
 

New results of Deepwater Horizon research
to protect marine life against future oil spills
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Fire boats extinguish flames at the off-shore oil rig in April, 2010. Credit: C-
IMAGE

The University of South Florida continues to play an integral role in
discovering the extent of damage caused by the 2010 Deepwater
Horizon oil spill. Researchers just published results of a seven-year
study, recording the most comprehensive data available of marine life
throughout the entire Gulf of Mexico.
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This is significant, as lack of baseline data has limited researchers'
abilities to fully understand the oil spill's impact. The new data will serve
as a tremendous asset for future research. The study published in the
journal Marine and Coastal Fisheries outlines the marine makeup of the
Gulf from the U.S. to Mexico and Cuba.

"Neither the fish nor oil spills know national boundaries," said principal
investigator Steve Murawski, Ph.D., professor at the University of South
Florida College of Marine Science. "Providing seamless data for the
Gulf as a whole is imperative if we are to prepare adequately for future
oil spills."

Throughout the course of 12 separate research expeditions, marine
biologists systematically caught 15,000 fish of 166 species from 343
locations. They divided the Gulf into six zones, to help best differentiate
population changes. The most notable decline since the disaster is of the
red snapper and southern hake in the northern Gulf, the location of the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill.

Overall, fish were most abundant in the northern and northwestern Gulf.
Much of that has to do with increased fishery protections and the area
producing more phytoplankton, the foundation of the aquatic food web.
The average sizes of fish were larger there compared to the West Florida
Shelf, Yucatan Peninsula and Cuba where fewer large predators exist.
The species compositions and size data provide a basis for evaluating
resiliency to overfishing, climate change, pollution, habitat loss, invasive
species and other stressors on fish populations.
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https://phys.org/tags/fish/
https://phys.org/tags/aquatic+food+web/


 

  

This map portrays sampling locations and catch rates (number of fish caught per
1000 hooks fished per hour). Credit: University of South Florida

Specimens from the surveys continue to be tested for oil residues, other
organic pollutants and heavy metals. Overall the degree of oil
contamination of fish from the northern Gulf continues to decline,
although no areas assessed so far are oil free. The goal of this research is
to establish just where the oil contamination baseline is in the aftermath
of Deepwater Horizon.
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Research vessel used to study the Gulf of Mexico 2011-2017. Credit: University
of South Florida

  More information: Steven A. Murawski et al, Comparative
Abundance, Species Composition, and Demographics of Continental
Shelf Fish Assemblages throughout the Gulf of Mexico, Marine and
Coastal Fisheries (2018). DOI: 10.1002/mcf2.10033
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