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INTRODUCTION 

Turn on the news or open the paper and sure enough there will be mention of the disastrous 
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Although it has retreated from the big headlines, the disaster 
still looms large as people deal with the aftermath of the BP catastrophe. The Deepwater 
Horizon disaster has put offshore drilling and emergency oil spill response on the forefront of 
everyone‘s minds in the International community. Maritime oil disasters, no matter how you 
look at them, affect everyone. Their oily consequences create a ripple effect in which not only 
does the industry suffer and those who must daily deal with the pollution, but governments 
and policy makers must attempt to draw policy conclusions and find ways in which to limit 
such events in the future. Blame gets passed around like a virus and in the meantime 
cleanup efforts experience varying degrees of success. People lose hope and trust as the oil 
companies and government officials scramble to cover all their bases and seek to assure 
that this disaster won‘t happen again. But what makes a disaster like Deepwater Horizon an 
exception and what makes it a more fundamental problem that needs to be addressed 
globally? This event that has drawn so much attention internationally is not the first maritime 
oil disaster nor, unfortunately, will it be the last. The ultimate goal is that the international 
community learns from these events and does all in its power to ensure that future oil 
disasters will not reach this level of severity. 

Many people wonder how such a disaster could occur and why it was ―allowed‖ to 
happen. The purpose of this brief note is to shed light on maritime oil disasters by examining 
five such cases starting in the late 1970s until today. Since there is absolutely no way to 
paint disasters in black and white terms, the intent of this research is to put oil disasters into 
a historical context, to compare them, and to see if we are learning lessons from past oil 
disasters. The paper will look at the human error in such spills as well as the unpredictability 
of events of nature. The loss of public trust in the governance of oil production, transport and 
transformation, and the devastation to the local economy and our global commons due to 
these accidents are only a few consequences of maritime oil disasters. By looking at 
examples of oil spills from different regions and in different decades, there should be a way 
to compare how the actors (private, public and government) have dealt with each different 
catastrophe. Is there a body of knowledge about these maritime oil disasters that is being 
applied and can be applied in future to reduce the probability that another well rages out of 
control again or another ship flounders? 
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WHY THESE FIVE CASES? 

As seen from the map below, the five spills under analysis in this paper are located in 
different regions of the world. The three spills in the Gulf of Mexico demonstrate different 
aspects of oil spills. Hurricane Katrina gives the reader an idea of the relationship between 
natural disasters and oil spills. Ixtoc I and Deepwater Horizon are two blowouts in the Gulf 
but 30 years apart and therefore give the reader an ability to draw conclusions about whether 
lessons have been learned over time. Exxon Valdez and Erika are both tanker spills but in 
different areas of the world therefore comparing how people with different governments, 
policy programs and companies can react to oil spills. In sum, these five cases were chosen 
because they span 30 years, they compare tanker spills to blowouts to natural disasters, 
reactions of different companies and the different people affected by the oil spills. 

 

Source: Author, 2010 
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METHODOLOGY 

In this comparative, diachronical policy paper, a number of sources were used to analyze the 
five cases. Newspapers, archives, discussions with experts and useful resources such as 
Cedre (The Center for the Study of Environmental Law, EIA (United States Energy 
Information Administration), ITOPF (The International Oil Pollution Compensation Fund), and 
the NOAA (National Ocean Service Office of Response and Restoration) were all used in this 
paper. In addition, many thanks should be given to Dr. Susanne Nies and Ambassador 
William Ramsay for their guidance, edits and support. 
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SECTION I: OIL DISASTERS 

Before going into the specifics of the five cases it is useful to define what is meant by an oil 
disaster in this policy paper. A general definition is an ―accidental or intentional release of oil that 
reaches bodies of water, such as oceans, lakes or rivers." 1 Oil is a ―general term used to denote 
petroleum products which mainly consist of hydrocarbons.‖2 In this paper there will be a focus on 
oil spilled at sea that normally tends to ―break up and be dissipated or scattered into the marine 
environment over time.‖3 There is a natural process in which oil spills will eventually experience a 
weathering effect and dissipate into the water. However, the time frame for such a process is 
extremely variable and dependent on the qualities of the spilled oil and the environment of the 
spill. According to the International Tanker Owners Pollution Federation Limited (ITOPF) many 
crude oils or persistent oils ―break up and dissipate more slowly and usually require a clean-up 
response… Dissipation does not occur immediately [it] depends on the amount and type of oil 
spilled, the weather conditions and whether the oil stays at sea or is washed ashore.‖4 In sum, 
the dissipation process is shaped by a number of factors. 

In this policy paper, the oil spills discussed are those that occur due to a blowout 
(uncontrollable release of crude oil from an oil well after pressure control systems have failed), 5 
a tanker accident in which crude oil is spilled, or a natural disaster in which oil rigs or other 
infrastructure are destroyed and crude oil is spilled. As crude oil is the focus, there will be more 
discussion on the cleanup response since this type of oil does not dissipate as quickly as 
gasoline or distillates. Then, there will be a discussion about who is to blame for each oil spill that 
occurs. The aftermath of a disaster can be seen in three parts. First the initial terror and shock to 
the public. People want to find immediate solutions and look to those in power for guidance. This 
is the time of public information and first test of transparency. Then a second phase is 
characterized by people getting angry and indignant that this sort of disaster happened. This is 
dependent not only on where the spill took place (distant spills can be easily ignored but not 
those that foul my beaches) but also on the response capability in controlling the disaster quickly 
and the quality of information being received. People want fast, efficient responses and if that 
does not occur, public opinion can become accusatory and agitated in a split second. The third 
leg of the oil disaster journey is the allocation of blame and often scape-goating for the entire 
disaster. Beyond the political, commercial social repercussions, the ecological consequences 
can be severe. The paper will review the cleanup responses of maritime oil spills (except for on-
going BP) and look into how these former disasters are seen today. Have they been forgotten? 
In addition to local tensions, are global pressures increased after any oil spill because people 
throughout the world want assurance that no spill will occur to them? Or is a distant spill 
someone else’s problem? 

In a broader sense, oil spills are a wake-up call on the risks associated with our 
growing dependence on fossil fuels. The BP oil spill is the worst in United States history. Yet 
it appears that people do not realize that there have been many other spills that need to be 
taken into consideration when evaluating the current disaster. A historical context is needed 
to answer the question of whether we are learning our lesson. 

