No Oil, No Tourists 
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Pensacola Beach, FL - The Deepwater Horizon drilling platform explosion occurred about 150 miles southwest of here in the Gulf of Mexico.  The explosion, and subsequent gushing of oil from the seafloor, took place just under 4 months ago.   The flow of oil into the Gulf was capped nearly three months later, but not until vast quantities (the exact amount will never be known) streamed unimpeded into the surrounding water.  Wind and currents drove the oil, mostly on the surface, in all directions.  Some of this oil ultimately reached the shoreline here along the Gulf Coast.
The primary villain in this tragedy has been designated as British Petroleum (BP), the operator of the platform.  BP has been vilified both by the Obama administration and the media.  Most local residents here seem to share that view.  In fact, one local gasoline station operated by BP has covered the BP logo on its signs and lowered the price of its gasolines in an effort to lure customers back.
There was oil which came ashore here in the Pensacola area.  Thousands of locals were employed by BP to clean up the beaches.  They were assisted by many volunteers who came to the area to help in the cleanup.  Today, there is no evidence, at least here on the surface of the once-again white pristine beaches of Pensacola Beach, that there ever was an oil spill.  In addition to the widespread clean-up efforts all along the Gulf Coast shore, hundreds of miles of protective booms and the natural effects of evaporation and seaborne bacteria have prevented further damage.  Here the waters are once again clear and clean.
However, the damage has been done, at least for this summer season, to the all-important tourist industry all along the Gulf Coast.  In this business, perception is everything, and most potential tourists are voting with their feet (and their pocketbooks) to stay away.  Many people who have considered coming here in the past to vacation are now taking their entertainment spending elsewhere.
Nowhere is this more evident than here in the Pensacola area.  Hotels along Pensacola Beach are starving for business this summer. It is estimated that 70% of the yearly income for the tourist industry in this area takes place between June and August.  Although only 16 of the 180 beaches here on the Gulf Coast were affected by oil coming ashore, the perception is that the entire area has been spoiled.  The economic fallout has been considerable.  Not only is the tourist industry affected, all the other businesses which support that industry have been seriously hurt.  Driving along many of the main thoroughfares in Pensacola, one sees business after business which has been boarded up.  The follow-on effect on local tax revenues will certainly follow.

BP has been prodded to provide compensatory payments to not only the cleanup effort, but also economic restoration.  Just this week BP has promised $500 million to fund an ad campaign to lure tourists back to the Gulf Coast in addition to their $20 billion fund to compensate for damages due to the spill.  It will be interesting to see how much an effect this has.  Also, now that the oil well has been successfully capped, the local lawyers are swinging into high gear to file countless law suits against BP.  You may recall an earlier column in which I described the ubiquitous billboards here advertising attorney services.  I can assure you that this oil spill is their fondest dream come true.   Already over 300 lawsuits have been filed in 12 states against BP and the other 3 companies involved in the Deepwater Horizon rig explosion.
Even President Obama has been enlisted to try to lure tourists back to the area.  Just this week he flew into Panama City, about 90 miles east of here, to spend a day promoting tourism by being photographed swimming in the Gulf [it is unclear that he was actually in the Gulf because no outside photographers were allowed; only White House photos were distributed].  The local joke around here is that Obama was careful to visit one of the beaches which did not have any oil come ashore from the gusher.
I certainly hope that the communities along the Gulf Coast recover quickly from this financial disaster.  The beaches are among the most beautiful in the world, and the seafood is delicious.  Based on a week of sampling both, I can provide my assurance that both are great.  Come on down!!
I thought you might like to know.
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