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Gulf Coast Oil Spill

Directions: The following pages contain two different articles about the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.  This week, please complete the following:
1. Read both articles.
2. Code the text. Box new vocabulary and predict the meaning; underline and star important ideas; put question marks in the margins when you have a question.

3. Visit websites and watch the news to see pictures and video of living things affected by the oil spill. One website to visit for pictures is here: http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/06/04/assignment-35/ 

4. Talk to teachers, parents, and friends about the spill. Find out what they think about it.

5. Write a 3-paragraph response on the last page of this packet. 
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The oily Gulf

The Gulf oil spill is massive, will take years to clean up

(Adapted from http://www.sciencenews.org/view/generic/id/59809/title/FOR_KIDS_The_oily_Gulf)
On the night of April 20, an explosion rocked the Deepwater Horizon. The Deepwater Horizon was a huge rig (platform) in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico used to drill oil from deep below the ocean floor. Most of the 126 people on the platform escaped, but 11 people died and others were injured. Rescue workers raced to the scene to put out the fire – but they couldn’t prevent an environmental disaster.

Oil began leaking from a pipe on the ocean floor, 5,000 feet below. Like a giant straw, the pipe carried oil from the ocean floor up to the platform. On April 22, the pipe became disconnected and broken. Since then, oil has been flowing out into the water.

“This is probably the biggest environmental disaster we have ever faced in this country,” said Carol Browner, who advises the President on energy and climate change.

As the oil spreads, it pollutes the water, endangers wildlife, and threatens a way of life for people who live in the area. By late May, animals such as Louisiana’s state bird, the brown pelican, were showing up near the shoreline, covered in oil. Beaches and swampy areas near the shore had become splashed with oil. The oil could continue to wash onto shore for weeks — or even months — and the environmental damage may take years to clean up.

It’s been difficult to estimate how much oil has leaked, and how far the oil slick will spread. British Petroleum, the oil company using the Deepwater Horizon, estimated a leak of 1,000 to 5,000 barrels per day. (A barrel is 42 gallons.) That’s an Olympic-sized swimming pool every three days!

But many engineers estimate the rate of the spill to be much higher - somewhere between 76,000 and 109,000 barrels of oil per day. The disaster has become the worst oil spill in history.

Emergency workers have used many different approaches to try to clean up the spill. A small amount of the oil that has reached the surface of the Gulf has been burned off. BP tried to install giant domes over the leaks to catch the escaping oil. As of late May, these attempts had all failed, and the oil continues to pour into Gulf waters. BP has also used dispersants, chemicals that can break the oil apart, to try to slow down the damage.

But to fully stop the leaks and block the oil could take weeks, if not months. And the problem could get worse: Natural currents that move water through the Gulf help spread the oil throughout the oceans. Also, scientists worry that hurricanes — which usually strike between June and October — could carry the oil to inland wetlands. Clean-up will take years.


How Does the BP Oil Spill Impact Wildlife and Habitat?

Adapted from http://www.nwf.org/Wildlife/Wildlife-Conservation/Threats-to-Wildlife/Oil-Spill/Effects-on-Wildlife.aspx 

Coastal Louisiana's wetlands account for roughly 40% of wetlands in the mainland United States. They support a huge variety of wildlife, including many rare, endangered, and threatened species. More than 400 fish and wildlife species depend on these habitats for food, shelter, and breeding.

The BP oil spill, which has been pouring into the Gulf for over a month, threatens the survival of land and water species not only now, but in the future as well.  Populations of fish, shellfish, marine mammals, birds and other wildlife that depend on coastal habitat may not recover, even decades later.
Impacts on Mammals

· Marine mammals, including West Indian manatees, bottlenose dolphins, sperm whales, and blue whales can come into contact with the oil and inhale harmful fumes when coming to the surface to breathe.

· Mammals that live in areas near the water, including river otters, mink and swamp rabbits will lose habitat and food sources as oil washes into coastal wetlands.

Impacts on Birds

· Egrets, herons, ibises, roseate spoonbills, brown pelicans and Wilson's plovers (to name just a few) have trouble floating and lose their ability to keep warm; suffer skin and eye damage, and ulcers, pneumonia, liver damage, and more from swallowing oil when they try to feed or clean oil from their feathers.

· Many shorebirds that nest on the ground, including plovers and terns, may lose their eggs and young. 

· Millions of migrating birds stop in the Gulf Coast to rest and feed after the exhausting flight across the Gulf of Mexico. They will face habitat and food shortages as oil washes ashore.

Impacts on Fish

· Yellowfin tuna, blue tuna, blue crabs, sharks, oysters, shrimp and other species lose their ability to fight disease and experience a build-up of pollutants in their bodies over time. 

· Oil exposure is deadly to fish eggs and larvae that can’t move to escape the oil. 

Impacts on Reptiles

· Reptiles depend on the coast for breeding ground, habitat and food sources. Sea turtles, including the loggerhead and the green turtle, are getting ready to begin their nesting season.

Impacts on Habitat

Ninety percent of all the marine species in the Gulf depend on coastal estuaries at some point in their lives, and most of these estuaries are in Louisiana. Louisiana's estuarine habitat includes salt marshes and barrier islands that sit on the edge of Louisiana's coast, and those will be hit first--and hardest--by the oil spill.

· Oil is harder to remove from the kind of soils that occur in coastal wetlands and marshes.

· Oil can kill or reduce growth of marsh grasses, which are a key source of food and shelter for wildlife. 

Polluted Ecosystem = Polluted Economy

The Gulf Coast states rely heavily on fishing to support their local economies. The fishing industry made $659 million in shellfish and finfish in 2008. Millions of people also took fishing trips and vacations in the Gulf Coast that year, as well.
 As oil spreads through the Gulf, some fishing areas have already been closed until the water can be tested for pollution. 

· The area affected by the spill is prime breeding ground for fish, shrimp, crabs, and is full of oyster beds.

· The Gulf region accounts for about one-fifth of total U.S. seafood production and nearly three-quarters of the nation's shrimp output.

Louisiana produces 50 percent of the U.S. shrimp crop, 35 percent of the nation's blue claw crabs, and 40 percent of its oysters.

Response: Write a 3-paragraph (or more) response:
· Paragraph 1: Explain the basics of the oil spill – what happened, what is happening now, etc. 

· Paragraph 2: Explain how the oil spill will affect living things. Use facts from the articles, plus what you have learned about ecosystems, food webs, water quality, etc. How does the oil spill affect humans?
· Paragraph 3: Choose one or two of the following questions to answer: 

· How do you feel about the spill? Why? 

· What do you think the government should do about it? 

· What should BP do about it? (BP is the company that was using the Deepwater Horizon when it exploded) 

· Can we prevent disasters like this  in the future? How?

· Who should pay to clean up the oil & take care of injured wildlife? Why?
