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About the Spill 
On May 19, 2015, a pipeline owned and operated by Plains All America Pipeline, Inc. ruptured near Refugio 
State Beach in Santa Barbara County, California, sending oil into the ocean. In response, state and federal 
natural resource trustee agencies are conducting a Natural Resource Damage Assessment (NRDA). This 
process is compensatory, not punitive; it is separate and independent from the criminal trial currently 
underway. An NRDA assesses exposure to spilled oil, documents spill-related injuries to the environment and 
its public uses, and provides compensation through environmental restoration projects. The spiller, Plains, is 
responsible to pay the NRDA costs, known as damages, for assessment work and restoration projects.   
 
Injury Assessment Updates 
The assessment is nearing completion. Here, we present some of the results to date.  
 

Coastal Habitats and Fish 
Porewater sampling tests the amount of oil 
hydrocarbons buried in the sandy beach 
intertidal zone. Sampling after the spill (May-
September 2015) found elevated levels of oil 
hydrocarbons from Gaviota to Dos Pueblos. Two 
years later, in 2017, the levels were much lower 
across all beaches.  
 
Beach hoppers are one of the most common 
invertebrates in the sandy beach ecosystem. 
Many birds depend on them as a food source. 
After the spill, beach hopper populations were 
far lower than in other years, especially near the 
spill site. 
 

 
 
  







Mammals 
 
Unusually high numbers of California sea 
lions and long-beaked common dolphins 
were found dead or dying on beaches in the 
aftermath of the spill. The graph at left 
illustrates the spike in dead beached 
dolphins (in red) compared to known 
mortality events in the past that were 
associated with naturally occurring domoic 
acid (in blue).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Environmental Restoration Project Ideas 
 
This list of preliminary restoration project concepts includes those that were suggested by the public, local 
experts, and resource management agencies. They represent a suite of projects under consideration that 
would compensate for the nature and extent of the natural resource injuries caused by the spill.  

 Remove creosote seawall at Ellwood Beach in the City of Goleta (see photo below) 

 Restore dune habitat by removing invasive plants from sandy beaches 

 Restore red abalone in Marine Protected Areas along the Gaviota coast 

 Restore eelgrass in Refugio Cove 

 Remove marine debris (e.g. fishing gear) from waters near the mainland and Channel Islands 

 Increase capabilities to rehabilitate marine mammals in distress 

 Increase capabilities to assist/release whales that are entangled in fishing gear or other debris 

 Protect brown pelican nesting habitat at Anacapa Island by removing invasive cape ivy 

 Reduce fishing conflicts with seabirds  

 Provide or enhance opportunities for coastal and marine recreation  




