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GOLETA (CBSLA.com) — New photos released Tuesday show the extensive corrosion on an oil pipe that ruptured, spilling more than 100,000 gallons of oil into the waters off Refugio State Beach near Santa Barbara.

The damaged section of pipe was removed from the west end of the spill impact zone on May 28 and inspected by personnel from the state Department of Fish and Wildlife, Plains All American Pipeline and Santa Barbara County’s Integrated EQAP for Oil and Gas Projects.

(credit: Bruce Reitherman/Santa Barbara County)

The oil pipe rupture on May 19 spilled 101,000 gallons of oil at Refugio State Beach, creating a 10-square-mile oil slick. Two weeks before the pipeline ruptured, tests had shown the pipe lost nearly half the metal near the break, but underestimated how thing the pipe had become.

Photos shot by the county’s onsite environmental coordinator, Bruce Reitherman, showed major corrosion and the eight-inch hole created by the rupture in the pipe.
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credit: Bruce Reitherman/Santa Barbara County)
The damaged section of pipe was packed away and secured for delivery to a third-party analytical facility in Ohio.

The photos also showed a large amount of oil-soaked rock and debris at the bottom of the trench where the corroded pipe had been removed.

Reitherman said he also inspected two more sections of pipe that showed enough corrosion to require the temporary installation of a clamp.

Workers clean up oil spill on California beaches by hand
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(AP Photo/Jae C. Hong, File). FILE - In this May 21, 2015 file photo, workers prepare an oil containment boom at Refugio State Beach, north of Goleta, Calif. Cleanup work continues one month after the May 19 oil spill north of Santa Barbara, Calif. The...
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(AP Photo/Damian Dovarganes, File). FILE - In this June 4, 2015 file photo, warning signs posted by the California Department of Fish and Game mark closed areas affected by an oil spill at Refugio State Beach, north of Goleta, Calif. Cleanup work conti...
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(AP Photo/Jae Hong, File). FILE - In this May 21, 2015 file photo, David Ledig, a national monument manager from the Bureau of Land Management, walks past rocks covered in oil at Refugio State Beach, north of Goleta, Calif. Cleanup work continues one m...
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(AP Photo/Jae C. Hong, File). FILE - In this May 21, 2015 file photo, a worker removes oil from the sand at Refugio State Beach, north of Goleta, Calif. Cleanup work continues one month after the May 19 oil spill north of Santa Barbara, Calif. 
By ALICIA CHANG
AP Science Writer

GOLETA, Calif. (AP) - Along a stretch of beach heavily marred by a crude oil spill, workers in hard hats and white protective suits use wire brushes and putty knives to scrape the black liquid off cobblestones and cliff faces.

The painstaking task at Refugio State Beach marks a new front in the cleanup after an underground pipeline leaked last month and released up to 101,000 gallons of oil, about 21,000 gallons of which flowed into a storm drain, sullied the beach and washed out to sea. Because the region is home to threatened shorebirds and cultural resources, a decision was made early on to clean oil-stained beaches the old-fashioned way by using hand tools instead of heavy equipment or chemicals.

The environmental toll from the largest coastal spill in California in 25 years is still being tallied. Progress has been made in corralling the slick in the ocean and removing flecks of oil on sandy beaches.

Scrubbing rocks by hand will take time, however. "It's a very labor-intensive process, but that's where we're at now," Carl Childs of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, one of several agencies involved in the cleanup, said recently.

There's no timetable for when the cleanup will end. The effort so far has cost at least $65 million, which is being paid for by Texas-based Plains All American Pipeline. A heavily corroded section of Plains' 10-mile pipeline that moves oil from offshore rigs to inland refineries ruptured on May 19, causing two state beaches to close and prompting a fishing ban. One of the beaches, El Capitan State Beach, is set to reopen next week.

The spill blackened a section of the Santa Barbara County coastline that was also fouled during the 1969 offshore oil-platform blowout that spewed an estimated three million gallons of crude, killing thousands of birds and other animals.

Cleanup techniques have evolved since the 1969 disaster that helped usher in a new era of conservation. Back then, crews used straw to soak up oily sand. That's no longer done because straw is hard to pick up and removing too much sand can harm a beach.