                                                

1  USA.gov, 2010. 
 

2
 ITOPF, 2010. 

3
 Ibid 

4
 Ibid 
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SECTION II: FIVE CASES OF OIL DISASTERS 

The five cases are: Ixtoc I in 1979; Exxon Valdez in 1989; Erika in 1999; Hurricane Katrina in 
2005; and today‘s Deepwater Horizon/BP oil spill. The objective is to put the front-page BP 
oil disaster into a historical perspective. 

Following is a table giving the overview of the five cases, the type of disaster, location 
and date, estimated amount of oil spilled in tons, estimated cost of cleanup by the parties 
involved in dollars, the key actors involved in the disaster and the areas affected by the oil 
spilled. Something that should be noted is that the estimated cost of cleanup is not 
necessarily fully closed today. For example, Exxon Valdez, Erika and BP are all still open 
cases that need to continue with monetary compensation. Cleanup costs also include paying 
people for the loss to their own economies and any other costs incurred by the court cases 
with regard to the spills. In addition, the areas affected in the BP disaster are still to be 
determined. 

Table 1: Cases of Maritime Oil Disasters 

 
Source: Author, 2010 and for datas 1, 2, 3, 5: Cedre; 4, 6:ITOPF; 7: Skytruth; 8: MSNBC; 9: The Daily Green Oil 
Spill Statistics; and 10: BP website. 

Ixtoc I 

On June 3, 1979 the exploratory oil well, Ixtoc I, had a blow out ultimately releasing about 

140 million gallons of crude oil into the Gulf of Mexico. 
6
 The well was about 2 miles deep 

below the seabed and located in the Bahia de Campeche, 600 miles south of Texas. 
7
 The 

                                                                                                                                                   
5
 Oil Gas Technical Terms Glossary, 2010.  

6
 Infoplease, 2010. 

7
 NOAA, 2010.  
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depth of the water at the site was 164 feet or about 50 meters. 
8
 The reason for the blowout 

was a failure of a blowout preventer that let oil and gas escape onto the platform and trigger 
an explosion which caused the semi-submersible exploratory rig to sink to the bottom of the 

Bay of Campeche. 
9
 The eruption continued for 295 days (nearly 10 months) – from the 3rd of 

June until the 23rd of March.
 10

 It was the consequently deemed the ―largest peacetime spill 

ever recorded in history‖ 
11

 until today‘s BP spill ―earned that dubious honor.‖
12

 Although the 

total amount of oil spilled can never be fully known, the estimate is that there were about 
470,000 tons spilled (with some estimates as high as 1,500,000 tons). Almost a third of 

spillage burned off thereby adding to the pollution factor
13

 and the rest eventually dissipated. 

By many accounts, there are many parallels between how this spill was handled and how the 
BP oil spill has been handled to date. First, some background on the players involved. Ixtoc I 
was drilled by Southeastern Drilling Company or SEDCO as Well 135 by a ―semi-
submersible platform on lease to Petroleos Mexicanos (PEMEX) a Mexican government 

owned company.‖ 
14

 Bill Clements, then governor of Texas, was the founder of Sedco.
15

 

The blowout happened due to a ―loss of drilling mud circulation‖
16

 which means that 

the mud circulation i.e. the ―process of pumping mud downward to the bit back up to the 

surface in a drilling operation‖
17

 was interrupted causing the blowout. Oil and gas began 

flowing violently out of the well with most of it burning off with the rest pouring into the Gulf. 
Much like the BP oil spill today, the company Pemex attempted to contain the flow of oil to no 
avail. Like BP, Pemex first tried to ―place a giant containment dome over the well‖ similar to 
the dome that BP tried to outfit over its busted well. While Pemex called this their ―operation 

sombrero‖ BP called their attempts their ―top hat.‖
18

 Both companies also tried to shoot mud 

into the well to no avail and in the end Pemex hired experts for blowout control including the 
legendary ―Red Adair, Martech International of Houston, and the Mexican diving company, 
Daivaz.‖ With a remotely operated vehicle called the TREC, they tried to find ways to 
approach the Blowout Preventer (BOP) by using divers to reach and activate it. Unfortunately 
that attempt was aborted when the valves began to rupture. In the end ―two relief wells were 

drilled to relieve pressure from the well to allow response personnel to cap it.‖
19

 Below is the 

area affected by the Ixtoc I spill. 

                                                

8
 Ibid 

9
 Dykes, Brett M.  5 July 2010.  

10
  Cedre, 2010. 

11
 ―Liveshots. Fox News, 25 June 2010.  

12
 Dykes, Brett M. " 5 July 2010. 

13
 " Cedre, 2010 

14
  NOAA, 2010 

15
 Smittle, Karen. 18 June 2010.  

16
 NOAA, 2010 

17
  Oil Gas Glossary, 2010.  

18
 Dykes, Brett M.  5 July 2010. 

19
 NOAA, 2010 
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Map 1: The area affected by the Ixtoc I spill 

 

Source: US NOAA 
 

The cleanup efforts were headed by contracted Norwegian experts who ―brought in 
skimming equipment and containment booms‖ although the well continued to spill at a rate of 
10,000-30,000 barrels per day until it was capped.20 The use of dispersants and containment 
booms was not sufficient in the face of this disaster and oil slicks ―reached the coast around 
Vera Cruz, Tampico, Campeche, Laguna Madre and even as far as Texas.‖21 Many people 
during this crisis were worried also about the ―loop current that could carry the oil all the way 
to the southern coast of Florida.‖22 It is interesting to note that no detailed final report was 
provided on the response effort although ―an estimation of the total cost was made at 
$1.5 billion, of which 0.4 for the response expenses and 1.1 for the damage.‖23 The reasons 
for this lack of report are obscure. In the US, public opinion was relatively easy to manage as 
the response efforts there were actually quite successful—the US government had had two 
months to prepare to ―contain the onslaught of crude oil and therefore successfully channel 
the spill away from most coastal land.‖24 

Because the US expected the impact of the IXTOC I oil on the Texas shoreline, the 
government analyzed and categorized in terms of oil sensitivity the US southern coastline 
which led to the first Environmental Sensitivity Index (ESI) prepared by Research Planning, 
Inc. (RPI) under contract to The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). 
After the environmental sensitivity mapping, the US placed containment booms and other 
response equipment accordingly. The Gulf of Mexico also proved ―amazingly resilient‖ as 
today there are quite limited effects from the spill as the Gulf‘s climate seems to have helped 
―degrade the oil at the surface.‖25 During the disaster there were relocation efforts for birds 
and sea turtles although ―shrimp nurseries, mangroves, beaches and seabirds were oiled 
and fishing and tourist activities were affected.‖26 Officials reported that ―tourism along the 

