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Update on the Gulf Oil Spill

In October, the National Audubon Society released a major report examining the ongoing impact of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill disaster in the Gulf.  This report, entitled “Oil and Birds:  Too Close for Comfort” is available online at: http://gulfoilspill.audubon.org.  

Here are some of the main findings, taken from the report:

Birds Faithful to Risky Habitats 

The Louisiana coastal sites surveyed by Audubon science teams were alive with birds, representing the range of species typical of the region in September. Teams recorded species and

numbers during walks of 23 separate one-kilometer transects (sample sections of habitat) and at multiple stationary locations. In all, they reported nearly 10,000 individual birds, including terns

and large numbers of both mature and juvenile Brown Pelicans (recently removed from the endangered species list). The young were a welcome sight given the concerns generated by disaster coverage filled with images of oiled and dying pelicans. It is far too early to evaluate the success of the 2010 breeding season for this recovering species, but large numbers have successfully fledged to face the additional challenges that lie ahead.

Survey teams detected oil on only three birds during the September count (one Willet and two American Avocets). However, the lack of visible oil does not mean the birds they saw are safe. Overall bird health cannot be assessed through observation alone. Teams could not determine how many birds might have ingested or otherwise come into contact with oil, dispersants, or other disaster-related chemicals. The longterm implications of ingestion or contact are also unclear and may require years of monitoring and biological research to assess.

Whatever the risks, Audubon’s survey revealed that birds continued to face ongoing exposure to oil and associated chemicals as the six-month anniversary of the disaster approached. The threat stems from what at first glance appears reassuring: the abundance of birds in the same places where they are usually found, mainly on the barrier islands near their food sources and far from land predators.

Teams saw no indication that birds moved from their preferred habitat—even if it was oiled during the spill—to other oil-free areas. Indeed, surveyed western beaches that received little or

no oil sheltered fewer birds, as would have been expected in any case because of their less varied array of habitats. In contrast, the spits and barrier islands in eastern sections of the Barataria-

Terrebonne Important Bird Area—hard hit by oil and in varying stages of cleanup—were covered with resting and foraging pelicans, terns, gulls, skimmers, and shorebirds. Wintering

species, including American White Pelican, Lesser Scaup, and Common Loon, had not yet returned when the surveys were conducted; they will reappear from late October through

December. It is likely that they too will fail to detect any threats to lead them away from affected areas.

Birds’ fidelity to their normal habitats puts them squarely where the oil was—and, as

Audubon’s researchers discovered, where the oil often remains.
Nearly six months after the Deepwater Horizon explosion, Audubon teams found cleanup

operations still in progress. Media interest in oiled habitats is fading since the Macondo well was “killed.” But the oil itself is disappearing far more slowly.
Audubon researchers found oil along nine out of 10 transects in Barataria and Terrebone bays and the Isles Dernieres island chain; these globally significant Important Bird Areas provide vital habitat for sandpipers, terns, wading birds, and pelicans, including Red Knot, Piping Plover, Wilson’s Plover, Least Tern, Brown Pelican, Black Skimmer, Clapper Rail, American

Oystercatcher, and Roseate Spoonbill.
Teams observed oil in many different forms and places. In some cases it was buried beneath the sand and oozed upward in response to pressure or changing temperatures. Tarballs peppered high-tide lines on some beaches. In other locations, heavily weathered oil (described by some as “tar reefs”) on tidal flats sent a steady stream of oily materials to shore but remained underwater

except at low tide. Similar tar mats have been reported and likely exist out in deeper water, where large storms can cause further breakup and send residue onto beaches. One barrier island was extensively oiled with tar patties that had washed ashore six days before the survey.

Oiled marsh edges still showed dark, oily material and dead vegetation.

Wherever oil and other chemicals persist, vulnerable species will remain unwitting subjects of an

uncontrolled experiment that is far from over.
National Audubon Society Recommendations:
The continued well-being of the birds, wildlife and people of the Gulf depends on

addressing the immediate impacts of the disaster and on taking action to restore the

long-term health of an ecosystem suffering from a host of ills. Audubon is in it for the

long term, and we are committed to addressing both sets of challenges. We recommend:

Mitigate the Spill’s Impacts

The continued presence of oil and disaster-related debris in many Important Bird Areas makes it clear that BP must continue cleaning up as much oil as possible—and do so in ways that minimize harm to birds, other organisms, and their habitats.

• Continue cleanup of beaches as residual oil comes ashore or is discovered.

• Avoid damaging fragile marshes and beaches with aggressive cleanup techniques.

• Minimize disturbance to birds and wildlife from cleanup crews.

• Remove stray boom, bags of soiled material, and other debris from the environment.

• Remove wire baskets from beaches and reverse other temporary protection measures that diminish habitat health.

Monitor and Act

Unanswered questions about oil’s longterm effects on birds and the food chains that sustain them mean that scientists, government agencies, and conservation groups must remain vigilant, carefully monitoring populations and responding quickly to any emerging threats or declines observed in the months and years ahead.  Specific goals include:
• Determine how much oil remains underwater to gain better understanding of how it might continue coming into contact with organisms and being dispersed through the ecosystem.

• Monitor ecosystem health, including wildlife populations.

• Research long-term effects and toxicity of oil and dispersants. Conservation and restoration strategies depend on understanding whether there are or will be lingering effects from chronic

exposure to toxins in the environment.

