
The Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
devastated the Gulf of Mexico’s 

marine life, communities and economy. 
Since the 2010 disaster, federal agencies 
have done little to improve the safety of 
offshore drilling using existing authorities 
and Congress has done virtually nothing 
to reduce the risk of another spill in our 
waters or on our beaches. Although 
investigations of the disaster resulted in 
detailed recommendations to strengthen 
the laws governing offshore drilling, no 
new laws have been passed.  

To make better decisions about offshore 
energy, we must continue to learn from 
the ongoing impacts of the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill six years after the 
disaster. This report highlights scientific 
studies, focusing on those released in 
2015 and 2016, that show the damage 
the 2010 oil spill caused in the Gulf of 
Mexico. Scientists are still working to 
understand the scale of devastation to 
wildlife, fisheries and human health. These 
catastrophic outcomes could happen in 

•	 Endangered sea turtles that had  
migrated to the Gulf from Mexico,  
South America and West Africa died  
in the spill, demonstrating the global  
scale of impacts.8

The oil spill also had a dramatic effect  
on human health:
•	 The 50,000 people involved in spill 

cleanup were exposed to chemicals  
that severely damage lung tissue.9

•	 Cleanup workers and their spouses 
reported increased depression and 
domestic disputes.10

•	 Even Gulf residents indirectly affected by 
the spill suffered from increased anxiety 
and depression.11

•	 It can take a decade or more for oil spill 
victims to recover from the physical and 
psychological effects of an oil disaster.12

The economic losses from the spill  
were enormous:
•	 The impact of the oil spill on fisheries 

could total $8.7 billion by 2020, including 
the loss of 22,000 jobs.13

•	 10 million user-days of beach, fishing  
and boating activity were lost.14

any region of the United States where oil 
and gas activities are proceeding, especially 
as those activities are moving into deeper 
and more dangerous areas.

Key findings include the disaster’s impact 
on the marine ecosystem:
•	 Mortality rates for common bottlenose 

dolphins living in  Barataria Bay,  
Louisiana were 8 percent higher and  
their reproductive success was 63 
percent lower compared to other  
dolphin populations.1

•	 An estimated 600,000 to 800,000 birds 
died as a result of the spill.2 

•	 Harmful oil and/or oil dispersant 
chemicals were found in about 80 
percent of pelican eggs that were laid  
in Minnesota, more than 1,000 miles 
from the Gulf, where most of these  
birds spend winters.3

•	 Oil exposure caused heart failure in 
juvenile bluefin and yellowfin tunas,4 
reduced swimming ability in juvenile 
mahi-mahi fish5 and caused gill tissue 
damage in killifish.6

•	 The oil plume caused bleaching and tissue 
loss in deep-water coral reefs over an area 
three times larger than Manhattan.7
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Surface oil in the Gulf of Mexico following the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. May, 2010.
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To read the full report, please visit Oceana.org/TimeForAction.

Recommendations: 
•	 President Obama should not allow 

additional leasing, exploration or 
development in frontier areas such as 
the Atlantic, Arctic and ultra-deepwater.

•	 President Obama should not allow 
offshore drilling in new areas or areas 
where vulnerable ecosystems will be  
at risk. 

•	 The federal government should fully 
implement the well control rule and 
finalize Arctic-specific regulations. 

•	 President Obama should not allow 
seismic airgun blasting, a technique used 
to locate oil and gas deposits, where 
marine life can be harmed.

•	 The United States should transition 
away from offshore oil drilling and 
instead invest in cleaner, safer 
technologies like offshore wind and 
other renewable energy sources.

•	 Scientists, decision makers, federal 
and state governments, and the public 
should continue to monitor and learn 

from the effects of the Deepwater 
Horizon spill so that we can restore 
losses and prevent future disasters.

Six years later, the lesson from the Gulf  
of Mexico oil spill is clear: Offshore drilling 
is not safe for the environment, the 
economy or human health. We therefore 
should not expand oil and gas activities 
in U.S. waters. Instead, we should rapidly 
develop clean energy options, including 
offshore wind power.
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Oiled marsh in Barataria Bay, Louisiana following the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. September, 2010.

