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THE GULF OF MEXICO OIL SPILL:   MAPPING THE ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
SOCIAL COSTS OF THE GLOBAL OIL BUSINESS 
 

In April 2010, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded in the Gulf of Mexico, leading to 
the deaths of 11 workers and injuring 17 others.  Almost five million barrels of oil spilled 
into the sea over 12 weeks, making it the world’s largest accidental marine oil spill.  
Pollution was widespread and will have long-term consequences for environments and 
societies.  It is the ever-rising global demand for oil that pushes companies like BP to set 
up operations in deep water where the risks are high.  The negative effects of this global 
pressure are clear to see in this case study, which focuses on important ideas and 
concepts for students of Edexcel GCE Geography Unit 1 and Unit 3  
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Photograph 1    The oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico and threatened locations nearby  

 

 

BP’S  GLOBAL  BUSINESS 
 
Twelve weeks after the accident occurred, BP 
finally plugged its oil leak on 3rd August 2010.  By 
that time, almost five millions barrels of oil had 
flowed into the Gulf of Mexico after the oil rig 
Deepwater Horizon exploded on the 20th April.   
The initial clean-up operation cost the company 
$1.6 billion. It will take years to settle all legal 
bills, for which the company has set aside a $20 
billion fund.  
 This is a lot of money for any company to find 
but BP is likely to survive because it is a major 
transnational corporation (TNC) with large 

financial assets. According to its corporate website: 
“BP has transformed: growing from a local oil 
company into a global energy group; employing over 
80,000 people and operating in over 100 countries 
worldwide.” BP regards itself as being one of 
globalisation’s “success stories” (Table 1). 

 Before the accident, BP’s biggest market focus 
was oil extraction and sales in the USA: just over 
26% of BP’s daily production of 4 million barrels of 
oil and gas comes from the USA and its coastal 
waters (Figure 1). Every day, America consumes 20 
million barrels of oil.  

 BP’s operations in Russia now account for a 
further quarter of its total production. 
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Annual 
sales 

$239 billion 

Global 
employees 

80,300 (at 31 Dec 2009) 

Known oil 
reserves 

18.3 billion barrels of oil  

Production  
bases 

Active in 30 countries 

Car petrol 
stations 

22,400 (over 100 countries) 

Daily 
output 

2.3 million barrels per day 

 
Table 1    BP’s global business in 2009 

 In recent years the company has started to 
extract oil from the deeper waters of the Gulf of 
Mexico, in reach of the USA’s southern coastline. 

 BP extracts oil from more than 20 deepwater 
fields around the world. 
 BP has grown into a large TNC over time 
through a series of mergers and acquisitions. In 
the 1990s, it bought US companies Amoco and 
ARCO.  Since then, BP has also built a large 
global network of contractors to carry out work 
on its behalf. TNCs use out-sourcing as a 
strategy to keep their own operating costs low. 
 The key players working with BP in the Gulf of 
Mexico were two contracting firms: 

 Transocean – the actual owner and operator 
of the Deepwater Horizon rig (rather than BP, 
who only leased the use of the rig). Transocean 
drilled the well at BP’s request.   

 Halliburton – this company was responsible for 
laying cement around the well on the ocean floor to 
seal it shut and prevent any leakage.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                   Source: Financial Times (2010) 
 

Figure 1   BP’s operations in the Gulf of Mexico 
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KEY TERMS 
 

 Global network   In the case of a TNC, the 
term “global network” describes the chains of 
interconnected company operations and out-
sourced operations (including supplies of parts 
and materials) that the business is built from.  

 Out-sourcing   When one company employs 
another company’s services to help reduce the 
number of operations and employees that the first 
company is directly responsible for.  

 Transnational Corporation (TNC)    This 
is a business with operations in more than one 
country. Large firms such as BP have expanded 
their businesses globally over time by establishing 
new operations overseas, or by employing other 
companies to carry out work on their behalf as 
part of a process called out-sourcing.  
 
 
 So which of these interconnected companies 
was actually to blame? After the blast, BP initially 
laid the blame squarely with Transocean as the 
owner and operator of the rig.  A BP spokesperson 
was quoted as saying it was “their people, their 
processes” and “not our accident”.   This was 
despite the fact that BP had overall ownership of 
the drilling project. However, although BP 
appeared to blame Transocean, the oil giant did 
take responsibility for the clear-up operation.  
 As a UK-registered company working globally, 
BP already had a poor safety record in the USA 
even before this latest accident.  In 2007, BP was 
fined $50 million for breaking the Clean Air Act, 
due to an explosion in 2005 at its Texas City 
refinery.   
 
