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Pensacola Beach, FL -  Recently I met a fellow from Memphis who is a contractor for British Petroleum (BP).   He was sitting in a pickup truck in the parking lot for a beach access point 8 miles east of here.  His name was Bob.

Bob’s job is to supervise the cleanup of this section of beach.  On this day he had two busloads of worker-bees who were sitting in white coveralls in the two chartered busses.  They were, Bob told me, in the equivalent of a baseball rain delay, that is, everyone was waiting for the weather to improve before going back to the work at hand, namely, cleaning up the beaches from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill disaster.  

It is difficult to comprehend the scope and the expense of this oil cleanup process.  Bob told me that a few weeks ago he had over 2500 workers at his disposal to clean up the beaches from Pensacola Beach to the eastern tip of Gulf Island National Park, just beyond Navarre Beach, a stretch of approximately 30 miles.  Now that the gusher has been capped for just over a month, BP has cut the number of workers back to about 400.  Most of these folks are local citizens who need work.  Previously BP brought in workers from all over the region, but they were the first to be let go because they were being paid per diem for food and lodging, or their hotel expenses were being paid directly by BP.  
In just this one parking lot, BP had assembled the two busloads of workers, at least 15 pickup trucks to hold cleaning materials and to collect oily debris, two front end loaders, and two bulldozers to move sand around on the beach.  Bob said that there was another similar cleaning crew “down the road.”

As I walked along these incredibly white and beautiful beaches, there were no longer any visible signs of oil – no tar balls, no oil slick on the water, none of the globs of oily masses previously seen on television.   Bob told me that the surface cleanup work was essentially completed all along the Florida beaches, but that there was definitely plenty of work to do under the sand.  In many locations, the BP-hired bulldozers were finding globs of tar and congealed oil as much as two feet below the surface.  These hidden globs were not only near the waterline, but also close to the dunes.  It appears that such problems will ensure the continuing presence of some BP cleanup efforts here for at least the next several months.
Bob, as with most of this group of supervisors, has been working for BP for several years as a contractor.  Prior to the Deepwater Horizon disaster, his duties had generally been associated with cleanup work for spills throughout the world.  Now his total focus is on the Gulf Coast.  Bob would appear to be doing very well financially from this work.  Although I did not ask for specifics, he indicated that he was indeed on per diem, in addition to his contractor pay, which I assume to be hefty because he does have a very specialized skill set.
Although there are signs all around this region of the devastating economic effects of the spill, there are also many “winners” to counterbalance somewhat those who have lost income and/or jobs.  Due to the soon-to-be-distributed $20 billion compensation fund extracted from BP by the government, there may soon be more “winners.”   And that is before the scores of local lawyers start filing suits!   Ultimately, we may find that this spill will have been the best economic boost for the Gulf Coast since the discovery of oil under the offshore waters south of here.
I thought you might like to know.
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