                                                

20
 NOAA, 2010 

21
 Cedre, 2010 

22
 Dykes, Brett M.  5 July 2010. 

23
 Cedre, 2010 

24
 Dykes, Brett M.  5 July 2010. 

25
 NOAA, 2010 

26
 Cedre, 2010 
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Texas beaches dropped by 60% during the course of the spill.‖27 While Ixtoc I was the largest 
oil spill, there were only ―slight alterations in taste in industrial fishing shrimps‖ and ―slight 
variations were detected among the sea birds population.‖ 28 

Ixtoc I did have some features that made it unique: first, unlike BP, Pemex was 
owned and operated by the Mexican government and therefore could avoid getting sued by 
―asserting rights of sovereign immunity.‖29 With regard to responsibility and coordination of 
the control and cleanup, the US government asked Mexico for compensation, but did not 
follow the right diplomatic procedures and therefore Mexico as well as Sedco refused to 
―make monetary compensation for the damage and clean-up.‖30 The blame game may have 
been influenced by the fact that both Sedco and Pemex had close ties to their respective 
governments. That and the fact that Ixtoc ultimately had a low environmental impact make 
this oil spill disaster less of a catastrophe than the one going on today. Although most people 
do not look back to a spill that occurred 30 years ago, as one critic points out ―oil spills don‘t 
last a few months, decades or even generations; they are forever.‖31 

                                                

27
 NOAA, 2010 

28
 Cedre, 2010 

29
 Dykes, Brett M.  5 July 2010. 

30
 Smittle, Karen. 18 June 2010.  

31
 Smittle, Karen. 18 June 2010. 
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Exxon Valdez 

This disaster, which occurred ten years after Ixtoc I, is probably better remembered by the 
public because it took place in US waters rather than because it is more recent. This is the 
maritime disaster used in the media today as a reference point for the seriousness of the BP 
spill even though current technical issues are much more similar to Ixtoc 1. The American oil 
tanker Exxon Valdez on March 24th, 1989 hit an ―undersea reef… spilling 10 million plus 
gallons of oil into the waters of the Prince William Sound in Alaska‖32 thereby causing it to be 
the worst oil spill in US history. Unlike the Ixtoc I, which focused on a state-owned Mexican 
company with sovereign immunity, this tanker incident took place in US waters, with clear 
commercial actors and a judicial process to allocate blame and financial responsibility. These 
same mechanisms are at work today. 

The ship ran aground and damaged ―11 out of the 18 tanks and caused some 
38,500 tons of crude oil to be spilled‖33 into the Prince William Strait, an important fishing 
area for Alaska. Below is a map of the oil spilled by Exxon Valdez. 

Map 2: Oil spilled by Exxon Valdez 

 

Source: Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 
 

The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council cites a number of reasons for this 
grounding accident citing the ―failure of the third mate to properly maneuver the vessel, 
failure of the master to provide a proper navigation watch, failure of the Exxon Shipping 
Company to provide sufficient supervision, failure of the US Coast Guard to provide an 
effective vessel traffic system and the lack of effective pilot and escort services.‖34 While the 
Exxon Valdez spill is no longer the biggest spill in history, it is often cited as the number one 
spill worldwide with regards to damages to the environment. In addition, there were a number 
of market impacts due to this spill. There was a ―13 million barrel supply disruption over 13 
days as tanker transport was restricted and pipeline throughput from the Alaskan North 
Slope (ANS) was reduced.‖ In addition BP and Exxon both ―declared force majeure on April 
shipments of Alaskan crude oil‖ which meant there was a ―cutback of about 20 percent of 
contract deliveries for both companies.‖ While ultimately the supply disruption was limited, 

                                                

32
 Infoplease, 2010.  

33
 Cedre, 2010 

34
  Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council, 2010.  
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the overall consequences of the spill were seen as the accident that ―sent shock waves 
throughout oil markets.‖ The Energy Information Administration published an article in March 
1989 stating that the total shortfall in production was ―only 13 million barrels, or about 18 
hours of US petroleum products consumption… the impact of the Valdez accident on crude 
and product supplies is over.‖35 

However, that was only one side of the effects of Exxon Valdez. Exxon’s response to the 
oil spill was extremely costly including paying 11,000 people to help clean up the damage in 
1989 and then in 1990 paying 1,100 people about 1,000 dollars per week to continue cleanup 
efforts. By early 2006 the expenses incurred by Exxon were about $2.5 billion. However, the 
cleanup effort did make some headway with about 500 of the 800 km of coastline being cleaned 
during a three year process.36 At the same time, the bodies of over ―35,000 birds and 1,000 sea 
otters were found after the spill‖. Even that is still considered to be only a small fraction of the 
total death toll—estimated by some as ―250,000 sea birds, 2,800 otters, 300 harbor seals, 250 
bald eagles, up to 22 killer whales and billions of salmon and herring eggs.‖37 

The lingering effects are still seen today. A study in 2001 found that more than 
―100 tons of toxic oil remains on dozens of the Sound‘s beaches and only six of the 26 
different habitats most injured by oil have recovered.‖38 The Alaska Fisheries Science Center 
disclosed information cautioning people that ―buried or subsurface oil is greater concern than 
surface oil as it can remain dormant for many years before being dispersed and is more 
liquid, still toxic, and may become biologically available.‖39 The disaster on the Sound is still 
very much a part of the lives of not only the animals but also the local inhabitants. Thousands 
of people have not yet received compensation from Exxon and the ―5 billion dollar verdict 
handed down by a jury in 1994 was still not paid as of 2004.‖40 Single hulled oil tankers like 
Exxon Valdez ―still ply the seas‖41 and yet today the US is still considering moving forward on 
off-shore drilling in Alaska while recovery from the Exxon Valdez is still incomplete. 

