Hindsight 2020:

LESSONS WE CANNOT
IGNORE FROM THE
BP DISASTER

1

Hindsight 2020:

LESSONS WE CANNOT
IGNORE FROM THE
BP DISASTER
APRIL 2020

2

Photo Credit: U.S. Navy

Contents
5 Executive Summary
9 Introduction
11 Industry Snapshot: Unsafe, Unprepared,
Eager to Expand
17 BP Deepwater Horizon: A Disaster Waiting to Happen
25 What We Know 10 Years Later
47 Other Impacts of Offshore Drilling
53 Industry’s False Promises
57 Recommendations
59 Conclusion
63 Acknowledgments
64 References
Authors: Patrick Mustain, Sarah Giltz, PhD, Christine Ayala and Diane Hoskins
Designer: Jessica Howard
DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.4118558

3

Photo Credit: U.S. Coast Guard

4

Executive Summary
On April 20, 2010, the BP exploratory rig Deepwater Horizon exploded, killing
11 workers and setting off the largest oil spill in U.S. history. Oil gushed from
the seafloor for 87 days, ultimately spewing hundreds of millions of gallons
of oil into the Gulf of Mexico.1

Chaos and uncertainty ensued. Residents across the
Gulf watched helplessly as oil crept toward their
shores, while the government, BP and its contractors
scrambled unsuccessfully to contain the spill
for months.
It was one of the worst environmental disasters this
country has ever seen. Oil washed up on 1,300 miles
of shoreline, from Texas to Florida, oiling beaches
and wetlands — and killing tens of thousands of
birds, sea turtles, dolphins and fish.2 Despite the
vast resources spent on oil removal efforts, the
government estimated that as much as 60 million
gallons of oil remained in the environment.3
The economic impacts began almost immediately.
Tourism to the Gulf Coast declined, and businesses
dependent on coastal tourism lost revenue and were
forced to lay off workers.4 The prospect of oiled
beaches depressed real estate values.5 Fisheries
closed and demand for Gulf seafood plummeted.6
A government study estimated the loss in the
seafood industry at nearly $1 billion, and the
recreation industry, as a whole, lost more than a
half-billion dollars.2,6
Ten years later, it is important to look back at how
this catastrophe happened; how it impacted the
Gulf’s ecology and economy; how those effects are
still being felt today; and if the disaster changed
the industry’s approach to offshore oil drilling.
To answer these questions, Oceana reviewed

government documents, media coverage, scientific
studies, reports from nonprofit organizations
and interviewed Gulf Coast residents, scientists,
business owners and policy experts.
What we found was disturbing. The poor safety
culture and inadequate government oversight
that set the stage for catastrophe persists. If
anything, another disaster is more likely, because
the industry is drilling deeper and farther offshore,
which increases the likelihood of a spill and makes
responding to a spill more difficult.1,7 The reckless
push to massively expand the footprint of offshore
drilling to new areas comes at the same time the
Trump administration is rolling back the already toofew safety measures that were put in place after
the spill.8
Years later, large swaths of the ocean floor around
the wellhead resemble a toxic waste dump, devoid of
the kinds of marine life that typically lives there.9,10
Surveys of animals throughout the water column
have found declines of certain fish, shrimp and squid
ranging from 50% to 85%.11 Important marshes that
protect the coast from storm surges and erosion
were lost, and many of them may never recover.12,13
Alarmingly, at least one new study revealed that
hundreds of thousands of gallons of dispersants
released underwater were apparently less effective
than previously thought. The high pressure at the
depth of the well caused the oil and gas mixture
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that was released in the blowout to disperse on its
own, and researchers concluded that the already
dispersed oil could not be dispersed any further.14
So, this study suggests that those chemicals may
have been dumped into the Gulf for no benefit at all.
Oil is toxic on its own and dispersants are also
hazardous. More than 100,000 people were
involved in the BP Deepwater Horizon oil removal
and response, and many were exposed to crude oil
or chemical dispersants.15 Workers reported a range
of health problems, including tightness of the chest
and burning in the nose, eyes and lungs that in some
cases continued for years after exposure.16 Workers
showed persistent or worsening health problems
even seven years after the Deepwater Horizon
disaster, including blood disorders and
heart problems.17
Some workers and coastal residents who were
exposed to waste materials may not have been
aware of the dangers oil production poses. Many
waste materials from both oil exploration and
production are exempt from the federal safeguards
meant to protect people and the environment from
exposure.18 This exemption is the apparent result of
the oil and gas industry’s lobbying.19 For example,
benzene is considered a human carcinogen by the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).20 But, if
benzene waste is generated in the production or
exploration of oil, it is treated as nonhazardous, even
though it is known to cause cancer.18
Overall, BP’s response to the disaster was slow,
inadequate and incomplete. Before it could begin
drilling, BP submitted a spill-response plan. A review
of this plan should have revealed that in no way was
BP prepared to manage a blowout. BP’s response
plan contained embarrassing mistakes, including
a reference to seals and walruses — animals not
found in the Gulf of Mexico — indicating that at least
portions of the plan had been copied and pasted
from documents related to drilling in the Arctic.1
The only effort named in the pre-drilling plan to stop
an oil spill at its source was drilling a relief well — a
process that takes months.1
The dangers of offshore oil drilling are not limited
to huge disasters like the BP Deepwater Horizon. The
infrastructure footprint of the oil and gas industry
in the Gulf is massive. As of 2016, there were 2,165
offshore platforms and more than 26,000 miles of
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pipeline in the Gulf of Mexico — more than enough
to circle the Earth.21 Each of these is a potential spill
waiting to happen, and indeed, hundreds of oil spills
occur in U.S. waters every year.22 Between 2007 and
2018, more than 7,000 oil spills occurred in federal
waters, an average of nearly two every day.22
All these dangers — the environmental impacts,
economic impacts and health impacts — now
threaten many more coastal communities. President
Trump proposed to open nearly all U.S. waters to
offshore drilling.23
This would be a direct threat to coastal economies
that depend on clean beaches and healthy oceans.
Fishing, tourism and recreation support more than
2.6 million jobs and generate nearly $180 billion in
GDP in U.S. East and West Coast states.24

Key Findings:
• T
 he BP Deepwater Horizon disaster had
catastrophic impacts on Gulf ecosystems and
economies, and many impacts are still felt today.
• O
 ffshore oil drilling remains dirty and dangerous
10 years after the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster.
It is not a matter of whether another spill will
occur, but when.
• W
 e may never know the full extent of just how
much damage the disaster caused.
• B
 P’s response to the catastrophe was slow,
inadequate and incomplete. Following a national
commission’s review of the disaster, far too few
recommendations were implemented.

• G
 overnment regulators and the offshore oil and
gas industry remain poorly suited to prevent and
deal with a similar scenario today.
• H
 ousing markets across the Gulf Coast region
experienced a decline in prices between 4% and
8% that persisted for at least five years.25
• T
 he BP disaster directly reduced popular
recreational activities — including boating,
fishing and beach visits — between May 2010
and November 2011.26 This translated to a loss
in the recreation industry of more than
$500 million.2
• F
 isheries closed and demand for Gulf seafood
plummeted.6 A government study estimated the
loss in the seafood industry at nearly $1 billion.6
This report details those findings and demonstrates
that expanding this dirty and dangerous industry
would put human and environmental health and
safety at risk — as well as millions of jobs and billions
of dollars in GDP.

Recommendations:
President Trump should halt all efforts to expand
offshore drilling to new areas.

President Trump should direct the Bureau of Safety
and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE) to reverse
efforts to weaken safety regulations.
President Trump should direct the Bureau of Ocean
Energy Management (BOEM) to deny all pending
geological and geophysical seismic permits for oil
and gas in the Atlantic Ocean.

Congress should enact a moratorium on expanded
offshore drilling.
Photo Credit: Department of Energy

Congress should incentivize investments in clean,
renewable energy.
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Introduction
The meeting of the Mississippi River and the Gulf of Mexico was once an
unspoiled network of estuaries. This rich ecosystem provides sustenance
and habitat to many species of plants and animals. Over the last century,
however, these wetlands have been dramatically altered for the sake of
coastal development, seafood processing, navigation and other industrial
activities — including a massive amount of oil and gas production.

