Oily Wastes at Sea

Abelson’s editorial “Oil pollution”
(26 May, p. 1037) recognized the ef-
forts of refiners to prevent water pollu-
tion, but I should like to point out
what petroleum companies are doing
to curb oil pollution of the seas.
Amendments to the Oil Pollution Act,
passed in 1966, contained language that
makes enforcement difficult and oil in-
dustry witnesses uniformly supported
elimination of the 1966 requirement
that gross negligence be proved before
a polluter can be prosecuted. These
same witnesses endorsed the principle
that anyone responsible for an oil spill,
even if accidental, should be respon-
sible for taking whatever measures may
reasonably be required to minimize
damage. Oil companies in the United
States are able to take such a stand be-
cause normal precautions in tanker
operation go well beyond the require-
ments of federal law and international
conventions.

Many modern tankers are equipped
to separate and store slop oil from tank-
cleaning and deballasting operations for
later disposal at on-shore facilities. This
totally eliminates the need for releases
of oily wastes at sea and is one of the
reasons why several U.S. oil companies
have issued strict “no dumping” orders
to their tanker fleets, as well as to
chartered vessels.

A number of companies have adopt-

ed the “load on top” procedure, so
that oily tank washings need not be
dumped at sea. New cargo is loaded
directly on top of the slop, or dregs,
from the previous cargo. When ballast
water is carried in a cargo compart-
ment, this slop oil floats to the top.
During deballasting, the clean water is
drawn from the bottom of the com-
partment and discharged. New cargo is
then loaded on top of the slop, which
often still contains considerable amounts
of sea water. The reluctance of some
customers to accept cargo that has
been loaded on top of slop containing
salt water is one deterrent to the more
widespread use of the “load on top”
procedure.

When it is necessary for a tanker
to discharge oily water, it must be
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done more than 50 miles offshore under
the terms of an international conven-
tion. Along the northeastern seaboard,
the restricted zone extends some 100
miles to protect fishing banks. More-
over, when tank washings and oily bal-
last are discharged in permitted zones,
it is done in such a way as to pro-
mote rapid bacterial oxidation of the
oil film. There is little chance that oil
pollution of beaches in the northeastern
United States is traceable to tanker
cleaning or deballasting, because tankers
bound for eastern seaboard ports are
rarely under ballast. Deballasting and
tank cleaning are normally performed
en route to loading ports, rather than
discharge ports, and then only far out
to sea in permitted zones.

In considering the overall oil pollu-
tion problem one must not overlook the
role played by vessels other than tank-
ers. Any ship that uses oil as fuel is a
potential contributor to the problem.
This includes most naval vessels, dry-
cargo ships, passenger ships, and
pleasure craft. The contribution of oil
escaping from vessels sunk during
World War II is likewise significant.
The U.S. Coast Guard, in its reply
to a recent United Nations question-
naire on sources of oil pollution, listed
seepage from sunken vessels as a pri-
mary source, and estimated the volume
of this oil at 200 million gallons for
known U.S. flag vessels alone.

The report also listed as another
source of coastal pollution natural seep-
ages from undersea oil formations, of
which there are at least seven in the
Caribbean and two off the coast of
California.

Unexplained oil pollution of beaches
and coastlines is frequently attributed
to tanker operations, simply because
tankers are the most obvious potential
source of oil. Thus it should be no sur-
prise that most oilmen favor vigorous
enforcement of antipollution laws and
conventions, for only in this way will
the genuine efforts of U.S. oil com-
panies to prevent such pollution re-
ceive proper recognition. ’

Frank N. IkArD
American Petroleum Institute,
1271 Avenue of the Americas,
New York 10020

Archival Project in Physics

Joseph Agassi’s brief note concern-
ing Sources for History of Quantum
Physics (Book Reviews, 23 June) is
quite inadequate to convey to the read-
er the intent and the value of the vol-
ume; and the impression the note leaves
is totally different from the opinion of
persons who are actually using the vol-
ume.

Indeed, it would be difficult to name
any other single volume in which so
much information about sources is so
readily accessible to anyone concerned
with the developments of 20th-century
physics. Sponsored by the American-
Physical Society and the American Phil-
osophical Society, the work, which was
four years in process, began as an archi-
val project for the collection of infor-
mation on the history of quantum phys-
ics. The published volume includes: (i)
a description of the development of the
project along with a critical analysis
of the methods used; (ii) information
obtained from physicists who partici-
pated in the development of quantum
physics (the record of some 175 taped
and transcribed interviews with about
150 physicists); (iii) information about
the existence and location of relevant
manuscript materials—correspondence
between physicists, lecture and research
notes, institutional records, and other
unpublished papers; (iv) appendices il-
lustrating some of the research meth-
ods (for example, sample biographies
and sample outlines for interviews);
and (v) a complete analytical index—
by name, institution, type of material,
and source depository. Much of the
material described is now deposited at
the Archives for History of Quantum
Physics located at the libraries of the
American Philosophical Society in Phil-
adelphia, the University of California
in Berkeley, and the Niels Bohr Insti-
tute in Copenhagen.

The kind of information which this
work contains and the form in which
it is organized and presented has noth-
ing in common with what Agassi casts
off as an inventory of “hastily col-
lected material.” Rather, what it does
represent is an undertaking without pre-
cedent—one that obviously demanded,
besides good historical scholarship, con-
siderable critical judgment concerning

-the potentially significant problems in

the history of quantum physics. Actual-
ly, we have here something of an ex-
perimental model for historians to build
upon, and perhaps to improve for other
fields.

625



