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“Our work has great 

value, so let us be patient 

enough to explain this to 

the doubters, for no one 

can justify our profession 

better than we can.” 

- Lynne Frink, Tri-State Founder 

Tri-State’s Involvement in the     
St. Simons Sound Incident 
by Dan Wilson, Tri-State Operations Specialist  

On September 8, 2019 the MV Golden Ray, a 660-foot-long car carrier, capsized in       
St. Simons Sound near St. Simons Island and Jekyll Island, Georgia. 

The resulting shipwreck posed a significant threat to the marshes and estuaries of a 
sensitive coastal habitat. Given the unavoidable interaction between environmental 
response activities and surrounding wildlife, Tri-State has been working with the            
St. Simons Sound Incident (SSSI) response managers in various capacities from the very 
start. 

When I joined Tri-State’s Oil Team in June 2020, the St. Simons Sound Response had 
been ongoing for almost a year. In November, I got my first shot at being involved in a 
“real” response with some travel when an oiled Royal Tern was captured within the 
environmental barrier surrounding the capsized vessel. Unfortunately, excitement quickly 
turned to disappointment when other more senior members of the team were selected to 
travel to the Avian Conservation Center (ACC) in South Carolina to treat and wash the 
patient, which was released back into the wild on November 24th. Little did I know I would 
soon get another opportunity to get involved in this response...continued on page 3. 
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Getting Down to the “CORE:” A Look into Tri-State’s 

Oiled Wildlife Response Volunteers 
by Carly Costello, Tri-State Operations Coordinator 

With this year marking Tri-State’s 45th anniversary, we are reflecting on our past, taking note of growth within our organization, including 

volunteers that have been with us longer than some staff members.  

In keeping with preparedness and planning goals within the Oil Programs, 

we have a team of long-standing, trained volunteers that we call our 

Community Oil Response Team, or CORE Team. Many of these volunteers 

have been a part of Tri-State for 10+ years, and in that time, they have 

completed and maintained a variety of certifications, trainings, and other 

requirements to become active CORE members.  

One CORE member, Rosann, remembers her first experience with contaminated 

wildlife: “In August of 2008 I was recruited to assist in the wash of three heavily 

contaminated juvenile Bald Eagles. The birds having scavenged in a silt pit, became 

trapped by the viscous substrate…their survival was dependent on their thorough and 

timely decontamination.” From there she was hooked, eager to learn more from her 

“expert and patient mentors” in order to become more involved in future incidents.   

As one can imagine, working during an oiled wildlife response can be very 

demanding and challenging, but that hasn’t kept CORE members away. A veteran of 

15+ spills, Tom, reflects on a response he worked on in Bryant, Ohio, in January 

2015: 

“The greatest challenges were that there was no running water, no drains, and limited heat. Outside temperatures were around 5 – 

10 °F.  While there were birds lost in the first few days due to the severe cold they had been in, we succeeded in washing several 

hundred of the surviving birds – without drains.” 

Rosann, now a CORE team member for seven years, was also a responder in Ohio. “I will never forget the contribution of materials, 

time, effort, sincere concern, and positive support the community tirelessly donated to the decontamination and rehabilitation of 

these birds.” 

During a celebratory dinner to thank responders for their hard work, Tom couldn’t help but feel accomplished. “It was very good to know we 

had saved many birds from a certain death and that they would soon be released!”  

The passion we see from our CORE Team goes beyond oiled wildlife care; they assist in trainings, workshops, tours, drills, conferences—you 

name it! “I thoroughly enjoy participating in presentations and tours given to various groups, in particular the PennVet students and US Coast 

Guard,” Rosann states. “The guests’ true interest in the Oil Programs is demonstrated by their thoughtful questions and enthusiastic 

engagement in the exercise tasks.” 