In the 1890s, oil and gas companies began
building piers to extend their reach out into the
Gulf of Mexico to tap wells offshore. In March
1938, workers on the Creole platform – the first
freestanding offshore oil production facility –
drilled a well in 14 feet of water a mile and a half
off Louisiana’s coast.1 Since that first offshore rig,
companies all over the world have lobbied for rights
to tap fossil fuels buried deep below the
ocean floor.
The expansion of oil and gas drilling into deeper and
more remote waters over the subsequent decades
has been marked by oil spills, shipping disasters
and rig failures. Despite technological advances
and adoption of limited safety standards, the risks
inherent in offshore drilling persist.8 And so, the
birthplace of offshore drilling also became the site of
its latest catastrophe.
On another spring day, about 70 years after the
Creole platform workers drilled their first well,
workers on another rig in the Gulf — BP’s Deepwater
Horizon — were sealing an exploratory well when a
preventable tragedy struck.
A high-pressure surge of gas from the well caused
the drill pipe to buckle. The device meant to seal
off the pipe in case of such a surge — the blowout
preventer — failed. The resulting blowout led to an
explosion that killed 11 workers — and for the next
87 days, more than 200 million gallons of oil poured
into the Gulf of Mexico.1

Investigators would later find that a chain of bad
decisions and mistakes made by multiple companies
and government regulators laid the groundwork for
the disaster, and had they been implementing proper
safety measures and oversight, the initial surge that
started the disaster could have been prevented.1
The BP Deepwater Horizon disaster was the worst
oil spill in U.S. history, but it was hardly an isolated
incident.27 Hundreds of oil spills occur in U.S.
waters every year. Within the last 60 years, 17
spills have released 42,000 gallons of oil or more.28
With offshore oil and gas activities, spills can
happen during each phase of the process, including
exploration, production, transportation and use.28
This disaster should have been a wake-up call.
Instead of curtailing offshore oil and gas production
and beginning the much-needed transition to clean
energy, President Trump is proposing opening nearly
all U.S. waters to offshore oil and gas activities in his
draft proposed five-year plan for offshore drilling.23,29
By looking back at the conditions that led to the BP
spill, and the hundreds of others that happen every
year, we have a painfully clear view of the future
that other coastal communities can expect, should
the government’s drilling plans move forward. In
hindsight, we have an opportunity to examine how
that catastrophe continues to impact the Gulf.
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Industry Snapshot:
Unsafe, Unprepared,
Eager to Expand
In 2019, Oceana released a report examining the safety record and culture of
the oil industry prior to the BP disaster, and how the safety and regulatory
landscape changed afterward.8 The report found that decades of poor safety
culture and inadequate government oversight laid the conditions for the
country’s worst oil spill to date.

A decade later, the safety culture has not improved,
and oversight of the industry remains deficient. In
fact, the oil industry is successfully lobbying the
Trump administration to roll back the limited safety
rules that were put in place after the spill.8
Wherever there is drilling, there is spilling, and some
spills are more devastating than others. In 1969,
Union Oil Company’s platform in the Santa Barbara
Channel released an 800-square-mile oil slick, 30
miles off California’s coast — an estimated 3.36
million to 4.2 million gallons of oil.1,30
In 1989, the tanker Exxon Valdez ran aground on
Bligh Reef in Prince William Sound, releasing more
than 11 million gallons of oil, covering more than
1,300 miles of shoreline.31 The spill directly killed
more than 300 harbor seals, 2,800 sea otters,
250,000 seabirds and up to 22 killer whales.32 More
than 30 years after the spill, some killer whale and
seabird populations in Alaska have not recovered.33
Even a small amount of oil can injure commercially
important fish, like herring and salmon, potentially
harming fish populations for years.34 The local Prince
William Sound Pacific herring fishery collapsed after
the Exxon Valdez spill and after decades has not

recovered.35 After an oil spill of this magnitude, the
ecosystem is never the same.
The spills that make news headlines are not the only
threats to coastal ecosystems and economies. In
United States federal waters, at least 7,000 oil spills
occurred between 2007 and 2018 — an average of
nearly two spills every day.22 Despite still causing
environmental damage, smaller spills receive less
media attention, less regulatory oversight and even
fewer cleanup resources.36

Drilling Is Getting Riskier
In recent decades, the offshore drilling industry
has made technological advances to move farther
offshore into deeper water, but the technology to
deal with a disaster at these new depths has not
kept pace.1 The great depth and increased pressure
of deep water wells can make preventing, stopping
or cleaning up an oil spill even more difficult and
dangerous than it was in the past.1 A 2013 study
found that for an average platform, every 100 feet of
added depth increases the probability of an incident
by 8.5%.7
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A 2014 Government Accountability Office (GAO)
study highlighted the increasing vulnerability of U.S.
energy infrastructure to severe weather driven by
climate change.37
In 2005, high winds and flooding from Hurricanes
Katrina and Rita caused extensive damage to the
region’s natural gas and oil infrastructure, destroying
more than 100 platforms, damaging 558 pipelines
and shutting down numerous refineries.37
In 2004, a mudslide triggered by Hurricane Ivan sank
a Taylor Energy oil platform located off the coast of
Louisiana, burying numerous wells deep beneath
sub-surface mud.38 As a result, oil and gas leaked into
the Gulf of Mexico for almost 15 years unchecked —
marking the longest offshore disaster in U.S. history.
The leak is temporarily contained, but there is no
permanent solution.38 Years of uncontained pollution
caused a persistent oil slick, which coated miles of
ocean water around the site.38 If the chronic leak
is not permanently stopped, it could continue for
another 100 years or more.39 With the predicted
increase in hurricane intensity, nearshore and
offshore oil infrastructure will be increasingly in
danger of storm damage.40,41
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Drilling Industry’s Safety
Culture Is Lacking
The Bureau of Safety and Environmental
Enforcement (BSEE) is the agency tasked with
promoting offshore safety, protecting the
environment and conserving offshore resources
through regulatory oversight and enforcement.42
The agency was created in 2011 when investigations
into the causes of the BP disaster revealed conflicts
of interest between the industry and government
regulators.1,43 But in 2016, the GAO still found
severe inadequacies in BSEE’s ability to carry out
effective investigations, ensure environmental
compliance and conduct enforcement.44 GAO
noted that BSEE lacks the capabilities to properly
utilize enforcement tools (i.e., warnings and fines)
and continues to rely on many of the same policies
and procedures that were used before the BP
Deepwater Horizon disaster.44,45 These practices were
insufficient to prevent the catastrophe, yet many are
still being relied upon today.
It is not surprising, then, that from 2007 to 2018
there were 115 fires and explosions in federal waters

on average every year — that’s roughly one every
three days.46,47 There were also nearly 50 fatalities,
over 3,000 injuries and 42 losses of well control over
that same period.47
After its investigations into the BP disaster, BSEE
issued new safety standards in what is known
as the Well Control Rule in 2016.48,49 One of the
weaknesses Oceana pointed out repeatedly in the
rulemaking process was the authority for BSEE
to grant waivers to the safety provisions, raising
questions as to whether they would be meaningfully
applied. In fact, in 2019, Politico reported that BSEE
granted 1,700 waivers to safety requirements put
in place after the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster.50
Politico reported that BSEE allowed numerous
safety provisions of the Well Control Rule to
be sidestepped by operators, including testing
requirements for blowout preventer systems —
the device that failed to prevent the BP Deepwater
Horizon blowout.50
President Trump in 2017 issued an executive order
that directed the Department of the Interior (DOI)
to consider revising several regulations affecting
offshore oil and gas operations.51 As a result, BSEE

is rolling back offshore safety measures under the
guise that these rules are overly burdensome to
industry compared to the safety benefits they would
provide.52,53 A recent analysis by the Center for
American Progress showed that in the last two years,
BSEE has conducted fewer inspections of offshore
oil and gas operations than in previous years even
though worker injuries and oil spills increased.54
Critics of the agency’s “industry knows best”
approach to regulation say it runs counter to its
mandated role, which is to promote safety, protect
the environment and conserve offshore resources.
“The only significant thing that happened was
that BSEE did issue a regulation around blowout
preventer devices,” said Cyn Sarthou, executive
director of the New Orleans-based environmental
policy organization Healthy Gulf. “Under the new
administration, they have rolled that back. Even that
one regulation, which was very little … has now been
rolled back.”
“It’s a regulatory agency and they [tout] how the
amount of production had increased in the Gulf
— not how much safer it was, not how much more
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It looks like we
didn't learn enough
from Deepwater
Horizon.
TRACEY SUTTON
NOVA SOUTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY

regulated it was — but how much more production
had happened under their watch, which is not
actually their job,” Sarthou said. “Their job is to
regulate and ensure safety.”
The poor safety culture and lack of oversight that led
to the BP disaster persist. Instead of strengthening
safety regulations, the industry and the Trump
administration are dismantling the few protections
that had since been put in place. Without effective
oversight and a more robust safety culture, another
disaster at the level of Deepwater Horizon may be just
as likely today as it was 10 years ago.
President Trump has also proposed expanding future
oil and gas leasing to the Atlantic, Pacific and Arctic
oceans, as well as off Florida’s Gulf Coast.23,29 If this
plan goes forward, the industry will bring its unsafe
drilling practices and its associated risks to new
coastal communities.
“The deeper you go drilling, the greater the odds
of another accident,” said Tracey Sutton, who
researches the ecology of the Gulf from the surface
down to the deep sea at Nova Southeastern
University in Fort Lauderdale, Florida.
Deepwater Horizon was drilling in about 1,500 meters
of water (almost a mile deep).1 In 2017, 52% of
the offshore oil from the United States came from
ultra-deep wells, which are 1,500 meters or more.55
“That's the majority of our oil production. So, the
industry is still going deeper,” Sutton said.

