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Spill Summary

•April 20th, 2010: DW rig explodes, sinks
•11 workers killed
•Oil from 5000 ft underwater
•Estimated at least 200 million gal released
•91 days before well was capped on                    Jul. 
15th and permanently sealed                          on Sept. 
19th

•Largest offshore spill in U.S. history



Response Efforts
 Oil Booms (surface)

 Chemical dispersants           
(surface and deep)

 Underwater robots

 Containers to collect oil at depth

 Well cap

 Wildlife rescue/shore cleanup
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How could this happen?
 Presidential Oil Spill Commission: BP, Transocean, 

Halliburton equally at fault in “rush job” that led to the 
disaster

– Series of cost-cutting decisions
– Engineering errors 

 DEMAND FOR OIL
– Offshore drilling = 30.2%                                       

of U.S. oil production (2009)

 “Inadequate contingency plans”
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How could this happen?
• Spills at this depth are unprecedented 

– Ixtoc I blowout in 1979 (160 feet underwater)

• Lack of development in oil cleanup and response 
technology
• No government requirements for annual 
inspections of operations
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Where did the oil go?

• Crude oil is non-homogeneous, complex mixture
– Differences in density mean that some floats, some 

remains suspended in the water column, some sinks
– Dilution and dispersion, degradation

• Just because you can't see it, doesn't mean it isn't there!  



Where did the oil go?
• A study by NOAA:



Photo by Rich Camilli, WHOI

Where did the oil go?

http://www.whoi.edu/dwhresponse/page.do?pid=43720&tid=441&cid=116978&ct=61&article=7992
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• Underwater plumes



Where did the oil go?
• Sediments

– Beaches, marshlands, open ocean floor
– Fishermen report oil still coming in with the tides
– Oil can persist in sediments for a long time

http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/rkistner/bps_well_is_dead_but_so_are_th.html



Known, Immediate Environmental 
Impacts

• Birds and mammals killed by oiling
– 7000 found dead

• Oil on beaches, in marshlands, in shallow sediments
– Kills plants, shrimp, crabs
– Can persist for a long time
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Unknown Environmental Impacts
• Effects on future generations of species? 

– Many marine species depend on Gulf marshlands 
as a nursery

– Fishermen already report reduced catches of 
shrimp... 

– Exxon Valdez spill: Herring fishery collapsed 5 
years later

• Dead zones (microbes)?
• Damage to deep sea ecosystems?

– Discovery of dead and dying coral not far from spill 
site



Unknown Environmental Impacts
• Oil plume?

– Dilute, but still in concentrations to be toxic
– Degrading slowly according to oxygen 

measurements

• Dispersants?
– BP used 1.9 million gal of toxic dispersants
– Added to oil, they can produce additional toxic 

compounds
– Reported human poisoning cases continue, months 

after spraying ended
– Long-term effects are unstudied



$$ Economic Impacts $$
• Primarily tourism and fishing industries 

– Initial estimate of $172 million loss for seafood
– Prices plummeted, even though seafood declared 

safe
– Tourism: will last at least 3 yrs and cost $22.7 billion

• Many people out of work because of spill say they 
have not received any payment from BP
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Lessons learned?

• Positive outcome of disaster is that it focuses public 
and political attention
• What have we learned?

– Spill Prevention
– Energy Addiction
– Emergency Response

• Some things have changed, but is it enough?



In the future
• Reducing our consumption of oil

– Funding for alternative energy

• Research and monitoring of species in the Gulf 
– Creation of “big picture” scientific coalition

• Tighter safety regulations on oil companies
– Demand increased spending on cleanup technology

• Continue demanding financial accountability from BP 
and its contractors

– Exxon Mobil never paid full damages 



Thank you!