As a staff member of almost three years, I feel lucky to be able to work with and 

learn from our CORE volunteers. Their unwavering commitment and positive 

attitudes are, quite frankly, inspiring, and push me to become a better member of 

the oil spill community. I could endlessly share quotes from our volunteers, but I 

think it’s best to end with this sentiment from Tom: 

“Learning to excel in a new realm of bird care is very rewarding. While the work is 

more intense at times, the rewards of meeting the various challenges presented in 

a spill, working closely with your fellow oil spill workers, and seeing the final 

results of the wash line at final rinse—the white cheek of a Canada Goose or the 

brilliant green of a Mallard’s head—are memorable for a lifetime.” ◊ 

 

We are continuing to evaluate our Volunteer Program in a post-COVID world. For 

more information on how to become a volunteer, please visit Tri-State’s Volunteer 

Page.  
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“Prepare for a most amazing, challenging, and 

rewarding experience, with an incredibly 

committed and knowledgeable team!”  

-Rosann, CORE Team Member 

Rosann assisting with a Canada Goose wash 

Tom teaching a workshop to Tri-State colleagues in 2019 

https://tristatebird.org/volunteer-opportunities/
https://tristatebird.org/volunteer-opportunities/
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St. Simons Sound Incident continued from page 1… 

On February 7, 2021 we were alerted that an oiled Brown Pelican had been captured within 
the environmental barrier and was being transported to ACC; another team member and I 
packed the response vehicle to make the drive to SC the next morning. With our patient 
already set up in overnight housing, over the next few days I set about prepping the rest of 
the space by laying down plastic sheeting, assembling clean housing, and rearranging the 
wash room to suit our needs, among other things. We wanted our space to be able to 
accommodate a full response in the event more patients arrived in the following days.  

After several summers in various roles at Tri-State prior to joining the Oiled Wildlife 
Response team, I had yet to find a species that intimidated me as much as an eagle, but 
here it was—the Brown Pelican. Little did I realize that my anxiety over the size of the patient 
and the pointy hook at the end of their beak was all for naught; pelicans are probably one of 
the most docile birds I’ve handled. Despite my new-found appreciation for pelicans, we had 
to keep interactions, even just peeking through the gaps of the modular housing, to a 
minimum because the bird was easily stressed and would regurgitate on the sight of us.  

 

Decontamination is a very stressful process for oiled birds, so we allow our patients 
time to stabilize, sometimes up to several days. Once our patient was stabilized, we 
prepped for the wash. While several people from ACC were receiving a rundown of 
the wash process and safety precautions, I busied myself by setting up for the wash 
but kept my attention partially on the instructions being given. It’s never a bad idea to 
refresh your knowledge prior to performing a delicate procedure, not to mention a 
pelican wash is a little different from the vultures and geese I’ve done in the past.  

The pelican was a model patient for the wash and everything went smoothly. We 
quickly transitioned it to a drying pen where it positioned itself at the intersection of 
the air from two blowers for maximum drying efficiency (or maybe because that’s 
where I placed its favorite tractor tire perch). After some drying and preening, our 
patient was relocated to clean housing with access to all the fish it could eat, and eat 
it did.  

 

Post-wash Care 

Waterproofing was the final challenge before we could send the patient home to Georgia. To ensure waterproofing is restored for 
birds that spend a lot of time on the water, like pelicans, they need to demonstrate they can swim for long periods of time, 
remaining buoyant and dry. We had a new pool with us, and we set it up in an enclosed porch just outside the treatment room; it 
was a tight fit, but it would work. As it was being filled, we quickly discovered several small slices in the floor of the pool, causing 
water to leak out. Patching it was difficult and required us to crawl under the pool, locate barely visible punctures, and patch them 
with duct tape.  

We slowly graduated our patient from swimming less than an hour at 
a time to several hours. After a few days of indoor swims where its 
waterproofing was slowly but steadily improving, we made the 
decision to place the patient in one of the ACC’s outdoor enclosures 
that contained a pool. After the first successful full night outside and 
consultation with our wildlife veterinarian, the decision was made that 
our patient was waterproof and cleared for release. 

At 6:00 a.m. on February 15th, we retrieved our patient from its 
outdoor enclosure for the three-hour drive back to Georgia for release. 
Upon arrival to the release location, I stood behind the carrier so I 
wouldn’t discourage the bird from exiting the carrier, and I opened the 
door. I fully expected it to rush out of the carrier, but I wasn’t prepared 
for a borderline sprint followed by immediate flight. We watched as 
our patient shrank to a speck before disappearing on the horizon.  