14

“The ultimate hope is that we would have learned
lessons from Deepwater Horizon that would affect
the behavior of oil and gas exploration. The problem
right now is that we're in a current culture where the
desire — you could call it greed — for product and for
profit is exceeding the safeguards,” Sutton said.

Industry’s Response to Spills
Is Inadequate
Methods for cleaning up oil have remained largely
unchanged since the 1989 Exxon Valdez disaster
released 11 million gallons of oil into Alaskan
waters.1,31 These outdated cleanup techniques
include deploying floating barriers called booms to
prevent oil from spreading along the ocean surface,
skimming to remove oil from the surface, burning the
oil and using chemical dispersants to break oil into
smaller droplets.56
These methods are far from effective. Following
the 2010 BP disaster, oil removal efforts left an
estimated 60 million gallons of oil in the Gulf of
Mexico — more than five times the amount released
by Exxon Valdez.3,57
Stopping the flow of oil into the environment can
take months or even years. It took more than 14
years before the Taylor Energy spill was contained.
Although now the oil is being captured and disposed
of, the well is still leaking to this day.39,58 The 1979
Ixtoc spill in the Gulf of Mexico, which gushed about
1 million gallons per day, took almost 10 months to
stop.59 BP’s Deepwater Horizon could not be capped
for 87 days following the blowout in 2010.1
Not only are they difficult to prevent, contain and
clean up, but spills are also typically far larger than
reported. Satellite images show that spills are on
average more than four times larger than reported
by oil companies.60

Photo Credit: Elliott Cowand Jr./ Shutterstock
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BP Deepwater
Horizon: A Disaster
Waiting to Happen
The Deepwater Horizon was an exploratory rig that tapped the Macondo
Prospect — a sub-seafloor oil reserve about two and half miles from the
ocean's surface.1

On April 20, 2010, as workers were attempting to
cap the well, a surge of high-pressure gas buckled
the drill pipe, which prevented the blowout
preventer device from being able to cut and seal off
the pipe. High-pressure oil shot up the pipe to the
rig, where it ignited and exploded, killing 11 workers.
Oil would continue to pour into the Gulf of Mexico
for the next 87 days. Investigators later identified a
series of mistakes from the industry that led directly
to the disaster, and that had proper safety measures
been followed, the surge may never have happened
in the first place.1
The spill released oil at the rate of one Exxon Valdezsized oil spill every week, for 12 weeks — the largest
offshore oil spill in U.S. history.26 Oil slicks on the
water extended for over 43,000 square miles,
an area almost the size of Louisiana.26 However,
those slicks did not reflect the full extent of the
spill. A recent study found that the toxic footprint
of the spill extended far beyond the area that the
satellite images had indicated.61 Oil knows no state
boundaries and washed up on at least 1,300 miles
of Gulf shoreline, from Texas to Florida, including
687 miles of wetlands, mostly in Louisiana.62,63
Heavily oiled sites saw plant cover decrease by up to
53%.62 Oil washed up on 600 miles of sandy beach.62

Responders removed approximately 100 million
pounds of oiled waste material.62 Scientists estimate
that 1,235 square miles of seafloor around the well
— about the size of half a million football fields —
contained oiled sediments.62 The spill killed tens of
thousands of birds, sea turtles, dolphins and fish.2
Julian MacQueen is the founder of Innisfree Hotels,
a company that owns multiple hotels from Pensacola,
Florida to Orange Beach, Alabama. He recalled the
horror many Pensacola residents experienced as the
oil slowly made its way toward their shores.
“We had people come to the beach and look at it like
they were looking at [the beach] for the last time. We
didn't know if the beaches were going to be black
forever,” MacQueen said. “We didn't know if our
investment after 30 years was doomed.”

Investigating What Went
Wrong
On May 21, 2010, President Obama created the
National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon
Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling — a nonpartisan body
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tasked with investigating the causes of the disaster,
improving the government’s ability to respond to oil
spills and recommending reforms to make offshore
energy production safer.64
After an extensive investigation, the commission
determined that the root causes of the blowout
were systemic failures of both industry management
and government oversight of the offshore oil
and gas industry.1 To address these issues, the
commission recommended numerous measures to
increase safety in the industry, which prompted the
government to institute regulatory and oversight
reform.1,65 However, a 2016 GAO report concluded
that these reforms fell short of what was needed to
improve offshore drilling safety.44

Botched Response: Slow,
Inadequate, Incomplete
Initially, BP believed the blowout preventer
mechanism had done its job and stopped the flow
of oil after the spill began. But three days after the
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blowout, underwater cameras showed oil spewing
into the ocean, and a new plan was needed.
BP and government partners first estimated that
the flow rate was 1,000 barrels per day, but this
was later countered by an estimate from the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) at 5,000 barrels per day.1 It is unclear how
these numbers were reached, but subsequent
investigations revealed that oil was actually flowing
from the well at a rate of 60,000 barrels per day.1
BP’s initial estimate was only 2% of the actual rate —
it was off by 59,000 barrels.
BP was unable to stop the flow of oil for 87 days
and succeeded only after multiple failed attempts
to contain the spill.1 The company tried to deploy
techniques that had never been used in deep water
— including covering the wellhead with a dome to
contain the oil and using mud and debris to seal the
leak. These techniques failed, and oil continued to
pour into the ocean.1
Before oil even reached the shoreline, residents
could smell it, recalled Dan Green, a Pensacolabased real estate broker. “You could see a glow off

to the southwest of the fires where they were just
trying to burn it off the surface,” he said.
“The spill was pretty catastrophic in all of our minds
and because we were so close to it,” he added.
Finally, three months later, on July 15, a capping
stack — basically a smaller version of a blowout
preventer — was lowered onto the well and
successfully stopped the flow of oil. Two months
later, BP completed a relief well, which it had begun
drilling in early May, allowing the company to pump
in cement and permanently seal the reservoir.
On Sept. 19 — 152 days after the blowout —
government responders announced the well was
“effectively dead.”1

There Never Was a Plan
The Minerals Management Service (MMS) was
the federal agency responsible at the time for
overseeing offshore drilling operations. As part of
the permitting process, BP was required to submit to
MMS a spill response plan before being allowed to
drill. Considering some of the details of this plan, it is

not surprising that it took multiple failed attempts,
over the course of nearly three months, before the
spill was contained.
The only source-control option to stop the flow of
oil in the event of a blowout even mentioned by
name in BP’s plan was drilling a relief well, which
takes months.1 That means, before BP tapped the
Macondo well, industry and government experts
were aware that a relief well was the only likely and
accepted solution to a subsea blowout — a solution
they knew would take months. A three-monthlong oil spill was therefore a risk considered to be
acceptable and agreed upon in exchange for the
ability to extract oil in deep water.
Sarthou of Healthy Gulf remembers the empty
government assurances. “For years, I had been
informed at public meetings that there was nothing
that could happen in the Gulf that could not be shut
down in 48 to 72 hours. I was told that over and over
again. So, this was pretty embarrassing to the federal
agencies because they had to admit that neither they
nor the company knew how to shut this down,”
she said.
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In its report to President Obama, the National
Commission called other aspects of BP’s response
plan “embarrassing.”1
“In the plan, BP had named Peter Lutz as a wildlife
expert on whom it would rely; he had died several
years before BP submitted its plan. BP listed seals
and walruses as two species of concern in case of an
oil spill in the Gulf, even though these species never
see Gulf waters. And a link in the plan that purported
to go to the Marine Spill Response Corporation
website actually led to a Japanese entertainment
site,” the report read.1
The report authors went on to note that response
plans submitted by ExxonMobil, Chevron,
ConocoPhillips and Shell were almost identical
to BP’s — they too suggested impressive but
unrealistic response capacity and three included the
embarrassing reference to walruses.1
Sarthou said it appeared cut and pasted from Arctic
response plans. “It became pretty evident that when
the response plan talks about … seals and walruses
— which don't exist in our ecosystem — that it was
not a response plan that was ever intended for this
ecosystem,” she said.
The company never bothered to devise response
plans specifically for this drilling site, or at least to
submit response plans written for the Gulf, and the
government never forced them to do so. Instead the
government accepted insufficient, inaccurate and
out-of-date response plans.
The inadequate care and attention put into response
plans for an activity with such potentially dire
consequences speaks volumes about how important
safety is to this industry. Communities facing risks
from offshore drilling should keep this in mind when
the industry claims that drilling is safe or pledges it
will take measures to keep them safe.
Just two weeks before the Deepwater Horizon
disaster began, American Petroleum Institute’s Erik
Milito said, "You have blowout preventers — not just
one, you have stacks of them — so ... if there's any
pressure, 'bam!' It shuts off so that no fluids can get
into the environment. ... We have companies that
have been just great stewards when it comes to this
type of activity. ... We have created a regime where
it's very low risk.”66
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The Aftermath
With the well capped, focus turned from
containment to recovery and cleanup. But oil
removal efforts fell woefully short. A government
report claimed that skimming removed only about
3% of the oil, burning removed 5% and roughly 2
million gallons of chemical dispersants broke up
only 16% of the oil — although studies dispute even
these figures.3,14 The U.S. government estimated that
following response activities to the BP Deepwater
Horizon disaster, the volume of oil remaining in the
environment was as much as 60 million gallons,
which is more than five times the amount of oil
released by the Exxon Valdez.3,57
“The oil essentially just sunk to the bottom and did
its damage down there,” Sarthou said. “It's still very
much in the ecosystem. After storms we still find
a lot of tar balls, which are oil, weathered oil. The
science indicates that those tar balls are very toxic.
But there's not the active response there was at one
point, so they're just remaining on the beach.”