The positive part, if there can be one, is that there have been several actions taken to 
reduce the risk of a future disaster like the Exxon Valdez. First, the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill 
Trustee Council noted that the jury found the captain to be ―guilty of negligent discharge of 
oil‖42 which created a precedent for future cases regarding negligence. In addition a number 
of groups have been created to ensure that there is sufficient monitoring of the Prince 
William Sound such as the NOAA Prince William Sound Monitoring Program whose raison 
d’être is to ―improve the way we respond to oil spills in a complex environment like the 
Sound.‖ Programs such as these have drawn lessons from the Exxon cleanup efforts that 
there are some ―detrimental effects of intrusive shoreline cleanup methods like high 
pressure, hot water washing.‖ From the Office of Response and Restoration, the NOAA 
states that, ―if there is a proverbial silver lining to the Exxon Valdez spill, it must include the 
fact that the incident and its aftermath have represented a remarkable opportunity to learn 
from misfortune.‖43 This sentiment is echoed by the Wall Street Journal in its article stating 
that, ―just as the scars of the oil spill are still visible today in Prince William Sound, the 
‗lessons‘ of the Exxon Valdez are everywhere.‖44 

                                                

35
 Cook, John S., and Charles P. Shirkey.  Mar. 1989. 

36
 Cedre 2010. 

37
 Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council, 2010. 

38
 Holleman, Marybeth, 22 Mar. 2004.  

39
 Short, Jeff, Mandy Lindeberg, and Stanley Rice, 2010. 

40
 Holleman, Marybeth, 22 Mar. 2004.  

41
 Johnson, Keith. 24 Mar. 2009.  

42
  Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council. 2010. 

43
 NOAA, 2010 

44
 Johnson, Keith.  24 Mar. 2009.  
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Erika 

On December 12th, 1999 off the French Atlantic coast, the Maltese-registered tanker Erika 
broke apart during stormy conditions and sank off Brittany, spilling 3 million gallons of heavy 
fuel oil into the Bay of Biscay. 45 The captain sent an alert message on December 11th to the 
French authorities and by December 12th in the early morning he told them that the ship was 
splitting in two. At that time there was an estimated 7,000 to 10,000 tons of oil spilled. 46 The 
crew was rescued, but the consequences to this tanker crash would continue for years to 
come. 

The Erika was carrying approximately 30,000 tons of heavy fuel oil—the sunken bow 
section and the stern section each had differing amounts of cargo. 47 In the days following the 
crash, French customs and Navy planes tracked the oil slicks ―drifting at sea, one of which was 
15 km long and estimated at 3,000 tons… the slicks were moving eastwards at a speed of about 
1.2 knots and as of December 17 they showed a tendency to sink a few centimeters underneath 
the sea surface.‖ 48 The oil slicks did not just hit the coastlines but also due to rough weather and 
―very high tide coefficients‖ some of the slicks were ―thrown up very high on the foreshore, 
reaching the top of cliffs exceeding 10 meters.‖ 49 In an especially bad case, the island of Groix 
had a ―viscous oil layer, 5 to 30 cm thick and several meters wide covering parts of the 
shoreline.‖ 50 It is said that 400 km of coastline were touched by the inky waters due to the Erika 
spill. 51 A French wildlife association estimated that up to 100,000 birds may have died in what is 
―described as the biggest ever ecological disaster for Europe’s seabirds.‖52 The worst part was 
that the violent storms and currents turned the oil spillage into an ecological catastrophe. Below 
is a map of the area affected by the Erika oil spill. 

Map 3: The area affected by the Erika oil spill 

 
Source: Cedre. 
 

                                                

45  Infoplease, 2010. 

46 Cedre, 2010.  

47  International Oil Pollution Compensation 2010.  

48 Cedre, 2010..  

49 Ibid 

50 Ibid 

51 Cedre, 2010. 

52
 BBC News 5 Jan. 2000.  
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The cleanup consisted of pumping the remaining oil to the surface in June through 
September in 2000 as well as cleaning up the polluted coastlines.53 The greatest cost for 
cleanup was the retrieval of the oil remaining in Erika‘s sunken tanks although Total Fina (the 
French company which chartered the vessel) put more than six million dollars into the 
emergency cleanup and ―large sums were spent on an oil company compensation fund and 
programs to help the affected areas recover.‖ All fishing sectors were affected as well as 
oyster farmers and the tourism industry.54 However the most interesting aspect of this oil spill 
is not that it was ecologically devastating but rather that it sparked a high-energy demand for 
compensation and a number of fines. In all the disasters under analysis, Erika is the best 
example of how popular opinion can spur change in a system and ensure that people learn 
from oil spills such as these. 

Recalling Exxon Valdez, it is important to point out some similarities—namely that 
Erika was a single-hulled oil tanker with separate ballasts. 55 In the aftermath of Exxon 
Valdez, the double hull amendments were put forth to help phase out the single-hull vessels. 
Erika‘s disaster accelerated that process as people saw that there was no more time to 
waste in the single-hull phase-out schedule. 56 In addition, in order to respond to the spill, the 
Polmar Sea Plan was implemented on December 12th and the following day, the French 
Navy placed ―two deep sea support vessels equipped for pollution response on stand-by, to 
intervene as soon as the weather conditions allowed.‖ The Sea Plan also ―opened 
discussions about funding from the Bonn Agreement Member States, a mutual assistance 
agreement between North Sea countries.‖ On December 19th in a bilateral agreement 
between France and Spain, the Biscay Plan, was activated and the Polmar Land Plans for 
various regions to be hit by the oil were swiftly implemented. 

The International Oil Pollution Compensation Fund or the IOPC Fund and the Ship 
Protection and Indemnity Club opened a claims office as soon as the oil hit the coast and 
€11.4 million were given as compensation to potential victims in addition to compensation 
through IOPC funds of €168 million.57 The compensation, according to the IOPF, would be 
given ―to any individual, business, private organization, or public body who has suffered 
pollution damage as a result of the Erika incident.‖ Criminal proceedings for the 
representative of Tevere Shipping, the president of Panship Management and Service, RINA 
(the Italian maritime certification company) and Total Fina also ensued.58 Prosecutors 
requested ―maximum fines for French oil company Total and imprisonment for the manager 
and owner of the Erika tanker.‖ The Erika Oil Spill trial created a gigantic stir. The spill 
caused ―an uproar and prompted the European Commission to adopt a series of strict 
preventive measures, known as the Erika I and II packages, and continued with a tougher 
third package that would impose even stricter limitations.‖59 The European Union imposed in 
the aftermath ―new controls on maritime safety, eliminating single-hull tankers.‖60 

On January 16th, 2008 the Paris court found French oil giant Total liable for the wreck 
and for the first time ever in the history of similar cases ―acknowledged the reality of 
‗environmental damage‘ thereby setting a precedent for following cases.‖ The court found 
Total guilty of ―causal negligence i.e. negligence that brought around such a disaster‖ in that 
Total ―overlooked both the age of the tanker and the discontinuity in the ship‘s technical 
management and maintenance.‖ In addition the court stated that from that day forward 
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―authorities in charge of natural areas and environmental groups will ‗be entitled to sue for 
damages not only for materials and moral prejudice, direct or indirect, to collective interests 
that it is their mission to defend but also for compensation for damage to the environment.‘‖61  
The French appeals court in March 2010 confirmed the ruling stating that ―the accident was a 
direct consequence of corrosion on the boat directly related to the lack of servicing for which 
the judge held Total responsible as the real charterer of the boat.‖ Since 1999, Total has paid 
€172 million in compensation and €200 million to clean up the spill.62 The ruling also 
established a legal argument that polluters should pay compensation for environmental 
damage. 

