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Five years have passed since the Deepwater Horizon oil rig disaster spilled more than 200 

million gallons of crude oil into the Gulf of Mexico. Five years for the friends and families of 11 

men who died that April day to accept their loss, as best they can. Five years for beaches, coastal 

marshes, and bird, wildlife and marine habitat to recover, as best they can, from the viscous 

deposits of oil and the massive tar mats that washed up on Gulf Coast shores in the days, months 

and years following the spill. Five years for local economies to recover, for thousands of men 

and women who made their living off the water to get back to work and their ways of life. 

Those five years have been a time of recovery on many fronts, and yet the BP oil spill's legacy 

still intrudes. Much remains to be done, not only the continuing effort to clean up the Gulf but 

also to apply what we've learned as we deal with environmental issues in the future, in the Gulf 

and elsewhere. 

According to a recent study from Florida State University, possibly 10 million gallons of oil are 

still on the sea floor; scientists can't say for sure what effect that oil will have on ocean life in the 

coming decades, but it can't be good. Although the Texas coast was spared the worst of the 

environmental catastrophe, some communities in other Gulf Coast states still need help. 

Oystermen and fishermen still haven't recovered their livelihoods. According to a recent report 

from the National Wildlife Federation, dolphins are sick with symptoms of oil exposure and are 

dying at four times normal rates. Endangered sea turtle nests are declining. 

Even though BP claims to have spent $28 billion mitigating damages, there is still much to do. 

The good news five years after the single largest oil spill in American history is that local, state 

and federal agencies and environmental groups have had significant success helping the region 



recover, despite the continuing needs. That effort has been buttressed by the so-called Restore 

Act, legislation Congress passed in 2012 that directs 80 percent of the potential Clean Water Act 

fines from BP and other responsible parties back to the five Gulf Coast states. 

Texas, with its 3,000 miles of coastlines, bays, lagoons and estuaries, will be getting at least $56 

million and perhaps as much as $300 million to $1 billion as its portion of the Restore Act. That 

money will go to projects that not only will repair oil spill degradation but also will restore and 

rehabilitate bays and associated ecosystems all along the Texas coast from damage incurred over 

the decades. 

"We're looking at a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to invest back into Galveston Bay," Bob 

Stokes, president of the Galveston Bay Foundation, told the Chronicle's Shannon Tompkins 

recently. "It all hinges on decisions made on how funds are spent." 

In Texas, the Governor's Office oversees the process that makes those decisions. Environmental 

groups and Texans in general need to make sure the money goes to projects that have what 

Stokes calls "ecosystem-wide impacts," whether restoring wetlands, seagrass and freshwater 

inflows, recycling oyster shells to create new reefs or preventing shoreline erosion, among many 

other urgently needed rehabilitation efforts. 

Five years also have brought changes in the deepwater oil production industry. For example, the 

2010 Drilling Safety Rule requires stricter standards for well design, casing and cementing, and 

the number of federal inspectors working in the Gulf's outer continental shelf has increased from 

55 to 92. The Department of the Interior just a few days ago released a new well control rule to 

require outside audits of equipment. 

Those are positive outcomes in response to a catastrophe, but we shouldn't need a catastrophe to 

force us to do the right thing. We can't afford another mistake of this magnitude, particularly in 

areas where a similar tragedy could be even worse. We have in mind, for example, such pristine 

ocean habitats as the Arctic, where the Obama administration recently proposed a five-year 

offshore oil and gas drilling plan. 



We can look forward to the day when our reliance on fossil fuels has evolved into reliance on 

sustainable energy solutions, including solar and wind power. That's the way to avoid another 

Deepwater Horizon. Until that day comes, community groups and environmental organizations - 

all of us, in fact, who care about the Gulf and recognize its value - can't waver in the ongoing 

effort to nurture and protect what Laura Huffman of the Nature Conservancy of Texas describes 

as "arguably our country's hardest working body of water." Whether it's holding industry and 

government responsible for environmental health and safety or modifying our own habits to 

protect the Gulf, we're making an investment that will pay dividends for ourselves and 

succeeding generations far into the future. 
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