ENVIRONMENTAL  &  SOCIAL  IMPACTS 
 
This was the worst oil spill of all time, surpassed 
only by the volume of oil deliberately released in 
Kuwait during the 1991 gulf war. The sheer  
volume  of oil spilled severely damaged the 
biological productivity of marine ecosystems. Oil 
affected every component of food chains, from 
zooplankton to sperm whales and the Bluefin 
tuna (which spawns only in the Gulf and 
Mediterranean waters, is already under pressure 
from over-fishing). 
 Oil leaked into the Gulf of Mexico for 12 weeks 
before BP managed to stem the flow of the oil by 
placing a tight cap on the well.  Ocean currents 
drove oil plumes across the Gulf region; oil made 
landfall on beaches along the Florida coast-line - a 
tourism “honey-pot” area. (Photograph 1). 
 The long-term impact on marine and coastal 
ecosystems is predicted to be very severe.  Some 
scientists also expressed concern that the solution 
used by BP to tackle  the  problem  (oil  dispersant  

 
                                                                    Source: Financial Times (2010) 

 
Figure 2   Impacts and costs of the disaster 

 
Corexit 9500) could prove to be as toxic to marine 
life (including phytoplankton, zooplankton and 
larvae) as the oil itself (BP countered this claim, 
saying that the chemical is “no more toxic than 
dishwashing liquid”).  
 To help make a comparison, consider what 
happened when a large ocean oil spill occurred close 
by in Mexico’s Bay of Campeche thirty years ago. Its 
effects are still evident today, with populations of 
octopus, sea urchins and oysters not yet recovered. 
Fish stocks took 15 to 20 years to return to normal, 
but by then two-thirds of local fishermen had been 
forced to find other jobs. Similar long-term impacts 
look likely after this most recent spill.  
 
Louisiana’s Wetlands  
Louisiana’s wetlands cover around 50,000 square 
kilometres. The area is one of the most productive 
ecosystems in North America, home to an abundance 
of wildlife, including mullet, pelicans, herons, 
spoonbills, egrets and ducks.  The wildlife rely on the 
unspoiled wilderness habitat of the wetlands for 
survival.  So too do local communities who benefit 
from a healthy tourism trade.  
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 BP, the US government and local communities 
tried to prevent oil reaching these wetlands, using 
a mixture of chemicals and floating barriers called 
booms (Photograph 2).  But within a month of the 
explosion, oil had arrived. This brought a range of 
damaging environmental and social impacts. 

 Oil coated the feathers of pelicans 
(Photograph 4).  This is a problem as oil destroys 
the insulating properties of birds’ feathers, 
causing them to die of hypothermia when the 
temperature drops at night (or hyperthermia 
when the daytime sun heats their bodies). 

 Oyster and shrimp grounds along the coast 
were badly affected and closed to fishing. Many 
local fishermen lost their source of income. 

 Oil damaged the roots of wetland  plants.   
 Fish that survived the immediate effects of the 

spill may suffer long-term impairments to their 
reproductive system resulting in fewer offspring. 
 At the height of the clean-up operation, there 
were 6,500 vessels and 46,000 people involved.  
As well as employing people to restore the 
marshes, BP also employed dozens of wildlife 
professionals to help oiled birds and turtles.    
 

 
Photo by BP America  (Flickr creative commons license) 

 
Photograph 2   A boom in place on Florida’s coast 

   
 Luckily, Louisiana has high temperatures 
which help accelerate the rate at which the oil 
naturally degrades. There is also a good supply of 
oil-eating bacteria living in the local water (they 
feed off small oil leaks that occur naturally along 
the seabed). The oil-consuming bacteria 
multiplied quickly after the oil spill began and a 
major food source appeared for them. As a result, 
the ecological effects of this catastrophe will 
gradually subside in Louisiana.  However, many 
fishing and tourist businesses will not recover, at 
least in the near future.  These people will be 
looking to BP for financial compensation.  

What went wrong?  The background of the 
Deepwater Horizon accident 
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Photograph 3   A Gulf of Mexico oil rig 
 
The world’s appetite for oil means that big oil 
companies have developed new technologies to allow 
drilling to take place in increasingly deeper offshore 
waters.  However, the technology for preventing 
“blow-outs” - and for cleaning up any damage done 
by oil spills - has not kept pace.   

 BP asked Transocean to drill using the fastest 
method possible. As drilling got underway at a depth 
of 1,500 metres,  all three companies involved in the 
operation started to experience problems. 

 A large amount of natural gas somehow 
penetrated the casing of the oil well when it should 
instead have been sealed off from this risk: 
Halliburton’s cementing procedure is now known to 
have failed.  

 The oil rig had a blow-out preventer (BOP) 
installed that was supposed to block any upward 
surge of gas. But the BOP failed. When a jet of mud 
also erupted uncontrollably onto the oil rig platform, 
the crew were given no chance to fix the BOP.  The 
oil rig suffered a giant gas explosion that killed 11 
Transocean workers. 
 Once the leak was underway, BP was forced to try 
out a range of different solution until, after 12 weeks, 
the leak was finally stopped.  So why did the US 
government ever grant permission for BP to operate 
in risky deep water? 

 The US government benefits from oil revenue. 
Up until the accident, most politicians had been 
happy to give the go-ahead to off-shore operations. 
Weeks before the blow-out, the Obama 
administration announced an expansion of off-shore 
drilling. The US Congress has been encouraging 
companies to investigate deep oil drilling since 1995.  

