


Background 

• ARGO built in 1911 

•Sunk in 1937,  thought to be 

in Canadian waters 

• Riveted steel construction 

• 120ft x 35ft x12ft 

• Reported to be carrying 

Benzol and Light Crude Oil 

• Subject of NOAA RULET 

project 

• Database of shipwrecks 

with potential to pollute  

• Ranked #1 threat to 

Great Lakes 



Discovery 

 

• On Friday, August 28, 2015, while performing a 

historical shipwreck side scan sonar search in the 

waters of Lake Erie, Cleveland Underwater 

Explorers (CLUE) detected a target of interest 

 

• Discovered in U.S. waters 9 mi east of Kelly’s 

Island 
 



Initial Dive Assessments- 21 

OCT 

•Determine barge identity  

•Assess condition of vessel 

•Signs of active discharge- 23 

OCT 

• Matched dimensions  

• Heavy marine growth  

• Partially buried within 

sediment 

• Periodic sheening 

originating from barge  

• Strong solvent smell 

 

Emergency Response 

initiated 

•Substantial threat to public 

health and environment 





Unified Command 

•USCG and State of Ohio 

•Activated CANUSLAK plan 

•International Coordinating Officer 

•Agency Representatives  

•Canadian Coast Guard 

•Information sharing 

•Coordination 

•Resources 



•TANK BARGE ARGO: INITIAL REMOVAL PLAN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UNCLASSIFIED 

•Required excavation of sediment to 

reach bottom of tank barge and 

install inlet valve 

Concerns 

•Contaminated sediment disposal? 

•Integrity of hull? 

•Catastrophic discharge? 

Many Unknowns and Assumptions 

• Number of tanks?  

• 8 hatches maybe 8 tanks 

• Communication between tanks? 

• No ship drawings/historical record 

• Condition of hull above & below mudline? 

• Marine growth/sediment holding hull together?  

• Product assumed to be oil 



~50 ft underwater 

Poor visibility 

Heavy marine growth 

~5 ft above mudline 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Discharge during dive operations- 04 NOV 

• Rivet came out during hull preparations 

• Personnel exposures 

• 459 ppm-isobutylene units total VOCs 

•Action Level- 5ppm 

• 94 ppm Benzene with the Ultra Rae 

•Action Level- 0.5ppm  

• Leak patched; dive suit showed signs of degradation 

• Safety stand-down  

• Medical evaluation  

• Reevaluate the way forward  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Minimal hull disruption 

• Non destructive tests 

• Reduced potential for rivet failure & 

discharge 

• Required no excavation of sediment 

Planning for both Oil & Benzene 

• Temporary storage 

• Compatibility 

• Vapor control 

• Disposal 

Logistical challenges 

• Weather / Sea state 

• Temporary Storage 

• Winter / Ice approaching Hot Tap and Lighter from Tank Top 



Sampling and Characterization- 09 NOV 

• Upgraded dive suit 

• Sample drawn from rivet hole 

• Volatile Analysis 

•Benzene – 79.2% 

•Toluene – 17.2% 

•Ethylbenzene – 0.16% 

•Meta & para Xylenes – 2.56% 

•Ortho Xylenes – 0.71% 



No barges on Great Lakes suitable 

for product 

• Built temporary storage system on 

deck barge 

•FRAC tanks 

•Vapor Control System 

• Naval Architect and Chemical 

Engineer reviewed each component of 

system for compatibility 



Recovery Summary  

• Lightering was complete on 2 DEC 2015  

• 48,821 gal of contaminated water 1,600 gallons of pure 

product (BTEX) 

 

• 10,000 lbs of spent carbon from  vapor recovery system  

 

• Response duration: 24 OCT to 14 DEC 2015 

 

• USCG lifted exclusion zone opening site for recreational 

divers 

 

• Ohio EPA closed emergency phase & referred incident to 

remediation assessment 

 

•Costs: 

•OSLTF:  ~$3.7M 

•CERCLA:  ~$403K 
 



•Weather on Lake Erie 

•Lack of available resources on the Great Lakes 

•Core sampling- how much is enough? 

•Funding- OSLTF vs CERCLA 



Incident Command System 

•Unified Command; Effective management of complex high risk operations 
 

CANUSLAK Plan 

•Frequent exercising of plan led to close coordination between US & Canada 

•Eliminated delays associated with moving resources across borders 
 

Proactive engagement with Media and Stakeholders 

•Joint Information Center pushed information to media; controlled message 

•Outreach to community leaders 
 

Environmental Response Management Application (ERMA) 

• Excellent platform for maintaining common operating picture and sharing information with all stakeholders 

• USCG District 9 initiating project to input all Great Lakes Geographic Response Plans into ERMA 
 

Use of “special teams” to assist local USCG unit 

• Scientific Support Coordinator 

• Atlantic Strike Team 

• Salvage Engineering Response Team 

• Incident Management Assist Team 
 

Use of reputable/professional Salvage company 

•T&T Marine Salvage company 




