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Imagine for a minute that you are a citizen of New Orleans 
and that one morning you wake up to the pungent stench 
of fuel permeating throughout your city. Imagine that as you 
cross the Crescent City Connection Bridge to discover that the 
Mississippi River is covered, as far as the eye can see, with a 
thick, black layer of a substance with a rainbow sheen. Now, 
imagine the relief as you see a Coast Guard cutter navigating its 
way through the dark film. 

In the early morning of July 23, 2008 a collision involving an 
American Commercial Lines barge being pushed by a towboat 
and the motor vessel, Tintomara, a chemical tanker, occurred. The 
Coast Guard determined that the Mel Oliver, the towboat pushing 
the barge, failed to make contact with the Tintomara to make 
passing arrangements and instead turned the tow and barge into 
the path of the down-river bound vessel. The much larger tanker 
struck the towboat’s barge, which was carrying approximately 
420,000 gallons of number 6 fuel oil, almost tearing it in half, and 
spilling 282,000 gallons into the river. Luckily, no one was injured.  

The captain of the port, Coast Guard Capt. Lincoln Stroh, 
promptly closed the river from mile marker 98 to 70, involving a 
28 mile stretch of the river. The Gulf Strike Team, one of three of 
the Coast Guard’s quick response pollution teams deployed with 

their assets and crews to asses and oversee the cleanup process. The 
Coast Guard Cutter Razorbill and a 41-foot response boat from 
Sector New Orleans were also launched to provide the initial 
safety zone for the incident.

The river closure was eventually extended from mile marker 97 
to the very mouth of the Mississippi River, nearly 100 miles of 
river were closed that included the Port of New Orleans; one of 
America’s busiest ports. 

The number of waiting vessels on either end of the safety zone 
grew daily. At its peak, the number of deep draft vessels awaiting 
transit ballooned to more than 100. In excess of 158,000 feet of 
hard and absorbent boom was deployed to contain and redirect 
the spread of the oil. More than 2,000 personnel responded from 
the different agencies to combat the expanse of the spill and to 
raise the damaged barge. 

“This was a very significant spill,” said Captain Lincoln 
Stroh, Sector commander of Sector New Orleans and incident 
commander for the oil spill. 

Comparing this oil spill to past ones, Stroh said, “There were 
more dynamics involved. There were more vessels to clean. There 
was dredging at the mouth of the river and the spill, itself, was 
ongoing.”

React, respond, communicate: keys to 
effective oil spill clean-up
Coast Guard Petty Officer Stephen Lehmann, Eighth Coast Guard District, United States Coast Guard, New Orleans, USA
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Oil skimming vessels, directed by the Mississippi River oil spill Unified Command, work to contain and clean up an oil discharge that occurred during the raising of 
the bow section of the barge DM 932 under the Crescent City Connection Bridge, Saturday, August 9 2008. The skimming vessels, and other work boats, were pre-
positioned along the New Orleans waterfront so cleanup workers could respond to the anticipated release of oil during salvage operations.
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The largest oil spill prior to the July 23rd response, involved the 
motor vessel Westchester, which ran aground and emptied more 
than 550,000 gallons of Nigerian crude oil into the river, back 
in November of 2000. Thankfully, a strong east wind kept the 
spill naturally contained on the west bank, which gave responders 
enough time to place containment boom. The river only closed 
from mile marker 38 to mile marker 9, less than in third of the 
closure of this most recent spill.

Immediate response
The response to the spill on July 23rd was immediate. An incident 
command post was established in the next 12 hours and the joint 
clean-up operation began. The unified command worked with its 
many parts in near-flawless harmony. The ballet of communication 
between the command, the oil spill response groups and the on-
scene assets was something to behold. Stroh attributes much of 
the Coast Guard’s success in this operation to past experiences 
and his sector’s extensive experience. 
“I think we did well. We worked well as a team,” said Stroh. “We 
do more response than any other sector. We handle more spills 
than any other place in the country. Because of that we have a lot 
of experience in investigating incidents like this. After Katrina we 
had a lot experience at salvage too.”

Stroh doesn’t take all the credit for the response. Clean Gulf 
Associates, one of the involved clean up agencies, called in their 
High-Volume, Open-Sea Skimmer System barge to take up 
station just south of the incident site to collect any oil that might 
escape during salvage operations. 