I just have no faith
that our government
is going to require
the oil industry to do
all they can to not let
this happen again.
CYN SARTHOU
HEALTHY GULF
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What We Know
10 Years Later
Ten years after the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster, many animals and Gulf
Coast communities have not recovered. Data on environmental conditions
before the spill were generally lacking, so it is difficult to fully quantify the
scope of the damage.1

Despite data shortcomings, these facts remain: Oil
is toxic and exposure harms animals, plants and
humans.67 Oil can injure or kill individual animals,
entire populations or whole communities of animals
and plants.68 Oil spill impacts last for decades, long
after cleanup efforts are abandoned. It has been
30 years since the Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska,
and several of the local killer whale, seabird and fish
populations have still not recovered.33
The Deepwater Horizon disaster oiled beaches and
wetlands, harming sea turtles, dolphins, seabirds
and shellfish.26 The oil caused death, disease and
impeded growth, overall making it more difficult for
ocean animals to survive and reproduce.26

Effects on Animals
Marine Mammals
Marine mammals, like dolphins and whales, are
at high risk during an oil spill because they spend
a lot of time near the surface of the water, where
oil floats.69 Marine mammals can be exposed to
oil through breathing it in, eating oiled food or
swimming through it — all of which can cause serious
health problems.69
Oil exposure was linked to lung disease and
pneumonia in dolphins, as well as damage to their

immune systems.70,71 For dolphins, oil can cause
anemia, tooth loss, liver damage, reproductive failure
and death.26 Oil can be severely damaging to dolphin
pregnancies and has been linked to miscarriages.71
For five years after the Deepwater Horizon disaster,
more than 75% of dolphin pregnancies failed in the
oiled area.26
Bottlenose dolphins were some of the most severely
impacted marine mammals. Experts estimate that it
will take 30 to 50 years for some groups of dolphins
to recover in the Gulf of Mexico.72
More than 150 dolphins and whales were found
dead during the oil spill response.73 Over 1,000
whales and dolphins stranded from 2010 to 2014,
but the number of deaths could be much higher, as
not all mortalities were observed.74 This event was
the longest known marine mammal die-off in the
Gulf of Mexico.74
Gulf of Mexico Bryde’s whales are among the most
endangered whales in the world, and oil industry
activities are a primary threat to their precarious
survival.75 The Deepwater Horizon disaster decreased
their population by about 22%.75

Birds
Oiled birds cannot regulate temperature or use
their feathers for insulation against water and cold
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weather, which can lead to death by hypothermia.76
Oiled birds can also die from dehydration
and exhaustion.77
The government estimated that tens of thousands
of birds were killed, but some models estimated
that 600,000 to 800,000 birds died as a result of the
spill.2,78 More than 1 million migratory shorebirds,
including 28 different species, were potentially
exposed to oil.79 As much as 32% of laughing gulls in
the northern Gulf of Mexico died after the disaster,
along with up to 12% of the area’s brown pelicans.78
Approximately 8,500 injured or dead birds were
collected in the northern Gulf of Mexico during and
following the spill.80 These birds represent more than
100 species collected in all five Gulf Coast states.
The collected birds are a fraction of the total number
of birds that were killed or impaired as a result of the
spill, as collection efforts did not extend throughout
all the affected areas.80

Sea Turtles
Threatened and endangered sea turtles are
vulnerable to oil along the coast at all stages of life
— from laying their eggs on beaches, and as juveniles
and adults.73,81,82

Photo Credit: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
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Sea turtles can inhale oil fumes and swallow oil when
breathing at the ocean surface in or near oil slicks.83
Up to 170,000 sea turtles were killed by the spill.63
More than 600 sea turtles were found dead during
the Deepwater Horizon disaster response and about
75% percent were endangered Kemp’s
ridley turtles.73

Deep Sea
The spill and oil removal efforts released
hydrocarbons, heavy metals and dispersants that
significantly altered parts of the deep sea floor,
which some scientists have described as a toxic
waste dump.9 Oil from the Deepwater Horizon
disaster reduced the abundance and diversity of
deep-sea animals at the sea floor in an area three
times larger than Manhattan.84 Remote vehicle
surveys in 2017, near the wellhead, found that
negative impacts on diversity, abundance and health
of deep-sea organisms continue.10 Some deep-sea
animals were completely absent near the wellhead,
including many species of crustaceans, anemones
and sponges that are commonly found at such
depths in the Gulf.10
“What we saw on the sea floor was something
unimaginable and horrible in a place where we

IMPACT SPOTLIGHT
Dr. Tracey Sutton
Ocean Ecology Researcher
Nova Southeastern University
Dania Beach, Florida
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Research Reveals Devastating
Impact of Deepwater Horizon
Professor Tracey Sutton studies the water
column of the open ocean, or pelagic zone,
in the Gulf of Mexico. He is also the director
and principal investigator of the DEEPEND
Consortium, which investigates the impact
of the Deepwater Horizon disaster.
In April 2010, Sutton was researching
sharks and marine life in the Atlantic,
although he had worked extensively in the
Gulf for his master's thesis and
doctoral thesis.
“Just the initial visual impact of seeing oil
coming up from a mile deep … and knowing
that it was almost certainly accumulating in
my beloved deep pelagic zone, it was kind of
a real shock,” Sutton said.
“Nobody was ready for this scale of
pollution,” he added.
Given the size of the Gulf, Sutton thought
early on the oil might just dissipate. But then
he saw models showing unprecedented
impact of the Deepwater Horizon disaster —
a threat to the abundance of life in the Gulf.

“It was an entire Gulf of Mexico-wide event,”
Sutton said.
“Probably the most unique thing about the
oil spill — besides its size and scope, which
was unprecedented — was the number of
types of ecosystems that it impacted,”
he said.
Sutton explained that oil sank down to
the sea floor, profoundly damaging coral
communities deep in the Gulf of Mexico. Oil
stayed in the open ocean water column. It
found its way north into the coastal zone. It
went across the continental shelf all the way
up into marshes and estuaries.
“It was nearly half the Gulf of Mexico that
you could see a footprint because that water
is moving around and it's shuttling this stuff
around,” he said.
“In the pelagic zone, there's more [types
of] fish in the Gulf of Mexico than almost
anywhere else on Earth,” Sutton said.
“It's one of four areas that we'd call hyper
diverse. So, there's a lot out there. There's a
lot to care about.”

Unfortunately, Sutton found a dramatic and
persistent decrease in a number of marine
animals in the Gulf since the spill. Among
some fish, shrimp and squid, he said, declines
range from 50% to 85%. As of late 2017,
Sutton’s research in the Gulf found fish and
shrimp eggs containing oil from
Deepwater Horizon.
“As far as we know, the actual impact of the
spill is not over yet,” Sutton said.

Nobody was
ready for this scale
of pollution.
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normally see pristine environments,” said Clifton
Nunnally, a research scientist with the Louisiana
Universities Marine Consortium (LUMCON), who
has been studying the Gulf of Mexico since 2000.
These effects may extend beyond the immediately
impacted site, as damage to one part of the ocean
food web can have far-reaching consequences.
“There's nothing that you can see from the surface
that tells you what's going on down there. And for
us, that meant that the devastation of the Deepwater
Horizon was hidden from plain sight,” Nunnally said.
“The fact that you don't see it on the beaches, or you
don't see it floating around … doesn't mean that it's
gone. It means that it's moved to a new ecosystem.
And it's a system that operates on the order of
millennia, not just years or decades. So, the recovery
for a deep-sea ecosystem like this could be a longterm process.”

