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The True Cost of the BP Oil Spill for People,

Communities, and the Environment

Calculating economic and environmental damages from any oil spill, let alone a spill the size of BP’s

Deepwater Horizon is a difficult job. This difficulty arises for many reasons: our economic system does not

directly value wildlife killed or damaged; it is hard to calculate the very tangible ecosystem services that are

impaired when parts of the environment like marshes are oiled and die. Also, the spill resulted in some

immediate, obvious effects we can measure today but there also will be long term, subtle impacts that are just

beginning to be identified. For example, certain fish populations in Alaska did not crash until three years after

the Exxon-Valdez spill.

Nonetheless, we do have some information about the early ecological damages from this spill, some proxy

information for the economic impact of the spill; and some projections of economic damage based on prior

large spills. For example, claims and payments against the Gulf Coast Claims Facility represent some portion of

the lost income of those who made a living off the Gulf as fishermen or from tourism that was decimated.

Payments to governments by BP for lost sales and income taxes have been made in some cases; and we can

enumerate the number of birds, dolphins, and sea turtles thought to have died from the oil.

Economic Damage

o Businesses of all types and individuals have been paid more than $4 billion in economic damages thus

far from BP directly and the Gulf Coast Claims Facility. Almost 100,000 businesses have made a claim

for economic damages; 405,000 individuals have made such claims. The facility has said it will not

entertain health claims, so there may be another class of injured parties in the Gulf. Of more than one

half million claims so far, as of April 16th, only 116,000 claims –less than one quarter-- had been paid in

full. The cost of economic damages could easily swell many times higher than the first $4 billion.i

o BP has paid $713 million for lost tax revenues in advance to the Louisiana, Alabama, Florida, and Texas

state governments.ii The state of Alabama is pursuing a lawsuit against BP for further economic

damages,iii and Mississippi is considering a lawsuit as well, which could bring this total even higher.iv

o The fishing industry has suffered greatly from the oil spill. The Deepwater Horizon disaster cost Gulf

state fishermen over $172 million in commercial fish landings in 2010 through October (the last month

for which fish landings were available) compared to landings through the same period in 2009.

Obviously, the full year cost will be higher; and this number is for landings which are the first sales of

fish and shellfish and do not reflect the added income that comes from processing and wholesale sales.v



o Oyster beds were decimated by the oil spill and subsequent efforts to protect estuaries, in some

states by as much as 50%.vi Experts estimate that it will take Louisiana oyster beds from three to

ten years to recover.

o The public views Gulf seafood as potentially contaminated by oil; demand and prices have

dropped accordingly. In a study commissioned by the Louisiana Seafood Promotion Board, 70%

of consumers polled expressed some level of concern about seafood safety following the Gulf oil

spill and 23% have reduced their consumption of Gulf seafood. It is unclear if, and when,

customers will perceive Gulf seafood as safe enough to buy in former quantities.vii

o We do not know how future populations of shrimp, crabs, oysters and fish will be affected by the

oil spill and whether contaminants from the spill will work their way up the food chain rendering

any of them unfit to eat. viii

o A respected economics consulting firm, Oxford Economics, puts damage to tourism in the Gulf over the

next three years at $7 - $23 billion. This is based on the tourism losses from prior oil spills around the

world and the amount of time it took for tourists to resume previous vacation and recreation patterns. ix

o Despite dozens of public statements by industry and members of Congress that the oil and gas industry

in the Gulf lost thousands and thousands of jobs because of the oil spill and temporary deepwater

moratorium, Bureau of Labor Statistics data show that oil industry employment has actually grown in

the Gulf since the spill. Federal data in Table 3 show that the oil and gas industry grew by 20,000 new

jobs between November 2009 and November 2010. Other data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics show

that from March 2010 (the month before the oil spill) to March 2011, the Mining and Logging Industry

which includes most oil and gas jobs in Gulf states had increased employment by more than 32,000

jobs.x

o Even the pro-oil industry Wall Street Journal now admits that predictions of disaster for the oil industry

from the administration’s temporary drilling moratorium have not come to pass. In addition to finding

increased employment in cities with high concentrations of oil industry jobs, a recent article quotes Don

Briggs, President of the Louisiana Oil and Gas Association, saying, “We gave all these doom and gloom

figures and there’s no blood in the water.”xi

Environmental Indicators of Damage

Unlike prior oil spills that occurred on the ocean’s surface, the BP oil spill occurred one mile down and

dispersants were injected into the gushing plume of oil to purposely break up the oil into tiny, easily dispersed

droplets for much of the spill. These tiny droplets are much more available to living things than nondispersed

oil. While some oil reached the surface of the Gulf, a lot of the oil and gas stayed deep down because of high

pressures and low temperatures and use of dispersants at the wellhead. This means that the BP oil spill caused

the traditional kinds of damage that oil spills do at the surface like oiling beaches, coating birds, causing marsh

grass to die and poisoning wildlife that eat or lick the oil off their bodies. But it also means that unusual areas

of the Gulf have also been affected. Scientists have found oil covering very large areas of ocean bottom and

plumes of oil and natural gas were detected tens of miles away from the wellhead in the water column. Oil and

gas in the water column has four types of impacts: toxicity to organisms on the bottom and in the water column,

smothering organisms on the bottom when it settles out, loading the water column with many more times the

normal amount of organic material, and indirect effects on the food chain.