“We’re very pleased and happy we could contribute to the 
cause,” said Frank Paskewich, Capt. U.S. Coast Guard, retired, and 
now the executive director of Clean Gulf Associates. “The barge 
has a 174-foot by 52-foot frame that can store more than 172,000 
gallons of recovered oil. The skimmer system built into the hull 
was recorded to have recovered upwards of 75,000 gallons in just 
12 hours at one of its last responses.”

With a price tag of over US$5 million, the HOSS has been called 
one of the most advanced, long duration offshore oil spill collection 
systems in the world. Although it wasn’t utilised according to its 
open-sea capabilities, the HOSS was one of the major factors in 
diminishing the effect of additional spills from the damaged barge.

“During one of the secondary spills from the barge the HOSS 
recovered 125 barrels (5,250 gallons) of oil in one shot,” said 
Paskewich. “I can’t think of many other places in the world, let 
alone in North America, that have access to a HOSS or even 
something similar.” “Not too many other places in the country 
have access to a HOSS,” said Stroh. “We were very fortunate to 
have the HOSS available to us.”

Coast Guard and assisting agencies prepare to stage oil-containment boom in response to the oil spill in the Mississippi River in downtown New Orleans, Friday, 
August 1, 2008.
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A Coast Guard crewmember aboard a 41-foot smallboat from Coast Guard 
Station New Orleans overlooks the sunken barge in the Mississippi River 
in downtown New Orleans after the motor vessel Tintomara and a tub and 
barge collided early Wed. July 23, 2008 spilling approximately 419,000 gals. of 
number six fuel oil. 
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Team effort
Other local oil spill response groups launched their fleet of 
skimmer boats as well. Shoreline Cleanup Assessment Teams, or 
SCATs, deployed to ensure that the affected shoreline wasn’t being 
contaminated. Coast Guard Air Station New Orleans launched 
roughly four overflights a day to assist in the better organiSation of 
the skimmer fleet and to provide an “eye in the sky” of the entire 
operation. The unified command made good use of the expertise 
and the assets available from its many assisting agencies. One such 
organisation, the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration 
or NOAA, has had a great deal of experience when it comes to 
oil spills, but this one was different. 

“This is the most difficult spill I’ve dealt with in the Mississippi 
River,” said Charlie Henry of NOAA. “This one was difficult 
because of the impacted area and the river (level) dropping. There 
were a lot of challenges to overcome.”

One hundred miles of river closed on the Mississippi River can 
be a challenge for any organisation, but NOAA knows how to 
approach such a challenge. 

“Every spill is different,” said Henry. “We never want to come 
at a spill by conventional means. We wanted to approach this 
one by thinking out of the box and that flexibility allows us to 
develop effective clean up strategies, effective tactics for collecting 
and disposing of the oil. From the perspective of how we like to 
respond to oil spills this was well coordinated.”

The clean up has been in full swing since the July 24th, with 
the situation deescalating, the Coast Guard looks to piece together 
the steps leading up to the incident. The barge has since been 
removed, capping whatever additional oil might seep out into the 
Mississippi.

In the months since the spill the Mississippi’s colour has 
changed from a rainbow sheen, inky confusion, to the traditional 
shade of silt churned brown that Mark Twain paid homage to. 
Tow vessels have returned to their duties of pushing and pulling 
barges and the deep draft vessels are moving smoothly into port 
in a timely fashion. As the ferry’s returned to service, people’s lives 
returned to normal, with no small thanks to the clean-up crews 
involved in the massive undertaking that was the oil spill of 2008.

The Eighth Coast Guard District, headquartered in New Orleans, covers all or 

part of 26 states throughout the Gulf Coast and heartland of America. It stretches 

from the Appalachian Mountains and Chattahoochee River in the east, to the Rocky 

Mountains in The west, and from the U.S./Mexico border and the Gulf of Mexico to 

the Canadian border in North Dakota. Part of the Department of Homeland Security, 

the men and women of the Eighth District are vital in protecting the 1,200 miles 

of coastline and 10,300 miles of inland navigable waterways located in their area 

of responsibility. There are approximately 4,045 active duty and reserve members, 

6,000 auxiliarists and 288 civilian personnel assigned to the Eighth District.
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