 Leases sold in waters one kilometre deep or more 
rose from 50 in 1994 to 1,100 in 1997.  Offshore 
leases earned the USA $5.8 billion in 2009.   
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                                                                   Source: Financial Times (2010) 
Figure 3    The global response 

 
REDUCING THE ENVIRONMENTAL COSTS OF  THE GLOBAL OIL TRADE 
 
In order to improve the safety record of big TNCs, there are two key problems to address: 

 Rising global demand for oil means that more, not less, oil is needed each year, leading to riskier 
operations in deeper waters around the globe. 

 The way that TNCs build their global businesses leads to the growth of large networks of contractors. 
This means that it can become difficult  - and expensive - for TNCs to monitor all of the work that is 
carried out on their behalf. Not all companies do all that they could to make sure that the environmental 
and social impacts of work that they have out-sourced around the world are minimized. 
 Since the original explosion on Deepwater Horizon occurred, BP has reported on what went wrong. 
Its own investigation lays blame at the door of both contractors - while BP claimed that it was only guilty 
of not managing the contractors properly – which led to mistakes being made.  But critics of this model 
of global big business say that TNCs ought to take full responsibility for all the mistakes that are linked 
to their operations – given that they are happy to take all of the profit when things go well! 
 
MANAGING THE PLANET FOR THE FUTURE?  
 
If we are to prevent future pollution incidents of this scale from happening, then it is imperative that 
TNCs take steps to properly monitor the work that they out-source.  Some global networks clearly need 
to be managed much more carefully. 
 Countries who continue to allow TNCs to drill for oil in deep water close to their shorelines, despite 
witnessing the effects of the Gulf of Mexico oil spill, include Australia, Greenland, Norway, Canada, 
Libya, China, Brazil and Angola. Deeper wells will soon be drilled in UK waters too after the government 
conducted a review of the current regulatory system and found it to be “robust”.  Let’s hope so! 
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SYNOPTIC LINKS WITH UNIT 3 
 
This case study can also help you with your Unit 3 
studies if you progress to complete the A2 
geography course too.  In Unit 3 you need to know 
about:  

 Global energy security fears caused by global 
demand for oil being at an all-time high -  prices 
are rising so oil companies have started looking 
for oil and gas supplies in areas that previously 
would have been considered too difficult and 
dangerous. The countries with the top five 
estimated offshore reserves are Saudi Arabia, 
Brazil, United Arab Emirates, United States and 
Nigeria. Recent discoveries in Brazil could lead to 
the country becoming one of the largest oil 
producers in the world. 

 The rise of new global superpowers such as 
the BRIC nations - Brazil, Russia, India and China 
are increasingly thirsty for oil. This means it will 
be hard to avoid more deep wells being drilled in 
the future.  

 The role of technology in helping people meet 
21st Century challenges such as energy security 
concerns (until recently technology was only 
available for shallow water oil extraction) - as 
technology has improved so too has the oil 
companies’ ability to drill deeper.  In 2009, oil 
production from the Gulf of Mexico increased by 
34% - mostly from deep drilling at depths of 
around 1,500 metres of more. New technologies 
have also made it possible to drill through water 
and rock to a combined depth of 10 km! 

 Biodiversity and the impacts of pollution. 
 All of these themes are covered by this case 
study of Deepwater Horizon. 
 

 
      Photo by mindfulwalker (Flickr creative commons license) 

 
Photograph 4   Pelicans coated in oil 

 

KEY POINTS 
 

 The environmental and social impacts of the Gulf 
of Mexico oil spill were extremely severe.   

 Growing global demand for oil has prompted oil 
TNCs like BP to carry out deep water drilling, which 
carries high risks. 

 BP is a TNC that employs a global network of 
contracting firms including Transocean and 
Halliburton, who carry out out-sourced work on BP’s 
behalf.    

 Increased global out-sourcing can have negative 
impacts on societies and environments if it becomes 
unclear who should be taking overall responsibility 
for the way that work is carried out.  
 
 
EXAM QUESTION PRACTISE ZONE 
 
Study Table 1.  What is the evidence that BP is 
a major transnational corporation? 
 

3  marks 
 
Tip: The question asks for evidence that BP is a 
“major” TNC. As well as spotting evidence showing 
that BP is a TNC, try to offer an explicit comment 
about the size and scale of BP’s global operations. 
 
 
Examine how globalisation has often brought 
environmental costs to people and places. 
 

15  marks 
 
Tip: A good answer will be structured around a 
number of different themes or case studies - and the 
BP oil spillage could definitely be one of them.  
 For a decent mark, make sure you can establish a 
strong connection between globalisation and the oil 
spill, for instance by explaining that growing global 
demand for oil is driven in part by more places 
become “switched-on” to globalisation. And this 
arguably pushes the big oil TNCs like BP into 
running a riskier business model that involves deep 
water drilling.   
 In addition to this case study, you will probably 
need to look at another couple of “environmental 
costs” clearly linked to either TNCs or growing levels 
of global consumption.  
 Possible themes could include:  

 climate change / carbon footprint ideas. 
 landfill or ocean pollution / ecological footprint 

ideas. 
 another example of a TNC causing pollution e.g. 

the Union Carbide accident in Bhopal, India back in 
1984). 
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