Hurricane Katrina 

During Hurricane Katrina in 2005 from August to September off shore New Orleans, 
Louisiana, there are estimates of more than 7 million gallons of oil spilled from various 
sources such as pipelines; storage tanks and industrial plants.63 This analysis will be a bit 
different as the Hurricane is seen as a natural disaster with tremendous consequences, but 
with less emphasis on off shore than the human disaster onshore. Nonetheless, a number of 
studies show ―significant spills covering a large area of the northern Gulf of Mexico in the 
wake of the Hurricane Katrina in 2005.‖ While the Cat 5 storm resulted more in human 
tragedy, there were about 4,000 offshore oil platforms and 34,000 miles of pipeline on the 
seafloor exposed to the hurricane in addition to ―7-9 million gallons of oil spilled from 
damaged pipelines, refineries and storage tanks onshore.‖64 

People did not focus on the oil spills until a few years following the Hurricane disaster. 
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration or the NOAA and other agencies 
including the Coast Guard, Environmental Protection Agency and the Louisiana Department 
of Environmental Quality were notified in September 2005 of ―more than 200 hazardous 
material releases and additional hazardous material problems (e.g. hundreds of stranded 
drums of unknown materials).‖ 65 The Mineral Management Service or MMS which ―manages 
offshore oil and gas operations‖ was key in evaluating the damage. It estimated that ―one-
third of the Gulf of Mexico‘s 4,000 platforms and two-thirds of the Gulf‘s pipelines had been in 
the direct path of either Hurricane Katrina or Hurricane Rita.‖ 66 It is said that ―nearly 50 oil 
spills were reported in the near shore environment‖ 67 and the Coast Guard estimated that 
―more than 7 million gallons of oil were spilled from industrial plants, storage depots and 
other facilities around southeast Louisiana.‖ 68 To put that into perspective that is almost two-
thirds of the oil spilled from Exxon Valdez. The Murphy Oil spill in the area of St. Bernard 
Parish was the largest at about 819,000 gallons. 69 

Clean-up depended on where these oil spills were taking place as unlike Exxon 
Valdez these spills were scattered throughout the area. It is interesting to note that in terms 
of offshore oil, the Coast Guard reported no offshore oil spills though one expert pointed out 
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that ―leaks could spring when the thousands of oil platforms and hundreds of miles of 
pipeline were restarted.‖70 In the US Energy Information Administration report on Hurricane 
Impacts on US energy, it only gave the information that ―refinery shutdowns in the Gulf of 
Mexico region totaled 367,000 barrels per day as of December 15, 2005‖ and Hurricane 
Katrina ―damaged a number of natural gas processing facilities on the Gulf Coast‖ and that 
loss ―continued to delay recovery of natural gas protection‖ for some time.71 Leakage 
thankfully was minimal due to the fact that companies had shut down wells and platforms 
before the storm. 

As stated before, given the extent of the natural disaster, oil spills din not initially 
create much of a stir. There was some ecological damage due to spills but those were not 
truly focused upon during the time and it has only been five years after the incident. The only 
other aspect of hurricanes and oil spills relevant to today‘s BP disaster is that the hurricane 
season extends from June to November – a critical period for BP‘s efforts to staunch the flow 
of oil. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration from the US Department of 
Commerce recently discussed the NOAA‘s Oil Spill response and its relationship with 
hurricanes. In the article it discusses what impact an oil slick might have on a hurricane that 
runs through it (namely nothing) and what would a hurricane do to an oil slick? The NOAA 
states, ―…in very general terms a hurricane passing to the west of the oil slick could drive oil 
to the coast and to the east of the slick could drive the oil away from the coast… the details 
of the evolution of the storm, the track, the wind speed, the size, the forward motion and the 
intensity are all unknowns at this point and may alter this general statement.‖72 It also makes 
note that experience from Hurricane Katrina demonstrates that ―oil released during the 
storms became widely dispersed.‖73 

Deepwater Horizon (BP Oil Spill) 

The BP disaster in the Gulf of Mexico has been splashed across the news since the oil rig 
blowout and explosion on April 24th, 2010.74 The Deepwater Horizon is the semi-submersible 
drilling rig in the Gulf of Mexico that sank after the explosion on April 20th killing eleven 
people. 75 Today oil is still spilling out making it the largest oil spill in US history. The 
investigation of what happened is not complete but the facts thus far state that after the rig 
sank about ―2,000 to 2,500 m3 of oil on the rig either burned off or was released into the 
sea… reports at first reported 159 m3 of crude oil a day was leaking from the riser located 
1,500 miles below the surface, but a few days later new estimations revealed that it could be 
five times larger than initially imagined.‖76 Projections are now given that assert that ―the 
quantity of oil which escapes could even be 10 times superior.‖77 

On April 30, Louisiana, Alabama, Florida and Mississippi all declared states of 
emergency while the US government called it a ―national disaster‖. Pressures for BP Oil 
Company to respond quickly and efficiently initiated the search for who is to blame and who 
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should take responsibility.78 The spill itself has the characteristics of being ―a light crude oil‖ 
that is predicted to experience ―35 percent of the oil evaporating, 10 to 15 percent of it being 
diluted and the remaining 50 percent forming an emulsion containing up to 90 percent 
water.‖79 By April 23 the oil surface slick was 1.6 km wide by 8 km long and even with 32 
boats and 5 aircraft deploying skimmers and spreading dispersants by April 27 ―this slick was 
a mere 37 km from the coast of Louisiana.‖80 On the 28th, the wind pushed the oil towards 
Louisiana‘s environmentally sensitive coast, on the 29th the first patches ―reached the 
nearby marshes at the mouth of the Mississippi‖ and by May 1 ―the slick covered an 
estimated 1,500 km², the equivalent of a city the size of London.‖81  

