
BUNKERING
best practices

A reference manual for safe bunkering 
operations in Washington state.



FOREWORD
When oil spills into the environment, organisms and their 
habitats are injured. These organisms include plankton, 
plants, invertebrates, fish, birds, and mammals. They live 
in habitats such as sediments,  the water column, beaches, 
wetlands, and forests. The impact oil has on organisms and 
habitats depends on many things, including: the type of oil 
spilled and its chronic effects; the life stage of the organism 
(egg, larvae, juvenile, adult); the time of year (wet or dry 
season); and other disturbances like the presence of invasive 
species. Although, the total effects of oil on the environment 
are unknown, Ecology has gained much knowledge in recent 
years.

Intermediate fuel oil (IFO) is extremely viscous, sticky and 
presents a major injury threat. It is also persistent, lasting 
five to ten years, or more, in the environment. Marine diesel 
oils (MDO) and marine gas oils (MGO) contain volatile 
compounds that are acutely toxic to organisms and may last 
one month to a year in the environment.

For more information about the harm oil presents to the 
environment, refer to page 20.
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AND

You MUST follow your Washington state-
approved contingency plan.

For more information, contact:
Department of Ecology 
Spills Program, Prevention Section 
PO Box 47600 
Olympia, WA 98504-7600 
Phone: 360-407-7455 
Fax: 360-407-7288
Webpage: www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/spills/spills.html

SPILL REPORTING
In the event of an oil spill, you MUST call 

BOTH of the following phone numbers: 
•	Washington State......... 1-800-258-5990
•	U.S. Coast Guard......... 1-800-424-8802

www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/spills/spills.html
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INTRODUCTION
The Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology) 
regulates oil transfers over Washington waters to help 
prevent oil spills.

The bunkering best practices checklist sections shown here 
include the Washington State Bunker Rule WAC 317-40 
and the experience and knowledge of the Ecology Spill 
Prevention inspectors. Inspectors have conducted and 
observed thousands of bunkering operations, and reviewed 
many more vessel oil transfer/bunkering procedures.

The practices highlighted in this manual do not replace your 
vessel’s procedures or the federal oil transfer requirements 
set forth by the U.S. Coast Guard. They are meant to create a 
spill prevention mindset during your bunkering operations. 
Vessel owners and operators must also comply with the 
following U.S. Code of Federal Regulations requirements:

•	 Title 33, Parts 155 & 156. 
•	 Title 46, Sections 12, 15, & 35. 

Failure to comply with federal requirements is a failure to 
comply with the Washington state bunkering rules.

The primary causes of spills are fatigue, 
inattention, poor communication, and 

unclear procedures and policies.
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BUNKER PROCEDURE CHECKLIST:
Written Pre-loading Plan

The receiving vessel’s person in charge (PIC) must prepare 
a pre-loading plan prior to conducting the training session 
(required within 48 hours of the operation) and transfer 
of bunkers. The PIC must ensure that a copy of the plan 
is posted in a place where it can be easily seen by, and in a 
language common to, the vessel crew engaged in bunkering. 
You can read the full Washington Bunkering Rule (WAC 
317-40) on the Ecology website, www.ecy.wa.gov.

The Pre-loading Plan must include:
☐ Identification and 100% capacity of tanks receiving oil.
☐ Level and type of liquid in each tank before bunkering. 
☐ Planned final level of tanks and the planned final percent 

of each tank to be filled. 
The final tank fill level needs to be shown in ullage, 
innage, or local level gauge readings that are consistent 
with the sounding taking. The person taking soundings 
should know the planned fill point as the tank is filled.

☐ Order in which tanks will be filled. 
This ensures all bunkering team members know which 
valve(s) will be opened and which tanks sounded next.

☐ Procedures to regularly monitor all bunker tank levels and 
valve settings. 

Additional Information
✓  Pre-loading Plan: Your vessel might have a pre-loading 

or pre-bunker plan form that differs from the sample 
plan provided on page 37. Your plan can be in any form 
you wish. For example, your plan could have one page 
with tank information and another page with bunker 
team duties. As long as your plan contains the required 

www.ecy.wa.gov
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information, and the bunker team is trained and familiar 
with your plan, you can organize your plan as you see fit.   

✓  Hydrostatic Testing: In preparation for bunkering, ensure 
that your system has been hydrostatically tested within the 
past year, per 33 CFR 156.170.