In the latest spill, workers shoveled tar balls and contaminated sand into plastic bags that were then carried away for disposal. They had to be careful not to disturb populations of western snowy plovers that were in the middle of their breeding season.

"We're more concerned about the impact of the cleanup doing more injury than the oil did originally," said Kim McCleneghan of the state Department of Fish and Wildlife, who responded to both spills.

About 91 percent of 97 miles of coastline - mostly sandy beaches - surveyed by teams of experts from various federal and state agencies has been given the all-clear.

Significant work remains to clean oil-covered cobblestones and boulders dotting beaches. Workers scrape rocks until an oil stain remains. That can't be scrubbed off and must wear away naturally with time, McCleneghan said.

Once the expert teams are satisfied with the cleanliness of a beach or stone, monitoring continues to make sure there's no setback.

Santa Barbara County is home to one of the largest naturally occurring oil seeps in the world where thousands of gallons of oil ooze from cracks in the seafloor every day.

Frequently, the sticky substance ends up on the soles of swimmers and surfers. The natural seeps generally flow at a low rate unlike significant accidental spills, which release large volumes of oil at once. Oil fingerprinting can distinguish natural seeps from spills.

Crews are removing oil no matter if it came from the pipeline or if it occurred naturally, said Wade Bryant, senior environmental scientist at CK Associates, an environmental consulting group.

The cause of the spill remains under investigation. Earlier this week, Plains completed flushing the idled pipeline, a process that should allow for a more precise calculation of how much oil escaped.

Compared with the 1969 spill, the environmental damage in the latest episode has been much less severe. Nearly 300 dead birds and marine mammals have been recovered so far. Dozens more were rescued and are rehabilitating.

Michael Ziccardi, who heads the Oiled Wildlife Care Network at the University of California, Davis, said he's puzzled by the seemingly heavy toll on marine mammals, especially sea lions. Necropsies should help scientists determine if they died from the spill or other causes, he said.

Scientists hired by the state have spent several weeks documenting the effects of the spill on the environment and ecosystem. A preliminary analysis isn't expected for several months.

"It doesn't look like it's going to be catastrophic. But that doesn't mean there's not going to be damage," said Pete Raimondi of the University of California, Santa Cruz, who is studying the potential effects on mussels, abalone and sea stars in tide pools.

___

Contact the reporter at: http://www.twitter.com/SciWriAlicia
Copyright 2015 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.

More than 87 miles of oiled Calif. beaches cleared

Recovery efforts continue in response to May oil spill in Santa Barbara.

By Daniel J. Graeber 
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Refugio response team says more than 90 percent of soiled beaches have met cleanup goals since mid-May spill. Map courtesy of Refugio Response Joint Information Center.

SANTA BARBARA, Calif., June 22 (UPI) -- A unified command responding to the May oil spill off the California coast said more than 90 percent of the contaminated shorelines have met cleanup goals.

"Of the 96.5 miles of shoreline surveyed in Santa Barbara and Ventura counties, 91 percent have met cleanup goals," the unified command said in its latest operational update. "Clean areas will continue to be monitored for re-oiling which may occur, especially with the natural oil seeps in the area."

Line 901, a pipeline system operated by Plains All American leaked as much as 2,500 barrels of oil in Santa Barbara County in mid-May. About 500 barrels may have reached the waters off the coast of Refugio State Beach in a release the Environmental Protection Agency said was the worst spill in California in the last 25 years.

The federal Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration said it found "extensive" corrosion on the breached pipeline, with walls degraded by as much as 74 percent of their original thickness in some locations.

Sheen has long since dissipated from the California coast and the volume of recovered oil-water mixture tied to the spill has not increased in the past week. The amount of oiled vegetation, sand and soil has seen minor increases since June 16.

In terms of wildlife, 190 dead birds have been recovered, up five from last week, and 103 mammals have been found dead, up 11 from June 16.

"Cleanup continues on other parts of the shoreline, especially cobble and rock areas which require hand crews, and in the excavation area in the vicinity of the initial release," the response team said.
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