Responses have come from every quarter.  The EPA has become involved, fishing 
has been banned, and relief wells are being drilled—all of this is still occurring during the 
writing of this policy paper so a discussion of the response and clean-up this section cannot 
be complete.  One of the most acrimonious topics surrounding the BP oil spill is the more 
politically charged—who is to blame, who is going to pay and why did this happen?  BP has 
serious undermined any reputation for being an upstanding oil company that people trust.  In 
a recent New York Times article, the author entitles it ―At BP, a History of Boldness and 
Costly Blunders.‖  BP board member in charge of the gulf spill response, Robert Dudley, 
―denied that the accident reflected a corporate disregard for safety saying that, ‗I think we will 
find that this was an incredibly complicated set of events with individual decisions and 
equipment failures that led to a very complicated industrial accident.‘‖ 82    The article seems 
to disagree noting that ―BP is hardly the only oil company that has taken on difficult projects 
with a shaky safety net. But the company‘s attitude toward risk stands in contrast to that of its 
competitors, most notably Exxon Mobil, whose searing experience with the Exxon Valdez 
spill in 1989 spurred a wholesale change in its approach to safety.‖83 

Public opinion polls also seem to suggest that people see BP as responsible for these 
events ―92 percent think BP‘s top priority should be cleaning up the oil spill and paying for the 
damage it has caused rather than protecting the interests of its investors and employees by 
continuing to make profits.‖84  Below is a public opinion graph from a new CNN poll entitled 
―BP needs to pay up, clean up.‖85 
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Table 2: CNN Public Opinion Graph 

 

Without commenting on the quality of this poll, it is representative of how public 
opinion is being reported in the media.  BP is not the only one feeling the heat from the public 
opinion polls however.  It is noted that ―criticism extends to President Obama, with just 38% 
saying they approve of his handling of the oil leak and 36% saying they disapprove.‖86  The 
chart below shows how the public views the President‘s handling of the spill. 

Table 3: Views of Obama’s Handling of the Disaster 

 

The President himself has changed from blaming BP and stating that it was their 
responsibility to now stating, ―In case you were wondering who‘s responsible, I take 
responsibility.‖87  In his press release on May 27th, President Obama acknowledged that ―his 
administration had failed to adequately reform the Minerals Management Service, the 
scandal-ridden federal agency that for years had essentially allowed the oil industry to self-
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regulate.‖88  The President blamed himself for the lack of government regulation saying that 
he was ―wrong in believing that the oil companies had their act together when it came to 
worst-case scenarios.‖89    

In addition to this concern over government regulation, there is also an ongoing 
investigation on which warring oil spill partner will ―pick up the tab.‖90  There is a heated 
dispute currently going on between BP, the operator of the Macondo well, and Anadarko, its 
biggest junior partner.91  Industry experts and executives in and outside the Macondo project 
―agree that BP, not Anadarko, called the shots on the Deepwater Horizon and had more 
information on what went into day to day decisions…but Anadarko kept abreast each 
morning with BP‘s report of what happened at the rig in the previous 24 hours, both 
companies said.‖92  In short, this battle will take time to be sorted out.  It is clear that the legal 
suits are ―likely to be among the most complex in US history given the disaster‘s widespread 
impact on a range of potential plaintiffs.‖93  However, BP might utilize the Supreme Court‘s 
precedent from the Exxon Valdez case in that ―punitive damages awarded against BP likely 
would be limited to a 1-1 ratio with compensatory damages.‖94  In the end, many factors will 
decide BP‘s fate in the courtroom. 
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SECTION III: LESSONS LEARNED? 

There are many factors common to each oil spill and many lessons that could come from 
each.  In the following table, there is an overview of the players involved and which lessons 
they did or did not learn for each maritime oil disaster.  It is important to understand that each 
disaster is not black and white—sometimes many lessons can be learned from a single event 
and other times it is easier to see how lessons were ignored by the parties involved.  
Especially when looking at blowout disasters, the overall lessons that could have been 
learned from Ixtoc I to today‘s BP disaster are slim.  When looking at BP‘s row of lessons 
learned and not learned, those are simply projections for what could be learned or not by the 
parties involved.  Thankfully it is not too late to learn from this spill.  The following table 
presents a summarized version of the lessons learned and not learned in each disaster.  The 
sections afterwards provide more detailed analysis. 

Table 4: Lessons Learned and Lessons Not Learned 

Case 
LESSONS LEARNED NOT LEARNED 

Ixtoc I Who? United States Government 
What? Mapping Coastal Sensitivity 

Who? Mexican Government, US 
Government and Oil Companies 

What? Preparedness for Blowouts, 
abuse of the commons 

Exxon Valdez 

Who?  International Community 
What?  Beginning of Single Hull 

Tanker Regulations 
Who? Other Oil Companies 

What?  No legal incentives nor extra 
costs made it so that those other 

companies did not learn from Exxon‘s 
experience that there are dire 

consequences of lax safety regulations 

Who? Exxon Mobil Corporation 
What? Preparedness for Disasters, 
Operations Integrity Management , 
Went beyond the norm for safety at 

the time 

Erika 
Who? International Community 
What? Final push for Single Hull 

Tanker Regulations 

Who? International Community and 
Other Oil Companies 

What?  Environmental Safety is top 
priority 

Hurricane 
Katrina 

Who? Hurricane Response in the 
United States 

What?  Ability to ensure no oil spills in 
future natural disasters 

Who?  United States 
What?  Ability to Protect the Gulf of 
Mexico and Southern Coast of US 

from future oil spills 

BP/Deepwater 
Horizon 

(POTENTIAL 
LESSONS 
LEARNED 
AND NOT 

Who? Global Community 
What? Develop new energy resources 

with less risk 
Who? Global Community 

What? This was a fluke accident 

Who? EU 
What?  Ensure Safety Regulation of 

Oil Companies Who? Oil Companies 
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LEARNED) Who? Oil Companies 
What? Cautionary Tale of Need for 

Increased Safety Precautions and No 
Cutting Corners 

What? This was BP‘s Problem not 
Ours, see this as a business 

opportunity to buy BP 

Source : Author, 2010 

Ixtoc I 

In Ixtoc I, the greater the amount of time for the US to chart sensitive regions and prepare 
probably reduced the environmental impact and public relations challenge – at least in the 
US.  However, the value of this preparation is the take-home lesson for all nations. 
Preparation is key.  If you know your coastlines and understand the sensitivity of each 
location should a disaster strike, you will have the ability to know which areas deserve the 
greatest amount of focus.  Also, there was no compensation available from Mexico – and by 
extension Sedco due to Pemex sovereign immunity.  This should be of concern given the 
number of State oil companies working offshore around the world.  An oil spill into a marine 
environment anywhere affects everyone everywhere.  It is the global commons that is at risk.  
The global community should recognize the need for everyone to be in this together because 
if one group is allowed to abuse the commons in pursuit of greater profit, then others will join 
in with this negligence.   