✓  Spill Response Gear: Ensure that your shipboard oil 
pollution emergency plan (SOPEP) response gear is 
complete and readily available.
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BUNKER PROCEDURE CHECKLIST:
Watchstanders & Personnel Duties

Assigned personnel cannot work more than 15 hours in 
any 24-hour period, nor 36 hours in any 72-hour period 
(including the time it takes to bunker). 

Ensure the following:
☐ In your oil transfer procedures (OTP), assign a person to 

point-of-transfer watch at the bunker header. 
☐ In your OTPs, assign a person to deck-rover watch.

The main duty of the deck-rover is to watch for oil spills 
on deck and over the side during bunkering. The deck-
rover may perform other duties not in conflict with his or 
her primary duty. The deck-rover must: 

(i) Visually inspect the deck and water near or opposite 
all bunker tanks and each tank’s sounding tube and 
vent, if accessible; and 

(ii) Remain in a position during changing over of tanks 
or topping-off to view any spills on deck or in the 
water.

☐ Each watch has two-way communication between the PIC 
and the master-or officer-in-charge.

The point-of-transfer team member and the deck rover 
must have radio communication with both the PIC, 
usually the chief engineer, and the master or deck watch 
officer. This ensures the ability to quickly raise the alarm 
if a spill or problem arises.

☐ The sounding levels of tanks are communicated to the PIC 
as the tanks are filled. 

☐ The pre-loading plan is in a language common to all 
bunkering crew and posted where it can be seen by those 
involved in bunkering. 
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Additional Information
✓  Fatigue: In Washington state, fatigue is a contributing 

factor in many bunker spills. Maneuvering, short port 
stays, regulatory inspections, taking stores, required 
maintenance, and bunkering can make it difficult to get 
adequate rest. Bunkering is a critical operation and proper 
rest for bunker team members is essential and required. If 
they do not meet the rest-hour minimums, the bunkering 
must be delayed until the bunker team members are 
sufficiently rested according to rest-hour requirements. 
For more information about fatigue, refer to page 29.

✓  Sounding Reports: The receiving vessel’s PIC must 
ensure that he or she receives sounding reports on tank 
levels according to the monitoring procedure set in the 
vessel’s pre-loading plan. Soundings should be more 
frequent during start-up and topping-off.

✓  Oil Transfer Procedure: U.S. Coast Guard 33 CFR 
155.750 requires vessels to have an OTP, including 
specific standards. Inspectors often find the OTP posted 
differs from the actual bunkering procedure used by the 
vessel. For instance, one OTP might list the required team 
as five crew members with certain assigned duties and 
the other may require seven crew members with different 
duties. All OTPs posted throughout the vessel should 
reflect the same duty assignments, transfer requirements, 
and transfer data.  

✓  Records Retention: After bunkering, the written pre-
loading plan and declaration 
of inspection must be saved 
for at least 30 days.

A point-of-transfer watch 
must remain at the point 

of connection with the 
delivering vessel during 

bunkering.



BUNKER PROCEDURE CHECKLIST:
Training for Bunker Crew

The vessel’s PIC must conduct a training session for all 
personnel with duties under the vessel’s OTPs 48 hours prior 
to a vessel’s scheduled bunkering. 

Training shall include, but is not limited to, a review of the:

☐ Pre-loading plan. 

☐ Civil and criminal penalties and liabilities for not 
complying with federal and state regulations, and for 
spilling oil in Washington waters. For more information 
about penalties go to page 35.

☐ OPTs, including each person’s bunkering duties. 

During training:

☐ Instruct all bunkering personnel, except the deck-rover, 
that only bunkering duties may be performed during 
bunkering.

☐ Ensure the primary duty of the deck-rover is to monitor for 
oil spills on deck, or over the side, during bunkering. The 
deck-rover may perform other duties not in conflict with 
his or her primary duty. 

☐ Make clear that all personnel are to remain at their assigned 
locations during topping-off.  

☐ Make sure communications between receiving and 
delivering vessels are understood, including English 
phrases and hand signals for ‘Stop,’ ‘Hold,’ ‘Wait,’ ‘Fast,’ 
‘Slow,’ and ‘Finish.’ For more information, go to the 
Communications Guide on page 38. 

☐ Review emergency shutdown procedures.

10



Immediately after training:
☐ The master, or their designee, should enter the date and 

time of training in an official log or deck log. List only the 
names and ratings of attendees.

