Cleaning Up on Oil 
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Pensacola Beach, FL   -  It is always interesting to follow up on a natural, or man-made, disaster several months later.  As you may recall, I was here on the Gulf Coast this past summer in late August.  At the time, the cleanup of the BP oil well blowout was in full force on the local beaches.  Tourism had been hard hit, hotels were mostly empty, the beaches had occasional tar balls floating ashore, and the local economy was in shambles.
Now, three months later, there is little evidence of an oil spill.  The beaches are back in a pristine white condition, the fish markets are full of local seafood, and the tourists are returning to enjoy this spectacular miracle of nature.  There are cleanup crews still searching daily for oil on, and under, the beaches, but, for the most part, there are no visible signs of the oil spill.

In walks along long stretches of beach, I have seen no oil, no tar balls, nothing but sea shells and white sand.  However, the cleanup crews – now all local contractors – have heavy equipment staged at intervals along the beach to search for oil and tar located under the surface of the sand.  There does not appear to be much to find.  A huge augur (think corkscrew) is drilled into the sand along the beach at what appears to be essentially random intervals.  If there is any evidence of oil or tar on the augur when it comes out of the sand, a small pink flag is inserted to mark the area for further investigation.  Although I did not see a lot of pink flags, one crew chief told me that they had found “some stuff” recently about 8 inches below the surface approximately 50 feet from the waterline. 
When the crews do locate such a find, the sand is scooped up by front end loaders, and dumped into a “separating machine.”  This is a large contraption consisting of huge dumpster in the center which receives the sand.  It is then shook so that the oily sand and tar balls fall to the bottom and the clean sand is slung to the outside onto two conveyor belts (one on each side) which distributes the sand back onto the beach.  More large equipment with rakes then further smooth the beach.  The almost steady wind soon (within days) returns the beach to its natural condition.  The contaminated sand is trucked away, presumably (according to the contractor) to be used to make asphalt [I could not verify this claim].
Mostly the entire operation appears to be part of the federal stimulus package to employ as many locals as possible.  Any oil or tar which is found and removed is a bonus.  The contractors I talked to told me that they were working 7 days a week, and would be doing so until February when the sea turtles come ashore to lay eggs.  At that time, all cleanup work will cease. It is not clear at this time if it will be resumed after the turtle eggs hatch in early summer.

I also met a fellow named Clay who works for the National Park Service.  He lives near the Pacific Coast and normally has assignments in Olympic National Park.  However, he is now assigned here for three months to oversee the cleanup on beaches within Gulf Shores National Seashore.  It appears to be a cushy job.  He does no cleanup himself, but is present simply to ensure that the heavy equipment in use does not damage local plants and vegetation and that the areas are restored to reasonably natural conditions.  When I talked to Clay, we (he, his girlfriend, and I) were sitting in a hot tub at a pricey ($3000/month) condo complex here in Pensacola Beach.  Clay’s expenses are all paid by the U.S. government [a.k.a. you and me] and he is receiving per diem in addition to his regular salary.  He seemed to be very pleased with the arrangement.
Obviously, there are always winners and losers when disasters occur. I would have to say that the initial pain around here has been more than balanced by the rather generous BP claims process and the essentially unlimited infusion of federal money into the region.  I know at least one guy named Clay who loves oil spills.
I thought you might like to know.
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