
In July, 2010, a defective pipeline in Marshall, Michigan burst, emptying 843,000 gallons 
of tar sands oil into the Kalamazoo River, according to the Environmental Protection Agency. It 
was the largest inland oil spill on American soil in history. 

Aiming to avoid a similar catastrophe, Canadian oil company Enbridge has begun taken 
steps to ensure that communities in Michigan are capable of handling a similar spill with both 
efficiency and cooperation. One of those communities, on Thursday, Sept. 18, was Indian River.  

Enbridge’s ‘Line 5’ pipeline, which carries about 20 million gallons of crude oil and 
natural gas from Superior, Wisconsin to Sarnia, Ontario daily, runs through the Straits of 
Mackinac before running parallel to I-75 all the way to Bay City, Michigan. 

The line’s intersection of the Indian River made the small community the focal point of a 
large-scale emergency response simulation on Thursday last week, which was conducted by both 
Enbridge and various local, state and federal entities. 

“We were practicing getting a command together, making a plan and then executing the 
plan theoretically,” said Steve Sackett, a member of the Tuscarora Township Fire Department 
who was involved with the simulation. Sackett acted as the incident commander, and was 
stationed at the fire department from 7:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. on Thursday. 

“It was an exercise to pass information back and forth to see how it went,” he added. 
The line runs under the Indian River near Indian River Marina, which is where most of 

the exercise took place. Large booms — which are essentially containment instruments used to 
stop the flow of oil on the surface of the water — were placed on the river’s surface near the 
marina, while rescue crews simulated a response to a spill from the line. 

“They were setting up a unified command to figure out what they were going to do to take 
care of this,” Sackett said. “So, do they need to evacuate; how to set up the booms; what was the 
environmental impact on the river — stuff like that.” 

According to Sackett, the exercise was meant to simulate a response 24 hours after the 
initial leak. Enbridge’s response time for the Marshall spill on the Kalamazoo River was 17 
hours. 

Among the agencies involved in the exercise on Thursday were the Emmet, Cheboygan 
and Charlevoix County Emergency Management Departments, the United States EPA, the 
Michigan Department of Environmental Quality and the United States Coast Guard — among 
others. Over 200 people participated from the involved local, state and federal agencies. 

“It was very helpful from my point of view because I now know the various resources 
available to us,” Sackett said. “Once the federal government and the EPA and all that come in, 
your local people are there to support them. If they request something at the county level, local 
people are there to help — that’s the kind of role that the local people would play.” 

According to Enbridge, there is equipment currently available to the Indian River 
community in the event that a spill occurs. 

The simulation was the first in a series of other exercises that will better prepare local 
communities for the requirements of an oil spill. Enbridge and local agencies spent 18 months 



planning the Indian River simulation. The next Enbridge emergency simulation will take place 
in the Straits of Mackinac next summer. 

Line 5 splits into two sections under the Straights of Mackinac, west of the Mackinaw 
Bridge, before meeting back up and traveling alongside I-75 to Bay City. This underwater section 
of pipeline has been under increased scrutiny in recent years because of its age — it’s 61 years 
old — and the fact that an oil spill in the Straits would be both ecologically and economically 
disastrous for Michigan. Enbridge has gone great lengths to ensure the pipeline is in good 
condition, as they installed additional supportive structures to some sections of line 5 that run 
below the Straits in August of this year. 