Additional Information
✓ If crew who are not normally assigned bunkering duties in 

the OTP end up being assigned such duties, the PIC must 
train such personnel before they can assume bunkering 
responsibilities. Conduct training in a language common 
to both the PIC and crew being trained.

✓ Many times the bunkering gets delayed or the quantity 
changed. If the bunkering is delayed beyond 48 hours, 
conduct a refresher training session to ensure the bunker 
team is ready for the operation. 

Inattention, poor communication, and fatigue can result in 
bunkering accidents. 11



BUNKER PROCEDURE CHECKLIST:
When Bunkers Arrive

Vessel Access: 
☐ Make sure a ladder, or other means of access, meets 

safety of life at sea (SOLAS) 
standards and is securely 
in place between vessel and 
delivering vessel or facility.  
For more information about 
safe access, go to page 31.

Pre-Transfer Conference with 
Delivery Person:
☐ Establish a means of two-way communication with the 

delivering vessel or facility.
For example: hand held radio, air horns, or sound 
powered telephones.

☐ PICs must meet face-to-face aboard either vessel or facility 
to complete the declaration of inspection. 

☐ Discuss topping-off procedures. 12

Safe access is provided with the 
accommodation ladder.
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☐ Discuss emergency shutdown procedures with delivery 
person, including emergency shutdown signal. 

☐ Identify point-of-transfer and deck-rover watch to PIC of 
delivery. 

☐ Master, or PIC, must enter pre-transfer conference in 
official log or deck log. 

☐ Discuss the maximum transfer rate for each particular stage 
of bunkering. 

For example: starting, steady flow and topping-off.

Ensure:
☐ All the scupper plugs are installed and tightened.
☐ All valves are lined up correctly. Other valves are closed.
☐ Everyone is rested, knows what to do, and is ready to start.
☐ Any overflow tanks are empty and their high-level switches 

or pipeline flow switches are working.
☐ All level gauges, level alarms, and remote-operated valves 

are known to be working correctly. 
☐ All declaration of inspection & pre-loading plans are saved 

for at least 30 days.

When bunkering begins:
☐ Start slowly and 

confirm oil is entering 
into the expected 
tank(s) before 
increasing the loading 
rate. 

Check all scupper plugs to avoid accidental 
spills. 
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BUNKER PROCEDURE CHECKLIST:
During Bunkering

Inattention during tank level monitoring, and the improper 
aligning of valves, are the most common causes of oil spills 
during transfers. Ensure that your transfer procedures and 
training emphasize the importance of these transfer basics.

 
Everyone must follow the plan. If something changes:

•	 Stop the bunkering.
•	 Adjust the plan.
•	 Communicate the plan changes to everyone, including 

the tankerman.
•	 Post the new plan at the point-of-transfer.
•	 Resume bunkering under the new plan. 

During bunkering operations:
☐ Align valves to ensure flow to the correct tank(s). Make 

sure valves to unused tanks are closed.
☐ Keep two-way communication with delivering vessel or 

facility. 
☐ Maintain two-way communication with the bunker team.
☐ Notify the delivering vessel or facility before changing 

tanks and topping-off. 
☐ Make sure bunkering personnel perform duties as 

required.
☐ Ensure no team member exceeds work hour restrictions. 
☐ Sound fuel tanks at regular intervals that fit the bunker 

operation and the stage of bunkering taking place (for 
example: starting, steady flow, and topping-off). The 
soundings should be recorded and sounding records kept 
in the bunkering file.

☐ Calculate and record transfer rates based on soundings, 
and keep in the bunkering file. 



☐ Compare deliverer’s rate to receiving rate. If there is 
a significant difference, shut down immediately and 
investigate.

☐ The receiving vessel’s PIC should compare the calculated 
transfer rate to the planned rate and, if the transfer rate is 
higher than planned, the PIC should contact the delivering 
vessel or facility immediately to reduce it. 

Do not exceed the planned transfer rate without 
considering potential impacts to safety.  Increased 
transfer rates require more attention and 
communication. If the PIC chooses to exceed the 
planned rate, they have more responsibility to make 
sure the transfer operation remains safe and free of 
spills. 

☐ If the oil transfer rate exceeds the planned rate, the PIC 
should notify the receiving vessel’s PIC and decrease the 
transfer rate. 

