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Giant plastic booms were stretched across the mouths of Drakes Estero and Bolinas Lagoon in the 
wake of the Cosco Busan oil spill last week. The efforts failed. Photo by Will Baker.

The Bolinas Book Exchange was, and 
is, on Brighton Avenue, on the ground 
floor of the Waterhouse Building. I 
walked up to its entrance, but a perky 
Golden Retriever intercepted me before 
I got to the door. He wagged his tail, and 
licked my hand half a dozen times. Nice 
dog. But I didn’t have time for fun.

I was there to investigate a robbery.
Michael Rafferty owns the Book Ex-

change. In early October, he noticed that 
revenues seemed low. Suspecting foul 
play, he marked a dollar bill with ink, 
putting a circle with a line in the upper-
left corner. He then placed the bill back 
where he keeps the cash in the store. The 

marked dollar disappeared. He inked 
some more bills. They disappeared. He 
went to local storeowners, to tell them to 
be on the lookout for the stolen dough. 

Then, he went wider, putting out a col-
umn in the October 15 Bolinas Hearsay 
News under the title “Name That Thief.” 
There, he urged local business owners 
and citizens to stay vigilant.

“Please help me catch this thief,” he 
asked. “Keep your eyes open. Tell me 
if you see anyone taking money out…
or spending a dollar that looks like this 
one…when someone admits to you that 

Sigmund Moser, handcuffed at the 
point of a taser gun, was threatened 
with arrest by a park ranger when he 
didn’t stop cleaning oil off the sand on 
Muir Beach Friday evening. 

 Moser had organized an impromp-
tu group of volunteers from the Green 
Gulch Zen Center to clean the beach 
contaminated by the Cosco Busan oil 

SCHOOLS > Bolinas-Stinson 
School Board revokes support 
for campus swap. /7

The Cosco Busan, a 926-foot cargo ship, 
left Oakland in dense fog on November 7. 
The ship was stacked high with red, white 
and blue containers bound for South Ko-
rea. Captain John Cota, a veteran mariner 
master, was behind the wheel. At 8:30 a.m., 
the ship rammed the Delta tower of the 
Oakland Bay Bridge. The bridge was fine 
but several of the ship’s fuel compartments 
were ruptured. Within thirty minutes, 
58,000 gallons of fuel oil escaped from a 
gash half the length of a football field in 
the Busan’s side. Later, Cota would report 
through his lawyer that the radar on the 
Cosco Busan “conked out.” 
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At 9:59 a.m., the Marin County Office of 
Emergency Services (OES) received a page 
from California’s Office of Homeland Se-
curity notifying them of the crash. Initially, 
thick fog prevented the Coast Guard from 
surveying the spill from the air. The crew 
reported that about 400 gallons of oil had 
spilled, which were the figures projected 
by the Coast Guard to the county. It wasn’t 
until 8:00 p.m. that the county learned the 
true extent of the spill. That evening the 
Coast Guard set up a cleanup command 
center at the Fort Mason Firehouse in San 
Francisco. 

Spill advances on Marin
By dawn on Thursday oil was offshore 

Tiburon and Sausalito. Worried that fed-
eral relief efforts would be slow, OES urged 
Planning Administrator Matthew Hymel 
to partially activate the county’s emergen-
cy operation center. This was done, and a 
room on the top floor of the Civic Center 
became the county’s command center. OES 
was given monies specially reserved for 
such disasters to address the spill as they 
deemed fit. That afternoon, a county air-
plane scouted the Marin coastline for oil.

The worst of the spill was on the other 
side of the county, in Richardson Bay and 
Raccoon Straight, which separates Angel 
Island from the Marin coastline. In prepa-
ration of the advancing slick Muir and Ro-
deo Beaches were closed to the public Fri-
day morning. Later in the day, OES ordered 
booms that were to be placed in Richard-
son Bay, at the front of the San Rafael Canal 
and at the mouth of the Bolinas Lagoon. 

