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Prosecutors may pursue criminal charges against 
the company responsible for a pipeline breach 
that spilled 105,000 gallons of oil into the Pacifi c 
Ocean and onto the coastline in one of California’s 
most ecologically sensitive regions.

The May 19 pipeline spill at Santa Barbara Coun-
ty’s Refugio State Beach has killed fi sh and left 
seabirds, seals, and other wildlife coated in thick 
black oil as clean-up crews have worked around 
the clock to try to stem the oil’s environmental 
impact. 
“I am working with the federal government and 
the attorney general’s offi ce to look into poten-
tial criminal and/or civil prosecution,” said Joyce 
Dudley, Santa Barbara’s district attorney, according 
to Reuters. Dudley’s offi ce could not be reached 
for comment on Monday due to the Memorial Day 
holiday. 

Dudley said she would travel on Tuesday to meet 
with California’s attorney general in Los Angeles 
to discuss the spill.

The 11-mile pipeline, called Line 901, is owned 
and operated by the Texas-based company Plains 
All America Pipeline (PAAP), and is just one sec-
tion of the company’s 18,900-mile pipeline net-
work, which criss-crosses 46 US states.

Related: Five Years After BP Disaster, 
Gulf of Mexico’s Fishing Industry Con-
tinues to Struggle

The pipeline is the only pipeline in Santa 
Barbara County that is not required to 
have an automatic shutoff switch, the 
Associated Press reported, due to a court 
battle that occurred 30 years ago. 

Kevin Drude, deputy director of the 
county’s Energy and Minerals Division, 
told the AP that the “original owner of 
the pipeline skirted the Santa Barbara 
County requirement by successfully 
arguing in court in the late-1980s that it 
should be subject to federal oversight be-
cause the pipeline is part of an interstate 
network.” 

Federal regulations do not require auto-
matic shut-off valves on crude oil pipe-
lines. 

“It’s the only major pipeline that doesn’t 
have auto shut-off,” Drude told the AP. 
“For us, it’s routine.”

PAAP issued a statement saying that the 
pipeline could be shut off manually by 
personnel in the company headquarters 
in Midland, Texas, who monitor the 



company’s network, including the Santa Bar-
bara pipeline, 24 hours per day. 

“It is much safer for controllers who under-
stand the hydraulics of a crude oil pipeline 
to shut it down using a planned sequence of 
steps than for a computer to automatically 
close a valve on oil that is traveling in a con-
fi ned space under high pressure,” PAAP’s 
release, attributed to Rick McMichael, Senior 
Director of Operations, said. “Other than 
reverse fl ow check valves, to our knowledge, 
the use of automatic shutoff valves on liquid 
pipelines in the United States is a very un-
common (or rare) due to the over pressure 
risk.”

Environmental advocates say the company 
has a poor track record when it comes to pipe-
line safety. The Center for Biological Diversi-
ty says the US government initiated 20 en-
forcement actions against PAAP since 2006, 
mostly involving corrosion control and main-
tenance problems, and was fi ned $115,600 for 
two violations in 2009. 
Since 2006 the company has been respon-
sible for 223 accidents that spilled a total of 
864,300 gallons of hazardous liquids, the AP 
reported, citing federal records. Federal regu-
lators have taken action against the company 
25 times, during which the company paid $32 
million in damages, the AP said.  

“This company’s disturbing record highlights 
oil production’s toxic threat to California’s 
coast,” said Miyoko Sakashita, the Center for 
Biological Diversity’s oceans program direc-
tor. “Oil pipelines and offshore fracking and 
drilling endanger our fragile marine ecosys-
tems. Every new oil project increases the risk 
of fouled beaches and oil-soaked sea life.” 

Related: Nearly Five Years After the BP Spill, 
Animals Are Still Dying in the Gulf of 
Mexico

PAAP released a statement saying that “safety 
and environmental responsibility are core val-
ues to Plains.” 

“Since 2008, Plains has signifi cantly increased 
its size and spending related to our US integ-
rity management and safety programs,” the 
company said in a press release.

Meanwhile, Reuters reports that a sea lion 
found coated in crude oil and taken for clean-
ing to SeaWorld in San Diego died on Satur-
day. Staff at the Refugio Oil Response Unifi ed 
Command, the umbrella organization oversee-
ing the cleanup, said they did not have details 
on how many birds, fi sh, and other species 
of wildlife have died or are being treated as a 
result of the spill. 

The Command is composed of the US Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, Coast Guard, 
PAAP, and other federal, state, and local agen-
cies. 

Santa Barbara County’s emergency cleanup 
task force said cleanup crews had collected 
9,492 gallons of oily water mixture and 220 
cubic yards of oily solids since the spill oc-
curred, and was using a special current-creat-
ing technique in an attempt to gently pull oil 
off of kelp beds in the Pacifi c Ocean, where 
the seaweed can grow up to 90 feet high.