☐ Allow ample time to complete the operation at a safe 
transfer rate when scheduling the bunkering operation. 
Time constraints should not drive the need for an 
increased transfer rate. 

☐ Company policies and procedures for bunkering should 
clearly place safety and environmental protection over 
commercial considerations. 

15
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It is better to restart a bunkering operation than 
clean up after a spill. Never hesitate to STOP 

bunkering to avoid a spill.

Additional Information:
✓ Verify, by frequent observations, that all fuel system tank 

levels are as expected. If using the ship’s electronic tank 
gauging system during the bunkering operation, verify 
the electronic system is accurate with manual soundings 
before and/or during bunkering.
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BUNKER PROCEDURE CHECKLIST:
After Bunkering

17

Complete the following:
☐ Close header valve. 
☐ Drain hoses before disconnecting. 
☐ Close all bunker system valves.
☐ Blank bunker hose before returning to delivering vessel or 

facility. Thoroughly clean hose flange before blanking.
☐ Blank bunker header flange.
☐ Take final soundings of all fuel oil tanks to ensure ample 

space for expansion.
☐ Properly complete oil record book, deck, and engine log 

books.
☐ Save the written pre-loading plan and declaration of 

inspection for at least 30 days. 



BOOMING OIL TRANSFERS
In Washington state
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Pre-booming requirements:
All bunker barges delivering oil must deploy containment 
boom equipment before starting over-water oil transfers at 
rates greater than 500 gallons per minute, when it is safe and 
effective to do so.

Ecology has determined that high-rate over-water oil 
transfers present the highest risk of a sizeable oil spill.

The pre-booming requirements will met by the bunker 
supplier. If at anchor, vessel operators may be asked to 
tie lines to the ship to secure the boom during bunkering 
operations.

Pre-booming is the first line of defense: 
While Ecology’s first priority is preventing spills from 
occurring, pre-booming oil transfers is the state’s first line of 
defense if a spill happens. 
Pre-booming helps reduce damage to the state’s natural 
resources. This is especially important in a high risk area like 
Puget Sound where most oil transfers are occurring. 

Pre-booming can: 
•	 Prevent or reduce environmental damage. 
•	 Speed cleanup efforts and reduce cleanup costs. 
•	 Reduce economic impacts on the community where a 

spill occurs.
•	 Reduce resource damage assessment fines.
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RESOURCES:
Environmental Harm from Oil Spills

When oil spills into the environment, organisms and their 
habitats are injured. Plankton, plants, invertebrates, fish, 
birds, and mammals live in habitats that include the water 
column, sediments, beaches, wetlands, and forests. We do 
not know the total effects of oil on the environment, because 
impacts are different depending on the type of oil spilled and 
the environmental conditions. 

Acute toxicity:

Acute toxicity is a measure of a substance’s ability to cause 
severe biological harm or death soon after a single exposure. 
Volatile compounds in 
oil can readily dissolve 
into water and kill plants 
and animals on contact. 
They evaporate quickly; 
affecting organisms that 
breathe air, such as birds 
and mammals. 

The following are the 
relative acute toxicity 
characteristics of various 
oils in order of most to 
least toxic: 

•	 Marine Diesel Fuel/Marine Gas Oil contains some 
volatile compounds that are acutely toxic to organisms. 
50% to 70% will evaporate.

•	 Bunker Fuel/Intermediate Fuel Oil (IFO)-380 contains 
no volatile compounds and is generally not acutely 
toxic. Adding diesel or other solvents to most bunker 
fuel makes it burn better, increasing its acute toxicity. 
Some IFOs have shown acute toxicity when combined 
with sunlight (photo-toxicity) to eggs and young fish.

20



•	 Lubricating oils, such as grease, gear oil, motor oil, 
hydraulic oil, and mineral oil, contain no volatile 
compounds and have low acute toxicity.

Mechanical injury:

Mechanical injury is a measure of how much harm oil causes 
because of its physical characteristics. This is sometimes 
called the “coating” effect because oils which are thick and 
sticky (viscous) tend 
to coat plants and 
animals to a level 
that causes physical 
injury, such as 
loss of insulation, 
immobility, or 
smothering. These 
oils can also fill 
crevices in habitat. 

The following are the 
injury characteristics 
of various oils in 
order of most to least injurious: 

•	 Bunker Fuel/IFO-380 is very viscous and sticky, and is 
a major mechanical injury threat. 