People did not learn from Ixtoc in some regards.  While sensitivity mapping now 
occurs, one can see from the case studies in previous sections that the Exxon Valdez 
attracted much more public attention than Ixtoc.  Ixtoc and BP were blowouts in the Gulf of 
Mexico and both accidents related to blow-out preventer malfunctions.  Were the lessons of 
Ixtoc 1 indeed taken on board by BP but then still overwhelmed by the force of nature?  Or 
could greater measures have been put in place to add safety to an operation in view of its 
even more hostile geologic environment?  By all indications, lessons from Ixtoc 1 were not 
adequately considered in BP‘s Macondo well.  

Exxon Valdez 

Exxon Valdez provided the global community with a plethora of lessons—some of which 
stuck and others that did not.  While the people in the affected areas live with the oily conse-
quences, others are content to push the disaster from their minds.  At the same time the 
disaster did make some headway with the United States introducing its ―Oil Pollution Act of 
1990 (OPA 90), making it mandatory for all tankers calling at U.S. ports to have double 
hulls‖95  and the double hull amendment in March 1992 from the MARPOL convention.  The 
1992 double hull amendments Regulation 13F applied to new tankers ―while existing tankers 
must comply with the requirements of 13F no later than 30 years after their date of 
delivery.‖96  The Regulation states that, ―tankers of 5,000 dwt and above must be fitted with 
double bottoms and wing tanks extending the full depth of the ship's side.  Mid-deck height 
tankers can have double-sided hulls and oil tankers of 600 dwt and above but less than 
5,000 dwt must be fitted with double bottom tanks and the capacity of each cargo tank is 

                                                

95
  International Maritime Organization. 2002.  

96
 Ibid. 



A. Rogers / Maritime Oil Spill Disasters
 

21 
© Ifri 

limited to 700 cubic meters, unless they are fitted with double hulls.‖97  It is interesting to note 
that these regulations were built upon after the Erika crisis as well with the acceleration of the 
―phase-out of single-hull tankers contained in the 1992 MARPOL amendments‖ resulting in 
the amendments to MARPOL Annex I ―incorporating the various amendments adopted since 
MARPOL entered into force in 1983, including the amended regulation 13G (regulation 20 in 
the revised annex) and regulation 13H (regulation 21 in the revised annex) on the phasing-in 
of double hull requirements for oil tankers and making clear the distinctions between the 
requirements for new ships and those for existing ships.‖98  The world did learn its lesson 
about the construction of single hulled ships from the Exxon Valdez and Erika spill.   

Another potential learning experience from the Exxon Valdez disaster stemmed from 
the company, Exxon, preparing better for disaster.  They went beyond simply adding 
regulations. In June 2010 in his opening statement to the US House of Representatives 
Subcommittee on Energy and Environment after the BP oil spill, Chairman and CEO of the 
Exxon Mobil Corporation, Rex W. Tillerson, talked about the Exxon Valdez spill and how that 
was not only a low point in the company‘s history but also ―a turning point.‖99  He states that, 
―in the aftermath we launched a full scale, top to bottom review of our operations… [and we 
have] an overriding commitment to safety excellence embedded in everything we do, with a 
daily commitment by our employees and our contractors to a culture of ‗Nobody Gets Hurt.‘‖ 
100   The CEO also spoke of the Operations Integrity Management System or OIMS in which 
Exxon has a ―rigorous regime of 11 separate elements that measures and mitigates safety, 
security, health and environmental risk.‖ 101    

The reason for his comments about Exxon Valdez was to demonstrate that his 
company has learned its lesson and is prepared to gain the trust of the people whose lives 
can be affected by drilling—an action that Exxon would like to continue.  He states that ―the 
American people have shown their support for deepwater drilling—but they expect it to be 
done safely and in environmentally sensitive ways…we can secure their trust if we take the 
time to learn [from the BP oil spill] and develop our response appropriately to ensure that 
every participant acts responsibly, learns the right lessons and upholds the highest 
standards.‖102  Currently there is still debate on offshore drilling but it is telling that the CEO 
of an oil company can look back to its own disaster as a way to pursue further actions with 
regards to oil. 

Erika 

The Erika disaster was a great example of how people can learn quickly from their mistakes.  
While there was some start in the right direction by eliminating single-hull ships after Exxon 
Valdez, there was a uniform effort to push that through quickly after the Erika.  The European 
Union, European Commission and environmental groups throughout France banded together 
to make change occur and today they are still passionate about there being compensation 
not only monetarily but environmentally.   
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One article compared the Erika public opinion response in France to that of the BP oil 
spill in today‘s news.  It states that after the Erika, ―an estimated crowd of 20,000 demons-
trated at a rally in Nantes against French oil giant Total… the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico 
dwarfs [the Erika] but the Americans do not flock to the streets.‖103  Geography does matter 
as seen by the Erika crisis.  Brittany is extremely volatile in terms of infrastructure and there 
is likely to be a ruckus when disasters threaten their shores.  The article continues to speak 
about how there is more on the internet, TV or opinion polls regarding the BP oil spill but less 
public sentiment in a physical manner.  ―The important benchmark for the effectiveness of 
public sentiment over the spill though may not be how many people attend a rally, but 
whether the disaster affects changes.‖104  Erika certainly created new policy initiatives, time 
will tell how Americans will respond to the BP disaster.   

Hurricane Katrina 

In the past, the US has indeed learned from oil spill disasters. Hurricane Katrina is a perfect 
example. Since Katrina there have been five seasons of hurricanes and no oil spills to date. 
Preparation for hurricanes has been absolutely key in US policy and this brings about some 
potential reasons for why it is easier for the United States to accept responsibility for learning 
lessons from natural disasters than from man-made ones. Maybe the lessons from a 
hurricane are easier to stomach than those from a tanker spill or blowout. There is one clear 
difference between a man-made and natural disaster. During a natural disaster there is no 
one to blame, only something that can teach you to grow and demonstrate the flaws in your 
current policy. It is almost as though people focus less on blame and compensation and 
more on the healing, learning and growing. By reducing the element of blame, people are 
better able to learn from oil disasters. 

