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Week of highest news coverage: June 1-7, 2010
Number of news articles week before: 134
Number of news articles that week: 148
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 520
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Media Storm? YES Media Storm? NO

Week of highest news coverage: February 9-15, 1991
Number of news articles week before: 10
Number of news articles that week: 18
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 45
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In January 1991, in the midst of the Gulf War, the Iraqi military deliberately released 1.5 million 
tons of oil into the Persian Gulf to prevent U.S. marines from reaching Kuwait. The Gulf War Oil 
Spill became the largest oil spill to date. Burning oil rigs and spilled oil caused widespread 
devastation, killing wildlife, devastating marine ecosystems, and causing long-lasting damage to 
air quality and marine life. 

On April 20, 2010, the British Petroleum-operated Deepwater Horizon offshore oil rig exploded while 
drilling in the Macondo Prospect. The platform on the ocean's surface was engulfed in �ames, and 11 of the 
105 workers were never found. Over the next 87 days, approximately 4 million barrels of oil leaked from 
the well and into the Gulf of Mexico, covering over 70,000 miles of ocean and washing up on the shores of 
Florida. The leak was successfully capped in July 2010.

• The human casualties compounded the tragedy, drawing international sympathy. 

• The oil spill was extensively photographed, including pictures showing a large tower of smoke 
emanating from the rig and an oil slick covering the ocean and washing up on U.S. shores. Especially 
shocking were photos showing animals covered in oil, unable to move.

• The Deepwater Horizon oil spill was the largest accidental marine oil spill in history, causing 
signi�cant and long-term environmental damage.

• At the time, the Gulf War Oil Spill was the largest oil spill in history, quickly surpassing 
the well-known Exxon Valdez spill of 1989.

• The oil was deliberately dumped as a war tactic to impede U.S. troops, making the event 
shocking, unprecedented, and highly relevant to Western audiences. 

• Photos of the oil slick, compounded by war imagery, were impactful, shocking, and tragic.

• Decades of consistent and sharp decline in public support for offshore drilling, ampli�ed by previous oil 
spills and climate change concerns, made this spill especially relevant. 

• Consolidating concerns over the climate crisis served as fuel for this ecological disaster, providing a 
pre-formed base of activists, concerned citizens, and receptive politicians. 

• Signi�cant American military interventionism into the Gulf War, including Operation 
Desert Shield and Operation Desert Storm, drew massive public attention to the region and 
contextualized this spill into a broader, very personal, story. 

• The Gulf War bolstered debates over American dependence on oil, as war protestors 
criticized the government for prioritizing oil imports over peacemaking efforts. These renewed controver-
sies made the oil spill ripe for political controversy.

• Prior oil spills, like the aforementioned Exxon Valdez disaster and the Ixtoc I oil spill, primed public and 
political concern over the consequences of oil spills. 

• The Deepwater Horizon spill was primed by a history of well-known oil spills in the United 
States, including the 1989 Exxon Valdez disaster and the Ixtoc 1 spill in 1979, the massive 
ecological fallout from which created a base of public knowledge and concern over oil drilling.

• President Obama established the National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and 
Offshore Drilling to investigate the causes of the spill and identify preventative measures.

• The Department of the Interior addressed internal con�icts of interest and overly broad responsibility in 
the Minerals Management Service, separating it into three distinct organizations: the Bureau of Safety 
and Environmental Enforcement, the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, and the Of�ce of Natural 
Resources Revenue

• The war made it dif�cult to get reliable and timely information on the spill, which 
severely impeded both activists and politicians from organizing and drawing attention 
to the spill. 

• Cleanup efforts were similarly impeded by the war, funding limitations, and 
bureaucratic obstacles. As a result, there was little documentation of restoration efforts in the active war 
zone.

• Unlike the BP Oil Spill, this spill did not prompt any federal restructuring. 

• The spill sparked international protests, including an attempted “mock citizen’s arrest” 
of BP CEO Tony Hayward, and boycotts caused a 10-40% drop in gas station sales 
nationwide.

• Legal Consequences: By 2018, BP faced over 4,800 lawsuits and paid over $65 billion in �nes and 
settlement money. 

• Federal Restructuring: The spill resulted in the creation of new national and international agencies 
including those formed by President Obama as well as the Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative.

• Enduring Political Controversy: The disaster sparked long-term controversy over drilling. President 

Obama’s initial ban on offshore drilling has been reversed or re-instated by each subsequent administra-
tion, showing the signi�cant and enduring political controversies over the practice.

• Economic Effects: Tourism in South Walton, Florida dropped by 13% following the oil spill, causing BP to 
authorize $150 million for tourism efforts that helped facilitate a full rebound. 

• Reputational Effects: BP suffered long-term reputational damage from the spill.
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