds 
from different spills and better evaluation of the impacts on waterbirds of in- 
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dividual oil spills. Although difficult to determine, the survivability and 
reproductive potential of released rehabilitated oiled birds and of free- 
roaming oiled birds are important but unknown variables. 
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