Therefore, scientists will have to look in places and for impacts that they do not have to assess in more

traditional oil spills that mostly stay on the surface. Fine dispersal of oil in the water column also magnifies its

impact on plankton that are at the base of the marine food chain and on the floating eggs and larvae of fish,



shellfish, shrimp, crabs, and other wildlife in sensitive growth stages. The impact of these effects will take some

time to be seen. For example, it will take two to three years to see if the crab population of the Gulf has been

affected by the spill and four to six years to see if the spill affected blue fin tuna spawning in the waters near

BP’s well.

Some of the unusual initial impacts of the BP spill that have been found include:

o Thick oil rich sediment covering large areas of the ocean floor that appears to have smothered

invertebrates, soft corals, sea fans and other things that live on the bottom.

o Large plumes of oil and gas droplets have been discovered at great depths where they stimulate growth

of bacteria who depress the levels of oxygen in the water column.

What we know definitively so far includes:

o According to official statistics from the Department of the Interior and the Deepwater Horizon Unified

Command, the spill resulted in the death of 6,045 birdsxii, 609 marine turtlesxiii and over 100 sea

mammalsxiv. It is also clear that many dead or dying animals were never recovered; they sank,

decomposed, or died in inaccessible places back in marshes. In fact, scientists estimate that the real

number of dolphin fatalities related to the oil spill may be 50 times higher than the number of dolphin

carcasses recovered.xv

o Recently, there have been reports of an unusually large number --over 300-- of bottlenose dolphin deaths

in the Gulf after the oil spill started, especially among very young dolphins. There have been so many

that the event has been labeled an ‘unusual mortality event’.xvi While scientists are still studying what

caused these dolphins to die, it seems plausible that the oil spill and resulting contamination of their

environment and food have something to do with it.

o Over 1,000 miles of shoreline were heavily or moderately oiled at the peak of the oil spill and about 60

miles of such shoreline still exist.xvii

o At the peak of fishing closures, over 88,000 square miles of the Gulf of Mexico were closed to

commercial and recreational fishing.xviii This is an area equivalent to the state of Utah, the thirteenth

largest state in the U.S. At one time or another, oil covered approximately 40,000 square miles of the

Gulf.

o Recently, marine biologists from Penn State University discovered a massive coral die-off on the sea

floor of the Gulf at 4,500 ft, an area where large plumes of dispersed oil were drifting. While the

scientists involved cannot say for certain that this die-off was linked to the spill, they have said that the

corals’ proximity to the spill is “a smoking gun”. xix
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Table 1

Damages Paid for BP’s Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill, as of April 2011xx

Total

Number

Claimants,

GCCF



Percentage of

Claimants Paid

Final Claim by

GCCF



Amount Paid by

GCCF (in dollars)



Total

Number

Claimants,

BP



Amount Paid by

BP (in dollars)xxi



504,798



23%



$3,844,612,000



154,000



$399,000,000.00 $4,243,000,000



Total Amount Paid to

Individual Claimants/

Victims of Oil Spill



Table 2

Loss of Value of Commercial Fish Landings for Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, and Mississippi

Due to BP Oil Spillxxii

Alabama



Florida



Louisiana



Mississippi



2009 Value



$35,087,022.53



$85,863,295.74



$277,047,041.33



$19,805,736.00



2010 Value



$12,928,529.04



$82,255,741.99



$143,795,499.12



$6,798,473.00



Difference



-$22,158,493.49



-$3,607,553.75



-$133,251,542.21



-$13,007,263.00



Table 3

Difference in Employment for Mining &amp; Logging Industry: Nov 2009-Nov 2010 xxiii

( in Thousands of Jobs)

Oil &amp; Gas

Extraction



Crude Oil &amp;

Natural Gas



Drilling



Support for

Drilling Activities



-0.1



-0.4



-0.2



+0.1



Alabama

Louisiana

Mississippi

Texas



+4.1



+20.2



i



Gulf Coast Claims Facility, Available at: http://www.gulfcoastclaimsfacility.com/GCCF_Overall_Status_Report.pdf Accessed on 19

April, 2011



ii



See above end note.