•	 Lubricating oils are somewhat viscous and present 
moderate mechanical injury threats.

•	 Marine Diesel Fuel/Marine Gas Oil are not viscous 
and present little mechanical injury threats. However, 
loss of insulation for birds and mammals can be a 
significant concern as a result of large spills. 

Persistence:

Persistence is a measure of how long oil stays in the 
environment before breaking down. Oils with high 

21

Photo courtesy of the National Oceanic & 
Atmospheric Association. 



persistence tend to foul habitats longer and pose ongoing 
threats to organisms that rely on these habitats. Persistence 
is also a measure of chronic, or long-term, toxicity. Certain 
compounds in oil can persist in the environment for months 
or years following a spill. Many oils have components called 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). Some types of 
PAHs cause long term, sub-lethal, chronic effects to an 
organism’s growth, reproduction, and survival. This can 
harm populations over time. 

The following are the persistence characteristics of various 
oils from most to least persistent: 

•	 Bunker Fuel/IFO-380/Fuel Oil #6 is very persistent; 
lasting five to ten years or more in the environment. 

•	 Lubricating oils are moderately persistent; lasting one 
to two years in the environment. 

•	 Marine Diesel Fuel/Marine Gas Oil is somewhat 
persistent; lasting one month to a year in the 
environment. 

22



RESOURCES:
Lessons Learned from Bunkering Spills
To find the most common causes of bunkering spills, Ecology 
conducted in-depth investigations on many spills. Below are 
the significant lessons learned and procedures bunkering 
crews should employ to avoid future spills.

Significant Lessons Learned

Training and Awareness:
•	 Crew should understand the importance of getting 

enough rest and the dangers of working while 
fatigued. 

•	 The PIC should be familiar with the vessel’s oil 
transfer procedures, the fuel piping system, and the 
status of the piping, valves, and fuel tanks before 
fueling. 

•	 Vessel crew must receive training as required 
by Washington’s rules for safe bunkering and 
be prepared to carry out their duties as part of a 
bunkering team. 

•	 The PIC should ensure the bunkering team 
understands the importance of closely watching the 
vents of fuel tanks, especially when those tanks are 
topped-off.

Communication: 
•	 Delivering and receiving PICs should carefully 

review and discuss the pre-loading plan. 
•	 At the end of the transfer, when draining a fuel hose 

into a vessel’s tank, the delivering and receiving PICs 
should work together to make sure fuel does not 
burp out through the tank vents. 

•	 If an oil spill occurs, delivering and receiving PICs 
should use available communication systems, such as 
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Percentages for both graphs reflect bunkering spills investigated between 
1999-2008.24



voice, radio, or air horn, to notify all involved crew 
right away. 

Procedures and Cautions: 
•	 Crew, including the PICs, must have enough rest 

prior to fueling operations. 
•	 Sound fuel tanks at regular intervals that fit the 

bunker operation and 
the stage of bunkering 
taking place. For 
example, take 
soundings during the 
starting, steady flow, 
and topping-off stages. 
Record soundings and 
retain records in the 
bunkering file.  

•	 The receiving vessel’s PIC must frequently calculate 
and record the rate of transfer based on the 
soundings. Record transfer rates in the bunkering 
file. 

•	 The receiving vessel’s PIC should compare the 
calculated transfer rate to the planned rate and, 
if the transfer rate is higher than planned, should 
contact the delivering vessel or facility immediately 
to reduce it. 

•	 The 
receiving 
vessel’s 
PIC should 
prepare a 
pre-loading 
plan for 
bunkering 
that includes 
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a planned transfer rate. The planned rate should meet 
company standards, be at or below the maximum rate 

allowable for the tanks 
to be filled, and consider 
the time it takes for 
ship’s crew to detect and 
correct any problems. 

Vessel oil transfer procedures should: 
•	 Describe the duties of each person involved in fueling 

operations by position or title. 
•	 Assign the deck-rover to specifically watch the deck 

and vents for oil spills. 
•	 State the level at which topping-off begins and the 

maximum fill level for each fuel tank. 
•	 State the maximum rates for safely filling and for 

topping-off each fuel tank. 
•	 Describe special or unusual parts or behaviors of the 

fuel tanks or their fill and vent piping. 
•	 Describe added steps needed to keep fueling safe 

when the vessel’s trim or list is unusual. 
•	 Have a pre-

loading plan 
that includes the 
items required 
by Washington’s 
rules. 