Coastal Habitat and Plants
The BP disaster harmed coastal marsh habitats,
which include marsh plants and animals that depend
on them, like crabs, shrimp, oysters, dolphins, birds
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and fish such as flounder and drum.13 When coastal
salt marshes are destroyed by oil, the damage can
be permanent.13 Oil can increase erosion of the
coastline because both the oil and removal efforts
can damage or kill coastal plants and oyster reefs,
which can act as buffers against flooding and storm
surges.13 Storms or hurricanes can also churn up
and release oil that was trapped in the sand and dirt,
once again harming wildlife even years after
initial impact.85
Brian Roberts is the associate director of science
at LUMCON, who has been studying the Deepwater
Horizon disaster for most of the last decade.
“We lost a bunch of marsh,” Roberts said. “The plants
are what make up the marsh. . . . When they get
destroyed or killed by the oil, then you not only lose
the plants, but you lose the structure that supports
the whole rest of that ecosystem,” he said.
Roberts explained that marshes are very important
for the Gulf Coast because they provide protection
for areas farther inland, as well as recreation
and productive fisheries — but they are also very
susceptible to disturbances like oil.
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“When you lose that marsh, you never get it back,”
Roberts said.

Roberts said. “All of those are not very conducive to
long-term survival.”

Fish and Shellfish

Oil contains cancer-causing chemicals, and oiled
seafood is not safe for human consumption.88,89 Oil
can be consumed by plankton, the base of the food
web,90 which feed larger creatures, and those are
consumed by even larger animals. Some of these
toxic chemicals can make their way up the food
chain, eventually into top predators.91

Oily water damages the gills of fish and makes it
harder for them to get enough oxygen.86,87 Oil can
kill fish, as well as their eggs, and can be detrimental
to growth in young fish.68,88 Oil damages the hearts
of bluefin and yellowfin tuna, disrupting swimming
and other behaviors critical for survival.34 Trillions of
larval fish and invertebrates were killed and as many
as billions of fish never reached adulthood.63 The fish
that survived suffered many negative effects from
the oil, including impaired reproduction and
reduced growth.63
In a controlled field experiment, LUMCON
researchers have been testing how fish in wetlands
are impacted by oil exposure. Initial observations
revealed fish exhibited decreased abilities to
perform necessary behaviors, and even higher
exposures proved fatal.
“These are very hardy fish, but [after oil exposure]
they don't feed very well. They don't avoid predators
very well. And they no longer avoid the oil itself,”

Oil and dispersant exposure in young crabs and
oysters can impair development, or cause death.92–94
During the Deepwater Horizon disaster, oil and
damage from cleanup activities led to the loss of
about 8.3 million oysters.26

Oil Removal Impacts
Dispersants
The extensive use of dispersants during the BP
Deepwater Horizon disaster was unprecedented and
controversial.1,95 Dispersants had never been used
at the volume deployed in these cleanup efforts,

31

MAY 2010
Cat Island in Plaquemines Parish, Louisiana was
exposed to Deepwater Horizon oil.
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MARCH 2015
Five years after heavy oil exposure, Cat Island had all
but eroded away.
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nor had they ever been deployed at the source of
flowing oil.1 One 2018 analysis concluded that the
subsurface application of dispersants did not affect
the amount of oil that made it to the surface.14 The
manufacturers of the dispersant refused to make
its formula public, and toxicologists at the time
questioned its safety for humans and animals.1 In
total, almost 2 million gallons of dispersants were
released into the Gulf of Mexico, 700,000 gallons of
which were injected directly at oil spewing from the
wellhead.96 There are many tradeoffs to dispersant
use, balancing potential toxicity with the desire to
decrease surface oil.97 Dispersants can break oil
into smaller droplets but do not remove it from the
environment and the dispersants themselves can kill
marine life, such as blue crabs and coral.95,98,99
“The dispersant and the oil together are worse than
either alone,” Sutton said.
In the case of the BP disaster, it turns out the
dispersants released underwater may not have even
dispersed the oil. Professor Claire Paris-Limouzy
at the University of Miami has been involved in the
Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative on the Deepwater
Horizon since 2010. She found that the models that
the American Petroleum Institute used to inform
the use of dispersants ignored the effects of the high
pressure at the depths of the blowout. She explained
that the models she developed showed that “the free
gas sitting on top of the reservoir expands so rapidly
that it emulsifies the gas-saturated oil even before
it exits the wellhead, atomizing the oil into microdroplets.” In other words, the high-pressure blowout
itself dispersed the oil.
“The naturally dispersed oil cannot be dispersed
further, even with the strongest chemical
dispersants,” she added.

be the case), they also may have shifted the impact
directly into the ocean food chain.

Human Health and Impacted
Communities
Industry and government responders did not
adequately anticipate or address the magnitude
of health impacts from the spill and its aftermath.
Many people experienced respiratory problems,
headaches and stress along with other health issues.1
An NAACP report highlighted negative impacts
to communities of color following the BP disaster,
especially for Gulf residents who were still
recovering from Hurricanes Rita and Katrina.102
While the oil was still gushing, the representatives
from NAACP met with communities in Alabama,
Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi, and described farreaching economic impacts, withering fishing towns,
as well as physical and mental health problems.
Texas Southern University Professor Robert D.
Bullard examined BP’s Oil Waste Spill Summary and
found that as of July 2010, BP had disposed of nearly
40,000 tons of waste from the spill at nine landfills
in Alabama, Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi.103
More than half of those were located in communities
where most residents were people of color, even
though people of color made up only about 26% of
the populations in coastal counties at the time.103
At the time of the spill, Vietnamese Americans
accounted for one-third of all commercial seafood
workers in the Gulf Coast area, and at least 80% of
people in Asian communities in the southeastern
United States relied on the seafood industry for
their livelihood.104

According to this model, in the end, more than half a
million gallons of dispersant may have been released
into the environment for no benefit at all.

“That whole 2010 season … [the] fishing industry was
wiped out for the Vietnamese fishing community,”
said Daniel Le, branch manager of Boat People SOS
in Biloxi, Mississippi.

Generally, dispersing oil may even make its impact
worse, because breaking up the oil makes it small
enough for tiny animals to eat and allows oil to move
up the food chain.91,100 Chemically dispersed oil
has more negative impacts on phytoplankton than
crude oil released from the well.101 So, even though
dispersants were meant to have decreased the
amount of oil washing up on shore (which may not

This Vietnamese American advocacy group provided
assistance to Vietnamese seafood workers after the
disaster. Le said many of these workers had limited
English proficiency and the group assisted with
communications and filing claims for compensation.
Le said Vietnamese immigrants chose the Gulf
Coast because it is a similar climate to Vietnam and
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IMPACT SPOTLIGHT
Brenda Dardar Robichaux
Former Chief, United Houma Nation
Raceland, Louisiana
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The Devastation of
Frontline Communities
“They failed our people,” said Clarice Friloux,
who worked as outreach coordinator
for the United Houma Nation during the
spill recovery. “At one point, I remember
thinking, ‘Wow, this could kill off a whole
generation of Native Americans living off
the coast of Louisiana.’”

should be addressed,” Robichaux said.
“They're just not good stewards with
the land.”

The Houma people say their culture and
land are disappearing underneath
their feet.107

Many Houma people rely on coastal fishing
but were unable to fish for months following
the spill.

The United Houma Nation resides in six
parishes along the southeastern coast
of Louisiana, where about 17,000 tribal
members live along bayous and canals.

“[Fishermen] were concerned about their
livelihood,” Robichaux said. “They were
concerned about paying their bills. … It was
still quite some time before people could
actually go out onto their fishing boats and
begin trawling again.”

“As a Native American, I feel like that's
destroying our earth. It's destroying us and
who we are, who we depend on because
we depend on water and the land. It's in
our DNA. We're protectors, and all I see is
destruction,” Friloux said.

Brenda Dardar Robichaux served as
principal chief of the United Houma Nation
for 13 years. During her tenure, the Houma
community endured Hurricanes Katrina,
Rita, Gustav and Ike — and the Deepwater
Horizon disaster.
“I saw firsthand the devastation, whether it
was loss of livelihood, loss of culture, loss of
land, health. We saw it and lived it on a daily
basis,” Robichaux said. “The fact that BP
could come in and do this to a community
and really not suffer any consequences was
just criminal.”
“What they're allowed to do, the power
they have, the impact they have, negative
impacts on community and people's health

“It was a constant ‘Are we going? Are we
not? When is this season going to open?
What is it going to be like?’” she added.
“They did open up several areas that people
were actually able to go trawl, but there was
always a concern about the safety of the
seafood. You know, what kind of impact the
oil spill has had on it — is it safe?”
The Houma people also navigate by boat
along bayous and canals. In some places,
coastal erosion has “left these waterways
either nonexistent or impassable and in
many cases completely open water that
requires larger vessels for safe travel,”
according to the nation’s official website.