1	 Lane, S. M., Smith, C. R., Mitchell, J., Balmer, B. 
C., Barry, K. P., McDonald, T., … Speakman, T. 
R. (2015). Reproductive outcome and survival of 
common bottlenose dolphins sampled in Barataria 
Bay, Louisiana, USA, following the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill. Paper presented at the Proc. R. 
Soc. B.

2	 Haney, J. C., Geiger, H. J., and Short, J. W. (2014). 
Bird mortality from the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill. II. Carcass sampling and exposure probability 
in the coastal Gulf of Mexico. Inter-Research 
Marine Ecology Progress Series, 513.

3	 Gunderson, D. (2012). BP oil spill residue found 
on pelicans in Minn., from http://www.mprnews.
org/story/2012/05/16/environment/oil-residue-
found-on-pelicans

4	 Brette, F., Machado, B., Cros, C., Incardona,  
J. P., Scholz, N. L., & Block, B. A. (2014). Crude oil 
impairs cardiac excitation-contraction coupling  
in fish. Science, 343(6172), 772-776.

5	 Mager, E. M., Esbaugh, A. J., Stieglitz, J. D., 
Hoenig, R., Bodinier, C., Incardona, J. P., … 
Grosell, M. (2014). Acute embryonic or juvenile 
exposure to Deepwater Horizon crude oil 
impairs the swimming performance of mahi-mahi 

(Coryphaena hippurus). Environmental science & 
technology, 48(12), 7053-7061.

6	 Whitehead, A., Pilcher, W., Mayer, G., Dubansky,  
B. D., & Galvez, F. (2012). Genomic footprint of  
the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in resident killifish 
in the laboratory and field. Paper presented at 
the Society of Environmental Toxicology and 
Chemistry North America 33rd Annual Meeting, 
Long Beach, California.

7	 Montagna, P. A., Baguley, J. G., Cooksey, C., 
Hartwell, I., Hyde, L. J., Hyland, J. L., … Rhodes,  
A. C. E. (2013). Deep-Sea Benthic Footprint of  
the Deepwater Horizon Blowout.

8	 Putman, N. F., Abreu-Grobois, F. A., Iturbe-
Darkistade, I., Putman, E. M., Richards, P. M., & 
Verley, P. (2015). Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
impacts on sea turtles could span the Atlantic. 
Biology letters, 11(12), 20150596. 

9	 Liu, Y. Z., Roy-Engel, A. M., Baddoo, M. C., 
Flemington, E. K., Wang, G., & Wang, H. (2016). 
The impact of oil spill to lung health—Insights 
from an RNA-seq study of human airway 
epithelial cells. Gene, 578(1), 38-51.

10	 Rung, A. L., Oral, E., Fontham, E., Harrington, D. 
J., Trapido, E. J., & Peters, E. S. (2015). Mental 

health impact of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill 
among wives of clean-up workers. Epidemiology 
(Cambridge, Mass.), 26(4), e44. 

11	 Grattan, L. M., Roberts, S., Mahan Jr., W. T., 
McLaughlin, P. K., Otwell, W. S., & Morris Jr., J. 
G. (2011). The early psychological impacts of 
the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on Florida and 
Alabama communities. Environmental health 
perspectives, 119(6), 838. 

12	 Hansel, T. C., Osofsky, H. J., Osofsky, J. D., & Speier, 
A. (2015). Longer-Term Mental and Behavioral 
Health Effects of the Deepwater Horizon Gulf 
Oil Spill. Journal of Marine Science and Engineering, 
3(4), 1260-1271.

13	 Sumaila, U. R., Cisneros-Montemayor, A.M., Dyck, 
A., Huang, L., Cheung, W., Jacquet, J., Kleisner, K., 
Lam, V., McCrea-Strub, A., Swartz, W., Watson, R., 
Zeller, D., and Pauly, D. . (2012). Impact of  
the Deepwater Horizon well blowout on the 
economics of US Gulf fisheries. Can J Fish Aquat 
Sci. doi: 10.1139/F2011-171

14	 (2016). from http://www.gulfspillrestoration.noaa.
gov/wp-content/uploads/Draft_ERP-PEIS_Part_2_
Chapter_4_through_Chapter_9.pdf


