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One of the most notorious water pollutants is oil. Historic oil drilling and oil spills have caused 
irreparable damage to the environment. The United States’ dependency upon offshore drilling 
methods has resulted in a large proportion of oil spills occurring in marine areas. Most oil spills 
are small and remain hidden to the public eye. Larger oil spills do occur less frequently, but are 
absolutely destructive to the ecosystem. 
 
The main source of damage from oil spills is the oil itself. Oil will cover the surface of water, sink 
to various depths in the water column, and will wash ashore to land. ​Spilled oil coats every 
surface it covers, from bird feathers to grains of sand.​ For birds, oil coating the feathers can 
prevent them from flying. Oil may also disrupt a bird’s natural waterproofing and insulation. 
Without their natural insulation, birds are unable to regulate their body temperature (West, 

2014). Whales and dolphins coated by 
oil will experience trouble breathing as 
the oil covers their blowholes and sinks 
into the lungs (New England Aquarium, 
2014). Ingestion and absorption of oil 
causes illness in both plants and 
animals. As oil sinks into deeper water 
it will cause damage to underwater 
plant life, fish, and the tiny organisms 
that play an essential role in the global 
food chain.  
 
The most common methods utilized to 
clean up an oil spill involve (Ocean 
Portal, 2018): 
➢ Barriers​ ​- floating booms to 

stop the spread of surface oil.  
➢ Skimming​ ​- boats that skim 

water from the ocean’s surface to 
collect oil. 
➢ Sorbents​ ​- sponges, peat 

moss, straw, sand and other naturally 
absorbent materials to soak up oil. 

➢ Dispersants​ ​- chemicals that break oil down into smaller particles that mix with water. 
Oil is a ​hydrophobic ​solution, and does not mix with water. Thus, oil can congregate in 
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high concentration and form oil slicks. Dispersants 
break oil into small particles that are degraded much 
more quickly than the large particles.  

Containment and cleanup ​methods can remove water, plant 
life, and sand​ from shores near the spill. ​Chemicals​ used to 
break down the oil can have ​harmful effects on wildlife and 
the health of response teams​. Further, the disposal of oil 
collected during cleanup activities has lasting effects on the 
environment. The ​oil must be reused or disposed of 
properly​. On many occasions, the oil is incinerated or buried 
in a landfill.  

Oil is a key component to modern society. It is unrealistic to 
stop the use of petroleum completely. However,​ reducing 
society’s dependence on oil​, ​exploring safer transport 
methods​, and ​developing more efficient ways to clean up 
spilled oil​ could all reduce the negative impact oil has on the 
environment. 

Sources 
https://ocean.si.edu/conservation/pollution/gulf-oil-spill 
https://www.thoughtco.com/environmental-consequences-of-oil-spills-1204088 
https://www.neaq.org/blog/dangers-of-offshore-oil-and-gas-event/ 
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