 

Since returning home, the whole team has continued to be involved in some capacity in this response.  We’ve returned to South 
Carolina in March and April to treat and wash an oiled Laughing Gull, which was released on April 4th. We’ll continue to provide our 
expertise to this incident with enthusiasm and passion, providing the best care for our patients. ◊ 

Getting a brief glimpse at the pelican patient 

Brown Pelican during one of the post-wash swims 

Brown Pelican head and pouch wash 



Tri-State, USVI DFW & Limetree Bay Terminal 

by Julia Plotkin, USVI DFW Environmental Specialist I 
The U.S Virgin Islands Division of Fish and Wildlife (DFW) is charged with protecting, preserving, and restoring the islands’ natural resources. 

To support this mandate and remain prepared to protect and restore wildlife in the case of an oil spill, DFW permits Tri-State Bird Rescue & 

Research, Inc. to provide oiled wildlife response services and expertise in the USVI. A wide array of tropical marine, terrestrial, and avian 

species such as the Leatherback sea turtle and the Roseate Tern rely on the Virgin Islands’ shorelines as critical nesting habitat and are 

federally endangered. The U.S. Virgin Islands are also home to the largest oil refinery in the Caribbean, Limetree Bay Ventures LLC.  

The DFW/Tri-State partnership allows on-site staff to gain skills in oiled wildlife rehabilitation while the Tri-State team enhances their 

understanding of the Virgin Islands’ native species and species of concern. The groups met and enjoyed getting acquainted over Zoom back 

in October of 2020. This working relationship has grown recently as DFW spearheads development of a territory-wide oiled wildlife response 

plan. 

In March, the DFW/Tri-State partnership was put into action at “PREP 

EX 2021”, a government-led oil pollution exercise under the National 

Preparedness for Response Exercise Program (PREP). This simulated 

oil pollution, hosted by Limetree Bay Terminals (LTB), activated primary 

stakeholders. Participating organizations included the U.S. Coast Guard, 

the Virgin Islands Territory Emergency Management Agency (VITEMA), 

the Division of Environmental Protection, DFW, Tri-State, and LTB. All 

participants utilized the National Incident Command System (ICS), in 

which Tri-State and DFW’s oil spill coordinators are trained and fluent. 

Communication was clear and prompt as both parties organized 

responders and materials in real time. DFW informed Tri-State of the 

spill to “activate” the team. DFW would ideally be the lead for the first 48

–72 hours of triage response prior to Tri-State’s arrival. The simulation 

was a success and helped identify areas for future training and research. 

DFW looks forward to a future of collaboration with Tri State in finalizing 

the Territory’s oiled wildlife response plan and showcasing joint 

readiness again at next year’s PREP drill. ◊ 
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Wheels for Wings 

One man is journeying across the country to help contaminated wildlife. Peter Wiswell, who has long been 
involved with marine insurance and contamination response activities, is undertaking this ride, titled Wheels 
for Wings, to raise funds for a new Tri-State response vehicle.  

Peter set out from San Francisco on May 3
rd

 and plans to end in mid-July with a 
victory lap at Tri-State in Newark, Delaware.  Thanks to generous donors, including 
presenting sponsor WQIS, we are nearly half-way to our fundraising goal. 

Visit tristatebird.org/wheelsforwings to learn more about the ride, pledge support, 
or follow Peter’s journey in real time, thanks to a tracker powered by RAMBOLL.  

To subscribe to our Newsletter, please email oilprograms@tristatebird.org  

Connect with us on social media 

Special thanks to our corporate supporters 

Lesser Yellowlegs (far left) and two Stilt Sandpipers captured by 
Victoria Beasley, USVI DFW Wildlife Biologist II 

https://tristatebird.org/wheelsforwings/
mailto:oilprograms@tristatebird.org
https://www.facebook.com/tristatebirdrescue
https://www.instagram.com/tristatebirdrescue/?hl=en