•	 Require that PICs 
complete all parts 
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of the pre-loading plan before each fuel transfer. 
•	 Require a check of the fuel oil piping and valve line-

up before starting any fuel transfer. 
•	 Describe procedures for regularly checking the fuel 

tank levels. 
•	 Require fuel tank level checks at the start of transfer 

operations to make sure that fuel is only going into 
the tanks expected. 

•	 Require fuel tank level checks after closing the 
valves of each filled tank to ensure that the fuel 
levels do not change. 

•	 Conduct only one oil transfer at a time unless the 
PICs use more people to make sure both transfers 
happen safely. 

Equipment: 
•	 Identify “problem” fuel oil tanks prone to burps, 

overflows, or other issues for each vessel based on 
experience. The vessel operator should identify the 
cause of the problems and fix them. 

•	 All fuel system valves, manifolds, and piping should 
be 
marked 
clearly 
with 
their use 
and the 
tanks 
they 
serve.
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•	 Maintain easy-to-read fuel system markings. 
•	 Vessel fuel oil valves and manifolds should be well-lit 

so the PIC can see what they are for and if they are 
open or closed. 

•	 When using sight glasses to the check tank fuel levels, 
consider having the topping-off and maximum 
safe-fill levels clearly marked on the sight glass or the 
bulkhead next to it. 

•	 Post an up-to-date line drawing of the fuel oil system 
at each of the vessel’s fuel manifolds. 

28



RESOURCES:
Fatigue & Maritime Operations

Our modern, 24-hour-a-day, just-in-time, jet-lagged, 
technologically-driven world promotes fatigue. Though sleep 
is a basic human need, fatigue and the need for sleep are too 
often viewed as weaknesses. Fatigue leads to a degradation of 
performance and poor decision-making. 

Bunkering by crew that are fatigued can lead to oil spills. In 
Washington state, fatigue has been a factor in a number of 
bunker spills. 

There are many misconceptions about fatigue and the need 
for sleep, including: 

•	 “I know how tired I am.” Wrong. Since fatigue impairs 
all mental functions, including perception, people 
consistently underestimate their levels of fatigue. 

•	 “I’ve been awake this long before with no problem.” 
Wrong. The body’s natural sleep rhythms are complex 
and subject to a variety of factors. Do not assume that 
because you stayed awake for a long period without 
incident you can safely repeat the experience. 

•	 “If I drink coffee I’ll stay awake with no problem.” 
Wrong. Caffeine’s effect is temporary (three-to-four 
hours), and those who drink caffeinated beverages 
regularly experience less of a stimulant effect over time. 
In addition, once the stimulant effects have worn off, 
you may experience a “rebound effect” and be even 
more fatigued. Stimulants such as caffeine can also 
degrade your sleep quality. 
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A number of fatigue-related effects have been identified: 
•	 Lapses or failures to respond. 
•	 Slow responses. 
•	 Inappropriate responses. 
•	 Decreased performance consistency. 
•	 Slowed reactions. 
•	 Increased mental errors. 
•	 Decreased memory and recall. 
•	 Decreased attention. 
•	 Increased risk-taking behavior.

For bunkering operation work hours, WAC 317-40-085 states:
“Vessel personnel involved in bunkering may not work 
more than 15 hours in any 24-hour period, nor more 
than 36 hours in any 72-hour period, except in an 
emergency or spill response operation. For purposes of 
this section, ‘emergency’ means an unforeseen situation 
that poses an imminent threat to human safety, or the 
environment, or substantial loss of property.”

Crew work and rest hour records must be available, upon 
request, to the state inspector to confirm compliance. 

Fatigue plays a major role in oil spills during 
bunkering.30



RESOURCES:
Safe Access to Vessels

Safe access to vessels is important for personal safety: 

During bunkering operations certain crew need access to 
the vessel. It is important the gangway, brow, or ladder 
access points are strong, stable, clean, and well-lit to avoid 
potential injuries. 

Accidents that occur while accessing a vessel can result in 
serious injuries and loss of life. Safety issues include: 

•	 Loose and unstable gangway handrails and ropes. 
•	 Vertical ladders that are not secured or attended at the 

top and/or bottom. 
•	 Inadequate lighting. 
•	 Oily or slick ladder treads or gangway. 