Robichaux said tribal communities along the
coast are growing increasingly concerned
about their future and livelihoods, facing
difficult decisions about whether they can
remain on the coast.
“It's really disheartening to know that even
with the oil spill, even with the downturn
in the economy, people haven't looked in
another direction to be able to … live a life
that is not going to be impacted by oil and
gas, to not live in fear that there's going be
another oil spill,” Robichaux said. “What's
going to happen to our ecosystem? What's
going to happen to people's health?”
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fishing is their livelihood. “When they came over to
the United States, they were quickly trying to find a
profession that could support their family right away
and fishing was the option,” he said.
For many in the Gulf Coast, this fishing tradition has
been passed down for generations.
A survey of Vietnamese-speaking people after the
spill showed people struggling with loss of income,
loss of employment and inability to pay bills.105
National Public Radio reported the Deepwater
Horizon disaster hurt the business of Vietnamese
shrimpers, crabbers and oystermen, many of whom
ran into difficulties receiving assistance from BP
because the programs were not set up to effectively
communicate with fishermen who spoke
limited English.106
“Ten years removed from the BP oil spill — the
community is still reeling from the impact. For the
past two or three years, for the peak fishing season,
50% to 75% of the small fishing fleet were idle
because there weren’t shrimp, crab or oysters to
be harvested,” Le said. “That leads to a lot of people
losing their jobs, losing their boat, losing their home,
not able to pay rent, loss of power and utilities. It was
a whole host of stuff that came out of
that devastation.”

Health of Response Workers
More than 100,000 people were involved in the BP
Deepwater Horizon response and potentially exposed
to oil or chemical dispersants.15 Cleanup workers
responding to a spill can be exposed to oil for months
through direct contact or breathing in fumes. In
one study, crude oil exposure was reported by more
than 50% of responders.108 Crude oil exposure was
linked to coughing, shortness of breath, wheezing,
headaches, lightheadedness/dizziness, skin rashes/
itching, diarrhea, stomach pain, nausea/vomiting
and painful/burning urination during deployment.108
Long-term studies found that oil-exposed
responders had higher risk of chronic respiratory
conditions, asthma and skin conditions.108
Dispersant exposure can have longer-term impacts
as well. It was linked to tightness in the chest and
burning in the nose, eyes and lungs that could
continue for years after exposure.16 Workers showed
persistent or worsening health problems even seven
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years after the Deepwater Horizon disaster, including
blood disorders and heart problems.17
But exposure to oil was not the only threat to health.
One “cleanup” strategy involved burning the oil. This
causes air pollution, including emissions of harmful
gases and particles that can be inhaled by cleanup
workers and the public.109

Mental Health
Exposure to an oil spill is also linked to depression
and mental distress.110 A 2010 Gallup survey
of nearly 2,600 Gulf Coast residents revealed
that medical diagnoses of depressive illness had
increased by 25% since the rig explosion.111 The
“well-being index” included in the Gallup poll showed
that coastal residents reported being stressed,
worried and sad more often than their inland
counterparts.111 Adults and children who were
directly exposed to oil were on average twice as
likely to report new physical or mental health issues
as those who were not.112 Between April and June
2010, the Administration for Children and Families
observed a spike in calls to the National Domestic
Violence Hotline from Gulf Coast states, most
notably in Louisiana.1

Economic Losses
Seafood and Fisheries
More than a third of federal waters off Louisiana
were closed to fishing at one time following the
disaster, negatively impacting commercial fisheries.
This involved more than 88,000 square miles, an
area about the size of North and South
Carolina combined.113,114
A government study calculated that the BP disaster
reduced total sales in the seafood industry —
including from fishermen, dealers, processors,
distributors, restaurants and markets — by as
much as roughly $950 million.6 This loss rippled
throughout the Gulf economy and did not only
impact fishermen. This also translated into lost jobs
that depend on the spending of those in the fishing
industry, as well as losses in business taxes that
governments rely on to provide services.6

Fishermen who make a living on the Gulf also face
the uncertainty of the long-term effects on
fish populations.
“There's some evidence that oil has already gotten
into bluefin tuna stocks. We've seen it in shrimp
after the spill,” Clifton Nunnally of LUMCON said.
“But how long that's going to stay around and where
that's going to manifest itself is something we
don't know.”

Tourism and Recreation
NOAA’s damage assessment concluded that the
BP disaster directly reduced popular recreational
activities, including boating, fishing and beach visits
between May 2010 and November 2011.26 This
translated to a loss in the recreation industry of
more than $500 million.2
More than 10 million user-days of beach, fishing
and boating activity were lost due to the spill.80
Respondents in the National Coastal Activity Survey
were asked whether they had canceled a trip to the
Gulf as a result of the spill. Approximately 10% of
the sample reported having done so — representing
about 2.3 million people.115

Real Estate
The BP disaster reduced real estate values
throughout the Gulf Coast region.5 Even the
perception of oiled beaches affected real estate
values. St. Petersburg, Florida experienced an 8%
reduction in year-over-year sales, even though home
sales had been climbing before the spill, and its
waters and beaches were clean.5
According to appraisers, 24% of real estate brokers
reported a negative impact of the Deepwater Horizon
disaster on their markets.5 Most brokers reported
prices between 5% and 15% lower than the year
prior to the spill.5 A recent study of housing markets
across the Gulf Coast region found a decline in house
prices between 4% and 8% that persisted for at least
five years.25

BP Settlement
Ultimately, BP and its industry partners settled with
the federal and Gulf state governments for $20.8
billion.116 This was the largest environmental damage
settlement in U.S. history.117 Additional private claim
payments were estimated at $14.8 billion.117 While
many were compensated for their losses, permanent
impacts remain.
“There was a settlement,” MacQueen said. “Yes,
some people were able to get reimbursed — but
some people are left out in the cold.”
MacQueen was among the coastal residents who
received some compensation from BP but noted that
others impacted did not have the resources to hire
an attorney or the knowledge of how to pursue a
settlement.
“The whole bureaucratic process was so frustrating
because you would go to one person, they would
refer you to someone else,” MacQueen said, adding
the chain of communication that would often get lost
along the way. “It was a desperate situation.”
Robichaux’s father — a lifelong fisherman — was
unable to fish in the wake of the BP disaster. She
worked alongside her father in an effort to secure
compensation for his losses.
“The whole process was insane. … I've lost my
religion quite a few times over it,” she said. “We'd
have meetings with BP officials. We went to every
public hearing there was. ... We left a meeting with
BP after he was denied like three times. ... It’s like
they were invalidating his entire life, his entire
existence. … And for the first time I saw him cry.”
“The whole situation with BP trying to compensate
the community, whether it was for loss of income,
whether it was for loss of property, whether it was
loss of health, they really didn’t compensate people
the way that they should have,” Robichaux said.
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IMPACT SPOTLIGHT
Julian MacQueen
Innisfree Hotels
Pensacola, Florida
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Oil Soaks Beaches and
Sinks Economies
For decades, Julian MacQueen has
operated a chain of hotels along the
eastern Gulf Coast. As a coastal business
owner dependent on tourism, he was
aware of certain risks that might impact
his hotels — Deepwater Horizon was not
one of them.
“I thought there would be a major
hurricane or there'd be some economic
disaster. But oil from three states away
coming in and destroying everything I
spent 30 years to create — that never
occurred to me,” MacQueen said.
“The BP oil spill was probably one of the
single most horrific events of my career,”
he added.
As news of the rig explosion and ongoing
spill spread, new reservations suddenly
stopped — before oil even made its way
across the Gulf to the sandy shores of his
beachfront properties.
“It was the prospect of it coming to the
beach that stopped everybody from
making any reservations,” he said.
MacQueen said the impact of the spill
erased about three years of growth for

his business. The drop in tourism lingered
long after the Deepwater Horizon disaster.

was to work at the beach,” he added. “And
now it's gone.”

“[Tourists] break habits that they had to
come to Pensacola Beach, and they go to
Myrtle Beach or they go to the mountains
or they go down further south in Florida.
They go anywhere but Pensacola. And
so those vacation cycles are broken,”
MacQueen said.

MacQueen sought a settlement with
BP, which he said was a complicated and
drawn out process.