Global hurricane policy could learn from the United States and become better 
prepared as well. However, given the limited amount of resources set aside for hurricane 
preparation in terms of oil spills, it is no wonder that Hurricane Katrina does not get a lot of 
attention for its oil spills. In Table 1 when looking at the cost of cleanup for Katrina, the 
information provided is only the cost to the oil industry infrastructure because there is no 
actual number given to the cost of cleaning up oil spills. Natural disasters are examples of 
how people respond to crises, not how people can prevent them from occurring. That is the 
main reason why lessons can be learned from Katrina and have difficulty sinking in with more 
complex oil spills such as the other four under analysis. 

Deepwater Horizon (BP Oil Spill): 

Only time will tell if people learn from the BP oil spill but there is much in the news for other 
companies and other countries to learn from this blowout in the Gulf of Mexico. In an 
interview with Deutsche Welle, the former director of the UN‘s environment program talks 
about how the BP oil spill ―must have global consequence.‖105 He says that, ―the first and 
most important consequence is to do your utmost to further develop new energy sources with 
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lower risks--we will maneuver ourselves into more and more risky and costly situations if we 
continue to rely on fossil fuels.‖106 The EU is also feeling pressure from the public to regulate 
deep-sea drilling after the BP spill. In an article from early June 2010, Food & Water Watch, 
an environmental consumer organization, ―called on EU authorities to tighten inspections of 
oil production facilities to avoid similar disasters in European waters.‖107 In 2004 with the EU 
Environmental Liability Directive (ELD) they established ―a framework for environmental 
liability based on the ‗polluter pays‘ principle‖ and in Autumn 2010 the Commission report on 
the implementation of the ELD in the 27 EU member states is scheduled to take place. 108 

The US and European Food&Water Watch referred to the BP accident to be a 
―cautionary tale for Europe‖ and stressed the need to ensure that ―companies are not cutting 
corners where safety is concerned‖ because should there be a disaster in the North Atlantic 
or Atlantic ―it would foul the entire North Sea.‖109 EU Energy Commissioner Oettinger on July 
14, 2010 met with representatives of oil and gas companies and national surveillance 
authorities. His aim was to discuss the safety precautions made by all of the companies so 
that a BP disaster could not occur in the EU.110 After the meeting there was a strong 
statement from the Commissioner announcing that, ―The European Commission is planning 
to toughen rules covering accident prevention and liability for offshore oil drilling in response 
to BP's Gulf of Mexico spill [including perhaps] mandatory use of financial security 
instruments by oil rig operators and working on several key areas to improve safety of 
drilling, including strengthening licensing procedures.‖111 There was also mention of learning 
from Norway and issuing ―a moratorium on new deepwater drilling until the causes of the 
Deepwater Horizon spill in the Gulf of Mexico are known.‖112 Oettinger noted that, ―Norway is 
our most important partner in the North Sea, and I think what is good for Norway should be 
good for EU member states as well."113 

Norway has itself a Petroleum Safety Authority or PSA which will ―follow up to ensure 
that the players in the petroleum activities prevent incidents that can lead to major accidents 
and accidents that entail loss of life or serious personal injury, harm to the external 
environment and/or damage to financial assets.‖114 In its report of 11 companies targeted 
since 2008 (including ExxonMobil, Det norske oljeselskap, Transocean and others), the PSA 
looked at the ―risk management at a company level involving controlling risks‖ and ways in 
which a company manages its information base and ―gives overview of the status and 
development of major accident risk on a company level.‖115 The report gives suggestions to 
companies in how to improve and where preventative measures can be taken. 

The BP oil spill, however, may not have sunk in for other world players. The New 
York Times for example recently came out with an article in July 2010 looking at BP‘s record 
―a History of Boldness and Costly Blunders.‖116 The article sought to characterize oil 
companies‘ stances today—initially oil companies like Shell, Exxon and Statoil wanted to 
show corporate solidarity so they stood by BP during the early days of the oil spill. Then as 
BP started showing signs of getting eaten alive by angry press and people, the other oil 
companies began differentiating themselves and abandoning the floundering BP ship. It is as 
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though BP now is in quarantine as others seek distance so as not to be contaminated. But all 
the companies are in fact playing the odds in their own projects. BP might have had a 
reputation before for being a ―troubled workplace‖ and ―arrogant‖ with ―carelessness and 
disregard for safety,‖ 117 but all of companies are driven more by their preoccupation with the 
bottom line than by the longer term. They are seeking to show good net returns as they seek 
to maintain their competitive edge. Proximity to disaster gives these companies an incentive 
to demonstrate their goodwill and maintain the trust of the public. It could be that the BP oil 
spill will result in measures to induce or force companies to increase their standards and 
ensure not only that they are prepared for disaster but that they are aggressively seeking to 
prevent another spill from happening. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

How many more spills need to happen before people see these patterns? When will a line in 
the sand be drawn and people recognize the dire consequences for inaction? We no longer 
have the leisure to ignore the inky animals, the environmental scars left by oil spills such as 
Ixtoc I, Exxon Valdez, Erika, Hurricane Katrina and now Deepwater Horizon. Accountability is 
important. Companies need to know they will be held accountable by both the public and the 
law. Policy makers must realize that the private sector is capable of amazing feats of 
technology and creativity, but they need to operate in a clear policy and regulatory 
framework. The public good is not often the primary objective of a commercial entity – but is 
the responsibility of governments. 

The BP incident has reminded us of the cost of our unrelenting consumption of fossil 
fuels from ever more distant countries or difficult geologic sources. In addition, it demons-
trates that even the most modernized countries do not necessarily handle oil spills well. What 
about the even more remote regions of the world who face oil spills without any 
consequences? Will BP allow for the global community to face all oil spill disasters rather 
than simply those that are strategically located in certain areas of the world? In addition, 
could the BP oil spill reinforce our efforts to develop and deploy renewable energy? What 
potential for these other sources of energy? The bottom line is that through this paper there 
is ample evidence that oil spills are becoming more and more costly with higher risk as 
companies search ever more difficult deposits to meet demand. There is a crucial need to act 
decisively to manage increasing risk and begin an evolution to alternative energy. These five 
cases are reminders of what has happened in the past 30 years, but they are only a small 
sample of a much longer list of disastrous oil spills. Let us not forget in the next months as 
BP fades from the daily news and our daily thoughts. We need only to remember the oil-
drenched pelicans and dead sea otters to know that there needs to be fundamental change 
and it needs to start now. 
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