Legal requirements for access during bunker and oil 
transfer operations: 

For bunkering operations, WAC 317-40-050 requires 
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vessels to have an accommodation ladder between the vessel 
and facility or to another vessel. If the ladder is inaccessible, 
another means of access that meets SOLAS standards, such as 
a pilot’s ladder, can be used instead. 

Why it matters: 

Personnel injuries and accidents, including loss of life, 
have occurred because access to the vessel was unsafe. 
Understanding what arrangements are safe and acceptable, 
and what is not, can prevent future accidents. 

Secure the access platform at the top and bottom to keep it 
from moving. 

Keep the entire ladder and access points from the vessel and 
facility well-lit during low visibility conditions. 
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RESOURCES:
Cell Phone Use & Maritime Operations

When used appropriately, mobile phones can be useful 
tools for those in the marine industry. However, when used 
inappropriately they can be dangerous distractions that can 
lead to marine accidents and oil spills.  

Recommendations 
Your company’s safety management system (SMS) operations 
manual should set rules for mobile phone use by on-duty 
crew. The rules should, at a minimum: 

•	 Restrict mobile phone use by on-duty crew to 
operations-related calls. 

•	 Set time limits for calls that allow for only brief, 
important conversations. 

•	 Identify locations and circumstances when on-duty 
mobile phone calls are permitted, or are not permitted. 
Choose the best approach for your operation. 

•	 Outline procedures for on-duty crew to get relief if they 
receive an emergency personal phone call. 

Previous Spills Related to Mobile Phones 
Two oil spills occurred in Washington state in 2009 that 
involved mobile phone use: 

•	 The sole navigation watch stander was in charge of both 
monitoring for spills during an internal fuel transfer 
and acting as a lookout for a tugboat pulling a laden tug 
barge. The barge was near ferry lanes in Puget Sound. 
The watch stander was busy with back-to-back mobile 
phone calls for about 19 minutes and failed to notice 
oil spilling from the fuel transfer operation. About 200 
gallons of diesel spilled into Washington waters before 
the watch stander noticed the spill and stopped the 
transfer.

•	 The engineer in charge of fueling a tugboat was talking 
on a mobile phone while topping-off one of the tanks 
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with diesel. The engineer on the delivering vessel saw 
him on the phone and reproached him because personal 
mobile phone use was against company policy. The 
engineer then hung up the phone and went below to close 
the valve to one tank and open a valve to another. But it 
was too late. When he returned to the deck, diesel was 
already spilling from the tank he was topping-off. About 
five gallons spilled to Washington waters. 

Research 
•	 A study* found that automobile driver performance while 

talking on a mobile phone was comparable to driving 
while under the influence of alcohol at the legal limit. 

•	 According to the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA), driving an automobile 
while using a mobile phone can pose a serious mental 
distraction and degrade driver performance. NHTSA 
estimates that driver distraction from all sources 
contributes to 25% of all police-reported traffic crashes. 

•	 Both hands-free and hand-held mobile phones cause 
mental distractions that are significant enough to decrease 
the performance of drivers, causing them to miss key 
visual and audio cues needed to avoid collisions. 

Other Portable Electronic Devices 
You should also consider these factors when setting rules for 
the use of other electronic devices.
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RESOURCES:
Vessel Oil Spill Penalties

DISCHARGE
Up to $10,000 per discharge with each day of 
discharge a separate violation.
NEGLIGENT DISCHARGE 
Up to $100,000 per violation with each day the 
oil poses a threat to the environment a separate 
violation.
RECKLESS OR INTENTIONAL DISCHARGE
Up to $500,000 per violation with each day the 
discharge poses a threat to the environment a 
separate violation.
FAILURE TO COMPLY WITH STATE LAW, 
RULES OR ORDERS

Up to $10,000 per violation with each day of 
noncompliance a separate violation.
FAILURE TO HAVE A STATE APPROVED OIL 
SPILL CONTINGENCY PLAN OR FINANCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY
Up to $100,000 per violation with each day of 
noncompliance a separate violation.
FAILURE TO IMMEDIATELY NOTIFY 
WASHINGTON STATE (1-800-258-5990 or 
253-912-4904)
Up to $10,000 per violation with each day of non-
compliance for each separate violation.