In Pensacola, the sugar-white sand
turned black. Eventually, the decrease in
vacationers to MacQueen’s hotels meant
he would have to downsize. He laid off
250 employees across his hotels.
“It's a very painful process to say we no
longer have tourists here, and therefore,
we have to lay you off because we
simply don't have the money to pay you,”
MacQueen said. “In our case, we had
about 250 people we had to lay off. And
every one of them has a child or a spouse
or other dependents.”
“It's heartbreaking to walk up to
somebody and tell them that you have to
lay them off when they're depending on
that job and they've maybe moved here
from another place. And their life dream

“I've got resources to fight it, and I was
feeling helpless. I can’t imagine what
people that don't have the resources and
the experience that I have, what they
must feel like,” MacQueen said.
“I've heard horror stories, real disaster
stories of people losing their homes and
having to move back in with their parents.
I can't imagine the helplessness that
must be there when something like
this happens.”
MacQueen said just thinking about the
negative impact of the spill can still make
him nauseous to this day — impacts
endured by so many along the coast.
“There are thousands of oil rigs out there,”
he added. “And the probability of this
happening again, if nothing has been done
as a result, is it's just a matter of time.”
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Oil can injure or kill
whole communities of
animals and plants.
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Deepwater Horizon’s Deadly Impacts:

150+
dead dolphins

up to

170,000
dead sea turtles

and whales

TRILLIONS
up to

800,000
birds died

of larval fish and
invertebrates killed

8.3
M
oysters killed
22%
DECREASE
in Bryde’s whale population
45
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Other Impacts of
Offshore Drilling
A massive spill is the nightmare scenario, but this is not the only impact
coastal communities face if President Trump moves forward with his plan to
expand drilling to nearly all U.S. waters.

Industrial Infrastructure
Accompanies Offshore Drilling
Oil rigs far offshore not only impact the shoreline
when they spill, but they also transform the
landscape of coastal communities with unsightly
industrial infrastructure.
“There are hundreds of pipelines that run through
our wetlands. There are hundreds of navigation
canals that have been cut to get ships here. There
are rail yards and railroads,” Sarthou said. “When the
oil industry establishes itself, the production of oil is
only a small part of the impact it has on the area.”
Offshore drilling in the Gulf of Mexico has a massive
footprint. According to government data, there are
around 2,000 offshore platforms and more than
26,000 miles of pipeline in the Gulf, more than
enough to circle the Earth.21
There are so many rigs in the Gulf of Mexico that it
can be difficult to tell the difference between the
sky and the water at night. MacQueen, who is also a
pilot, described flying over the Gulf at night.
“When you look at the number of oil wells or oil rigs
in the Gulf of Mexico and you look at the stars, you
can't make any difference out. It's solid; there is no
horizon. It's dotted like stars in the Gulf of Mexico,”
he said.

When that oil comes to shore, it needs to be stored,
processed and transported. This means pipelines,
oil trains, storage facilities, canals, tankers and
refineries. Each step in the production, refining
and transportation processes presents a risk for an
accident or spill.
This infrastructure is not just dangerous. It can
also be a blight, transforming a coastal beach
town into something more industrial and less
attractive to tourists. An analysis from the Southern
Environmental Law Center found that counties
without offshore drilling infrastructure — like
pipelines and refineries — netted twice as many

If it's not seen, no
one knows, no one
cares anymore.
CLARICE FRILOUX
FORMER OUTREACH COORDINATOR
FOR HOUMA NATION
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tourism dollars per capita when compared to other
Gulf counties and parishes.118 The average per capita
GDP generated by tourism was more than $1,300
in areas without offshore infrastructure. But where
refineries are present and pipelines come ashore, the
per capita tourism take was less than $700.118
Thriving tourism, recreation and fisheries industries
across the Pacific, Atlantic and Florida’s Gulf Coasts
generate more than 2.6 million jobs, and more than
$180 billion in GDP.24 Those are jobs and revenue
that would be under direct threat from spills,
pollution and the industrialization of the coasts if the
plans to expand drilling move forward.
Onshore infrastructure destroys coastal land and
beaches, resulting in losses for the tourism industry
and destruction of wildlife. Louisiana’s canals,
many of which were constructed for offshore oil
production and exploration, have contributed to
extensive loss of habitat, as saltwater from the Gulf
intrudes on brackish and freshwater wetlands, killing
plants and wildlife.119 Louisiana is losing, on average,
roughly a football field of wetland every 100
minutes.120 From 1932 to 2016, Louisiana’s coastal
zone has lost approximately 1,866 square miles,
which is about 25% of its area, or an average loss
of 22 square miles per year.120 These wetlands are
natural barriers, so their loss increases the damages
from future storms and oil spills.119

Communities of Color Are
Disproportionately Impacted
With each new addition of oil drilling infrastructure,
the risks to communities and the environment
increase. But not all risks are equal. Communities
of color are often disproportionately impacted by
environmental pollution.
According to a 2017 NAACP report on energy
infrastructure, African Americans are exposed
to 38% more polluted air than white Americans,
and they are 75% more likely to live in “fenceline” communities neighboring industrial sites
than other Americans.121 In the U.S., most of these
communities are low-income and communities of
color “who experience systemic oppression such as
environmental racism,” according to the report.
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More than 1 million African Americans live within a
half mile of an oil and gas facility.121 Those within this
half-mile radius face potential health impacts from
oil and gas toxic air pollution.
“It is not a coincidence that so many African
Americans live near oil [and] gas development.
Historically, polluting facilities have often been sited
in or near African American communities,” the report
states. “Companies take advantage of communities
that have low levels of political power. In these
communities, companies may face lower transaction
costs associated with getting needed permits,
and they have more of an ability to influence local
government in their favor.”

Waste: A Constant Source of
Pollution
In addition to the ever-present threat of another BPlevel disaster, the oil industry is a constant source
of pollution for communities and the environment.
Along with hundreds of spills each year, the industry
creates waste simply through its standard operating
procedures of drilling and moving oil and gas.22,122
The waste includes radioactive materials, polluted
water, sludges and sediments.122 More than 18 billion
barrels of waste fluids from oil and gas production
are generated annually in the United States.123
When the waste is not properly disposed, it can
lead to ground and surface water contamination
and threaten people’s drinking water.123 Oil and
gas production can generate radioactive sludge
and polluted wastewater that is hazardous to the
workers tending it, as well as nearby residents.123
According to the EPA, the risks to people working
or living near a disposal site include radiation,
inhalation of contaminated dust, contaminated well
water or contaminated food.123 But many exploration
and production wastes are legally considered “nonhazardous” based on how the waste is produced,
not what it contains.18,124 In other words, waste that
contains a chemical like benzene, which is known
to cause leukemia, is considered hazardous by the
EPA — but if it is used in oil and gas production, it
is exempt from the agency’s safety regulations.18,20
Despite the federal legal distinction, using benzene

in oil and gas production does not make it any
less dangerous.
The year before the industry’s special exemption
went into place, the EPA sampled materials from
several oil and gas waste sites. The agency found
pollutants at levels that exceeded100 times EPA's
health-based standards.125 These included benzene,
phenanthrene, lead, arsenic, barium, antimony,
fluoride and uranium.125
Reporting by the Associated Press, following the
passage of the exemption, quoted an EPA employee
as saying, “This is the first time in the history of
environmental regulation of hazardous wastes that
the EPA has exempted a powerful industry from
regulation for solely political reasons, despite a
scientific determination of the hazardousness of
the wastes.”126
Investigative journalists at the DeSmog Blog also
uncovered documents, including letters between
lawmakers and industry executives, showing clear
pressure from the industry to get the oil and gas
exemption through the EPA.19

“All our lives, we swam in the bayous and we knew
there were pipelines crossing in the waterways.
We knew that. We could see the abandoned wells,
but never thought that … we would have an oilfield
waste site,” Friloux said.
“It was the smell that really caught us,” she said.
Friloux said the facility gave off an odor on and off
throughout the years. “We were told that [the waste]
was saltwater at one point,” she said. “They were
bringing in sludge and it was mixed with saltwater.
We had no idea. We had no reason to doubt what
they were telling us.”
People started getting sick, experiencing nosebleeds
and having trouble breathing, Friloux said.
“All we asked for was to be able to breathe clean air
just like everyone else,” she said.
People may think that the government will protect
them from the offshore oil and gas industry’s waste,
but the industry has secured special exemptions.
Frontline communities have been left out of decision
making and are consequently more vulnerable to the
industry’s impacts.

Seismic Airgun Blasting

You can travel down
any highway in
Louisiana, and you're
going to see a pipeline
somewhere.
CLARICE FRILOUX
FORMER OUTREACH COORDINATOR
FOR HOUMA NATION

Waste from the oil and gas industry is often dumped
in communities that may not know the
potential danger.