Claims and Government Payments, Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill, Public Report,

http://www.bp.com/liveassets/bp_internet/globalbp/globalbp_uk_english/incident_response/STAGING/local_assets/downloads_pdfs/

Public_Report_2.3.11.pdf

iii



“Alabama files suit against BP, Transocean.” CNN Wire Staff, 13 August 2010. Available at: http://articles.cnn.com/2010-0813/us/alabama.bp.lawsuit_1_bp-deepwater-horizon-oil-spill-alabama?_s=PM:US Accessed on 19 April 19, 2011

iv



“Mississippi lawsuit still being evaluated, says Jim Hood.” The Associated Press, 17 August 2010. Available at:

http://blog.gulflive.com/mississippi-press-news/2010/08/mississippi_lawsuit_against_bp.html Accessed on 19 April 2011.

v



Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission, Yearly Summary Landings: http://www.gsmfc.org/#:links@11:content@10 Accessed on

18 April 2011.



vi



The Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and the Gulf of Mexico Fishing Industry. Upton, Harold F., Analyst in Natural Resources Policy

for the Congressional Research Service. Page 5. Available at: http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41640.pdf Accessed on 19 April

2011.

vii



The Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and the Gulf of Mexico Fishing Industry. Upton, Harold F., Analyst in Natural Resources Policy

for the Congressional Research Service. Page 3. Available at: http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41640.pdf Accessed on 19 April

2011.

viii



The Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and the Gulf of Mexico Fishing Industry. Upton, Harold F., Analyst in Natural Resources Policy

for the Congressional Research Service. Pages 5-6. Available at: http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41640.pdf Accessed on 19 April

2011.

ix



Oxford Economics, Potential Impact of the Gulf Oil Spill on Tourism, U.S. Travel Association, August 2010, p. 19 Available at:

http://www.ustravel.org/sites/default/files/page/2009/11/Gulf_Oil_Spill_Analysis_Oxford_Economics_710.pdf Accessed on 19 April

2011.

x



Month to month net change in current employment available at: http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/surveymost?sm

Used Mining and Logging, Not seasonally adjusted - SMU12000001000000001 for each Gulf state comparing March 2010 to March

2011 (latest date available). Accessed on 19 April 2011.



xi



Leslie Eaton, “One Year After Spill, Some Signs of Life Emerge in the Gulf,” Wall St. Journal, pg A2, 4/18/11



xii Bird Impact Data from DOI ERDC Database Download 14 Dec. 2010 Available at:

http://www.fws.gov/home/dhoilspill/pdfs/Bird%20Data%20Species%20Spreadsheet%2012142010.pdf

xiii



Deepwater Horizon Response Consolidated Fish and Wildife Collection Report November 2, 2010 Accessed 19 April 2011.

Available at: http://www.restorethegulf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/pdf/Consolidated%20Wildlife%20Table%20110210.pdf



xiv



See above endnote.



xv



Norman, Ben. “Whale and dolphin death toll during Deepwater disaster may have been greatly underestimated.” Available at:

http://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2011-03/w-wad032811.php. Accessed on 19 April 2011.



xvi



NOAA Fisheries, Office of Protected Resources. Available at:

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/health/mmume/cetacean_gulfofmexico2010.htm Accessed on 19 April 2011.

xvii



NRDA by the Numbers - January 2011, Available at: http://www.gulfspillrestoration.noaa.gov/wpcontent/uploads/2011/02/NRDA_by_the_Numbers_1_11_FINAL.pdf Accessed on 19 April 2011.

xviii



See end note VI.



xix



John Collins Rudolf , “Dead Coral Found Near Site of Oil Spill,”. The New York Times, 6 November 2010. Available at:

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/06/science/earth/06coral.html

xx



Gulf Coast Claims Facility, Available at: http://www.gulfcoastclaimsfacility.com/GCCF_Overall_Status_Report.pdf Accessed on

18 April 2011.

xxi



BP paid claimants filing from May 3, 2010 through August 23, 2010, at which point GCCF assumed responsibility for paying oil

spill related claims.



xxii



Gulf States Marine Fisheries Commission, Yearly Summary Landings: http://www.gsmfc.org/#:links@11:content@10

Comparing 2009 year–to-date landings for October 2009 to 2010 year–to-date for October 2010. Accessed on 18 April 2011.



xxiii



Bureau of Labor Statistics, State and Area Employment, Hours, and Earnings: http://www.bls.gov/data/#employment

This compares employment in November 2009 vs. November 2010. As of March 2011, November 2010 was the latest avail able data.



------------------------------Environment America is a federation of 29 citizen-based state groups working toward a cleaner,

greener, healthier future. See at www.environmentamerica.org
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