Washington state

The responsible party for the spill may also pay costs for 
response and cleanup, damages to natural resources, 
state and federal expenses, and third party damages.
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DISCHARGE – Administrative Penalties (by 
the CG)
Class 1 penalty – up to $15,000 per violation to a 
maximum of $40,000. 
Class 2 penalty – up to $15,000 per day of 
violation up to a maximum of $190,000.
DISCHARGE – Civil Penalties (by a federal 
court)
Up to $40,000 per day of discharge; or $1,100 per 
barrel of oil or hazardous substance discharged.
GROSS NEGLIGENCE OR WILLFUL 
MISCONDUCT
Judicial Assessment - A minimum of $130,000 and 
not more than $4,000 per barrel of oil discharged.
FAILURE TO COMPLY WITH FEDERAL 
REGULATIONS – Administrative Penalties
Class 1 penalty – up to $11,000 per violation to a 
maximum of $32,500. 
Class 2 penalty – up to $11,000 per day of 
violation up to a maximum of $157,500.
FAILURE TO COMPLY WITH FEDERAL 
REGULATIONS – Civil Penalties
Up to $40,000 per day of violation.
FAILURE TO IMMEDIATELY NOTIFY 
NATIONAL RESPONSE CENTER (1-800-424-
8802 or 202-267-2675)
Federal crime: upon conviction up to 5 years in 
prison, and/or a maximum fine of $250,000 for 
individuals, or $500,000 for organizations.

United States Coast 
Guard - Port State
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Bunker Pre-Loading 
Plan

Meets preloading plan requirements of WAC 317-40

Receiving Vessel:__________________________  PIC:___________

Delivering Facility/Barge:____________________ PIC:___________

Date:_____________  Transfer Location:_______________________

Oil Delivery Rate*	 Recommended:__________________  Maximum:_________________  Topping Off:_______________________

Type and Volume of Bunkers to be Taken:_______________________________________________________________________

Fill 
Sequence

ALL FUEL TANKS INVOLVED 
IN BUNKER OPERATIONS

Product 
Name

☐ SOUNDING
☐ ULLAGE

☐ FEET & INCHES
☐ METERS & TENTHS

Number/Name
Total Capacity
Units:_______
@100% Full

Starting Planned Final Percent Full 
at Planned 

FinalSounding Volume* Sounding Volume*

Person Monitoring Tank Levels*:_______________________________
Person Aligning Valves*:_____________________________________

Point of Transfer/Bunker Station Watch**:________________________
Deck Rover**:______________________________________________

Procedures to regularly monitor tank levels and valve alignments or location where the information can be found:

Notes, special instructions, or procedures:

*These items are NOT required to be on this form but are recommended best practices.
**These items must be identified either on this form or in the Oil Transfer Procedures.

This form must be kept for 30 days following the transfer.





RESOURCES:
Communication Guide
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BUNKERING TRAINING VIDEO
A single oil spill can cost millions of dollars to clean up, 
impact regulations, and increase monitoring and limits on 
bunkering operations. By using responsible oil transfer 
procedures, companies can help prevent costly and 
dangerous spills.

The video on the opposite page shows best practices for 
safe bunkering operations.

Topics:
•	 Identify the steps of a safe oil transfer procedure.
•	 Learn the parts of a pre-loading plan.
•	 See preparations for safe transfer, including 

necessary inspections.
•	 Understand typical distractions during oil transfer 

and how to avoid them.
•	 Recognize why and when to shut down a transfer.

This video was produced by Maritime Training Services 
and brought to you by the Pacific States/British Columbia 
Oil Spill Task Force; which includes Alaska, Washington, 
Oregon, California, Hawaii, and British Columbia.

www.maritimetraining.com
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best practices
training video

BUNKERING

Printed copies of this manual contain the Bunkering Training 
Video DVD. To watch the video, click on the below link.

http://oilspilltaskforce.org/products/bunkering-video/watch-bunkering-video/
http://oilspilltaskforce.org/products/bunkering-video/watch-bunkering-video/


Special Accommodations:
To request this document in a format for the visually impaired, 
please call the Ecology Spills Program at (360) 407-7455. Persons 
with impaired hearing may call Washington Relay Service at 711. 
Persons with speech disability may call TTY at 877-833-6341.
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For more information, contact:
Department of Ecology 
Spill Prevention, Preparedness, and Response Program 
PO Box 47600 
Olympia, WA 98504-7600 
Phone: 360-407-7455 
Fax: 360-407-7288
Webpage: 
www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/spills/spills.html
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www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/spills/spills.html
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