Before companies begin drilling for oil, they have
to find it. The very search itself can be devastating
to ocean wildlife and ecosystems. This requires
geological and geophysical permits for oil and gas
exploration, allowing companies to use seismic
airgun blasting. This is an extremely loud and
dangerous process used to search for potential oil
and gas below the ocean’s surface and is the first
step toward offshore drilling. Large ships tow arrays
of airguns that send dynamite-like blasts of sound
through the water column and down into the sea
floor in search of oil. These blasts are one of the
loudest manmade sounds in the ocean.127 Blasts
are repeated as often as every 10 seconds for days,
weeks or months at a time.128,129
For many marine animals, sound plays an essential
role in feeding, mating, communicating and avoiding
predators. The threats of underwater noise to
marine life are well-documented, including stress,
injury and disruption of important life activities,
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which lead to increased risk of death and lowered
reproductive success.130–134 An extensive body of
research demonstrates the serious threat of seismic
airgun blasting to marine animals.135 Airgun noise
can reduce catch rates for fish and disrupt vital
behaviors in marine mammals, like dolphins
and whales.136,137
Noise from airguns can disturb, injure or even
kill marine animals of all sizes, from zooplankton
which make up the base of the food web, to large
whales.136,138–142 According to the government’s own
estimates, the proposed plans for seismic surveys
in the Atlantic Ocean would cause hundreds of
thousands of injuries and disturbances to marine
mammals like dolphins and whales.129 A healthy
ocean teeming with marine life is critical for tourism,
fishing and recreation — important drivers of a
coastal economy.
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Climate Change
“Burning [oil] is causing climate change, that's proven
beyond the shadow of a doubt. And the oil itself is a
toxic substance,” ecologist Tracey Sutton said. “We
need to treat oil as something we need to get
away from.”
Oil spills, coastal industrialization and pollution
from oil and gas development are immediate
threats to coastal communities. Doubling down
on fossil fuels when we should be moving toward
a carbon-neutral economy is foolish. Among the
greatest threats to our ocean include rising sea
temperature and ocean acidification, caused largely
by emissions from burning fossil fuels.143 If we keep
burning fossil fuels at current rates, the expected
increases in temperature, changes in precipitation,
increase in extreme weather and rising sea levels

will wreak havoc on not only coastal communities,
but also cause global geopolitical instability due to
displacement of massive numbers of people affected
by food insecurity and extreme weather events.144,145
A report from the research and advocacy group Oil
Change International found the costs associated
with burning fossil fuels, including public health and
environmental impacts, range from $350 billion
to $501 billion annually.146 The first of many steps
to mitigate a climate disaster is ending new oil and
gas development, and sharply decreasing current
production. Expanding offshore drilling has no place
in a carbon-neutral future.
“Eventually we have to replace fossil fuel as an
energy source. It's not sustainable in the first place.
And the damages can be horrific,” Sutton said.

Burning [oil] is causing
climate change, that's
proven beyond the
shadow of a doubt. And
the oil itself is a toxic
substance.
TRACEY SUTTON
NOVA SOUTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
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Industry's False
Promises
The oil industry touts jobs, economic development and energy independence
as reasons why coastal residents and their elected representatives should
support the expansion of drilling off our coasts. But industry claims do not
stand up to scrutiny.

Jobs
The Trump administration’s proposal to expand
offshore drilling threatens more than 2.6 million jobs
and nearly $180 billion in GDP in U.S. East and West
Coast states.23,24 This is for only two years’ worth of
oil and just over one year’s worth of gas, at current
consumption rates.24 Oil and gas are finite resources.
When the oil runs out, so do the jobs. If ocean
resources are protected and well-managed, tourism,
fishing and recreation will support local economies
for generations to come.

Energy Independence
Energy efficiency improvements and renewable
energy sector growth are making significant
contributions to the United States’ energy
independence. In September 2019, the U.S. exported
more petroleum products than it imported.147
“Oil and gas development is a reality in the Gulf of
Mexico, at least the western and central Gulf. But
they have not learned the lesson of the disasters
here,” Sarthou said. “The record shows that we still
have thousands of [chemical and oil] spills every
year. The infrastructure is getting older, and we are

having more and more problems with it. And the
[government] is clearly unwilling to
regulate industry.”
“I can tell you from experience that once the oil
industry gets anchored in an area, then there's no
going back. So, why even start?” Sarthou said.

I think about it,
especially when I see
people thinking that
it's not going to happen
again. ... It will. It's
going to happen again.
CLARICE FRILOUX
FORMER OUTREACH COORDINATOR
FOR HOUMA NATION
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Opposition Is Strong
Policymakers, business owners and communities up and
down the Atlantic and Pacific Coasts agree: Expanded
offshore drilling is not needed nor wanted.
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Over 380 East and West Coast municipalities.

More than 2,300 local, state and federal
elected officials.

All the governors along the East and West Coasts
— Republicans and Democrats alike.

Alliances representing over 56,000 businesses
and 500,000 fishing families.
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Recommendations
President Trump should halt all efforts to
expand offshore drilling to new areas.
Expanding offshore drilling to new areas is
expanding risk to human health, ecosystems
and economies. Tourism, fishing and recreation
industries currently contribute millions of jobs and
billions in revenue to coastal states. Threatening
these with unsafe offshore drilling and its risks is
shortsighted and dangerous.

President Trump should direct BSEE to
seek transformative changes to the
industry’s safety culture and reverse
efforts to weaken safety regulations.
Poor safety culture in the oil industry prior to the
BP Deepwater Horizon disaster fed the conditions
that led to it. Ten years later, little has changed
and BSEE gutted the very precautions put in place
after the BP disaster. BSEE should restore safety
measures it removed from the Production Safety
Systems Rule and Well Control Rule. Additionally,
the industry needs drastic safety reforms in the
drilling operations currently underway that are still
resulting in hundreds of oil spills every year.

President Trump should direct BOEM
to deny all pending geological and
geophysical seismic permits for oil and
gas in the Atlantic Ocean.

issue permits to companies that want to blast the
Atlantic Ocean with noise, looking for oil reserves
that should never be tapped in the first place.

Congress should enact a moratorium on
expanded offshore drilling.
For nearly three decades, Congress restricted
spending on outer continental shelf (OCS) oil
and gas leasing and drilling activities through
moratoria renewed annually in appropriations
bills. These restrictions were enacted via the
annual appropriations in the Interior-Environment
Appropriations bill. Congress should reinstate
offshore drilling moratoria once again in the FY 2021
bill, and continue to do so, as long as permanent
protections are not in place.

Congress should incentivize investments
in clean, renewable energy.
We must rapidly end our reliance on fossil fuels and
accelerate the transition to clean, renewable energy
like offshore wind and solar power to avert the
worst impacts of climate change. Congress should
enact incentives for investments in developing clean
energy to help reduce our energy-related emissions
that fuel climate change.

Seismic airgun blasting is dangerous and harmful to
marine wildlife. Seismic airgun blasting can disrupt,
injure or even kill marine animals from the smallest
zooplankton to the largest whales. BOEM should not
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Conclusion
This Will Happen Again:
Where They Drill, They Spill.
President Obama finalized the current 2017-2022
five-year program in 2016.150 This plan had initially
slated a large area off the U.S. Atlantic Coast to be
included in offshore oil and gas leasing. However,
the voices of opposition from coastal communities
and businesses made their way to Washington, and
the president listened. His final plan protected the
Atlantic Ocean and portions of the Arctic Ocean
from new offshore drilling.150
But President Trump proposed to reverse those
protections in his 2019-2024 draft proposal. It
outlined a massive expansion of oil and gas drilling
to more than 90% of all federal waters throughout
the Atlantic, Pacific and Arctic oceans, as well as off
Florida’s Gulf Coast.23,29
At stake are thriving fishing and tourism businesses,
healthy marine ecosystems and coastal ways of
life. Ten years ago, we saw the inevitable result of
what happens when we recklessly chase oil deep
below the ocean surface. People’s health and safety
are put at risk, ecosystems are irrevocably altered,
and economies are shaken. The inadequate safety
culture that led to the BP disaster continues to
allow hundreds of spills to happen every year. As it
stands, another disaster at the scale of Deepwater
Horizon could happen any day. Considering how
unsafe offshore oil and gas drilling is, expanding
these activities to new areas is shortsighted and
dangerous. Protections from new offshore drilling
currently in place must remain.

Without forceful opposition, the plans to drill off our
coasts could move forward. Coastal communities
must continue to be vocal and active in this interim
stage, as President Trump decides when and where
to expand offshore drilling. The lessons from the Gulf
of Mexico are clear. We must act on these painful
lessons and halt all efforts to expand offshore
drilling activities.

I can tell you from
experience that once
the oil industry gets
anchored in an area,
then there's no going
back. So why even
start?
CYN SARTHOU
HEALTHY GULF
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#ProtectOurCoast
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Oceana.org/ActNow
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