Currents carried the spill out of the bay 

A 50 -yard gash was left on the ship’s port side after it collided with the Bay Bridge. Photo courtesy of the USCG.Please turn to page  14
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    Clockwise from above: Booms are 
stretched across Drakes Estero from 

Limantour Beach; Bags of oiled debris 
on Muir Beach;  A tar ball rests next 

to eelgrass;   failed booms on Seadrift 
Spit;  A volunteer scoops debris from 
Bolinas beach;  Suited  workers clean 
Agate Beach;  This Western Grebe, 
like other birds, are endangered by 
the spill; a tar tear  on a rock above 

the tide pools at Agate Beach. Photos 
by Justin Nobel, Will Baker, Jacoba 

Charles and courtesy of the Point 
Reyes National Seashore. 

and southerly winds Friday helped blow it 
up the coast. By Saturday, bowling ball-sized 
globs of oil washed ashore Muir Beach and 
oily water washed over the berm and into 
Redwood Creek. By early afternoon Satur-
day oil was reported at Stinson Beach and 
by Sunday oil entered the Bolinas Lagoon 
and Brighton Beach. By Monday, oil was 
seen at Agate and RCA beaches.  

The oil leaked from the Cosco Busan 
is a blend between bunker fuel and die-
sel called IFO-380. Lighter fuels like jet 
and gasoline are more volatile and tend to 
evaporate immediately, creating the risk 
for explosion. With IFO-380, only about 
1% of the fuel evaporates immediately, ac-
cording to Lisa Fasano, an Environmental 
Protection Agency spokesperson. Most of 
the Busan fuel floated as a sheen along the 
surface. 

As the oil cooled it mixed with water 

and congealed. Experts call this thick jel-
lo-like goop chocolate mousse. Coin-size 
nodules of oil are referred to as tar balls, 
while larger patches the size of dinner 
plates are called tar paddies. Tar paddies 
were noted at Muir and Rodeo Beaches, 
and balls were spotted in Stinson and Bo-
linas. Oil in this form is actually easier to 
pick up on the beach because the tar sits 
right on top of the sand, explained Ivonne 
Addassi with the California Department of 
Fish and Game. 

Wildlife
Thousands of birds have been impacted 

by the spill, said Melissa Pitkin, education 
coordinator with the Point Reyes Bird Ob-
servatory (PRBO). During the past week 
PRBO staff along with U.C. Davis scientists, 
cleanup contractors and local volunteers 
combed Marin beaches for birds. 

The end for an oiled bird isn’t pretty, ex-
plained Pitkin. They can starve because the 
oil makes them incapable of flying for food, 
die of hypothermia because the oil breaks 
down their waterproof seal of feathers al-
lowing their bodies to get wet or they can 

accidentally ingest oil while trying to clean 
their feathers and poison themselves.

The PRBO samples will establish the ef-
fect the spill had on the birds, but they may 
also be used in court one day to determine 
the proper damages due to the responsible 
party. Staff wear Tyvex suits and use special 
gloves made from a synthetic fabric called 
Nitrile since oil-based materials such as 
laytex can change the sample composition. 
Each spill has its own signature specific to 
that batch of oil, and chemical analysis can 
link an oiled bird to a particular spill.  

When staff find birds they put them in 
a pet carrier and are transported to a facil-
ity in the East Bay operated by the Oiled 
Wildlife Care Network (OWCN), based 
out of UC Davis. Birds still alive are given 
rehydration salts and a mug shot. Oiled 
birds are under enormous stress and it’s 
essential to relax them before cleaning. 
It can be a day or two before cleaning be-
gins, said Russ Bradley, also of PRBO. The 
cleaning process lasts about 45 minutes. 
Special compounds are used to break apart 
thick gobs of oil, then birds are rinsed with 
Dawn dish soap and water. After between 

four days and a week, birds are released. As 
of Tuesday evening, OWCN had received 
804 live birds from across the Bay Area and 
590 dead ones. 

Of particular concern to PRBO scien-
tists are the Farallones Islands, the largest 
seabird colony in the contiguous United 
States. Diving birds like common murres, 
rhinoceros auklets and western grebes are 
most at risk. Murres are black and white 
with stubby wings and there are 7,000 to 
16,000 at the Farallones right now, said 
Bradley. He estimated that the murres 
that wash up on the beach probably only 
account for about 10% of the birds that 
have actually died from a result of the spill. 
Many are still at sea. 

Perhaps the most affected species have 
been the surf scooters, which have just 
completed a several thousand mile migra-
tion from winter breeding grounds in the 
boreal forests of Alaska and the Northwest 
Territories in order to feed on mussels in 
the rich environments of Marin bays. 

Contractors 
The O’Brian Group of Southern Cali-
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