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The Effects of Oil Spills and Methods to Subvert Them
Oil spills have significant short and long-term consequences for marine habitats; however, they can be overcome in a variety of ways: one way is to simply stop the leak and let natural microbes degrade the oil over time; another way (closely related to the first) is to use absorbents on the oil, rather than detergents, and let bio-remediation take its course. This will allow such spills to be minimized in terms of damage. Oil spills cause physical smothering of marine species; spills cause reproductive damage; spills cause physical damage; spills can cause long-term destruction of species; and some species can recover in ways other species cannot and, therefore, some species replace other ones in the local hierarchy when there is a spill. The following paper will discuss the short and long term impact and then proceed to look at two ways of overcoming the problem.
Short-Term Impact
The short term impact of an oil spill is that it leads to the physical smothering of creatures that happen to be in the marine environment – presumably because oil smothers gills and acts as a thick coat cast over plant life (Stewart, 2005). The literature does not delve in great detail vis-à-vis the precise manner in which an oil spill smothers creatures in the water. However, it appears as though the oil clogs gills, discourages sunlight from getting through to marine organisms, and can even make moving about very difficult for organisms (British Petroleum, n.d.). In a closely related vein, the evidence exists that oil spills cause defoliation – which destroys the habitat upon which various marine life rely for their food. This apparently results from the fact that the oil smothers the aquatic vegetation and this destroys the wildlife and marine ecology that exists below the surface (British Petroleum, n.d.). Finally, the oil can wreak damage upon the marine life found in the ocean because it coats gills in an ugly mucous-like film that basically makes breathing impossible. The physical smothering can also impact birds in different ways because the birds’ feathers will become matted and separate thanks to the oil; consequently, the water-proofing offered by the feathers is eliminated (Elston, 2010). Thus, the smothering of marine life can be profound and can destroy various species without much in the way of difficulty – even if it acts upon various forms of marine life in somewhat different ways.   

Another short-term impact of an oil spill is that the oil spill can literally cause marine species to stop reproducing insofar as oil components – along with the health complications they create – can seep into the aforementioned organisms (Stewart, 2005). The grim reality is that oil spills can cause the disruption of reproductive hormones and behavioural changes that can ultimately reduce the rate of reproduction whilst also impacting how the affected creatures care for their own young (Kennedy, 2010). Another thing that occurs, though it is not stated explicitly in the available research materials, is that oil spills can destroy the food chain and this causes nutritional deficiencies that, in turn, cause lowered reproduction rates. Again, such a phenomenon is not stated in great detail in the available literature, but it is certainly hinted at in various online sources (“Gulf of Mexico marine life endangered for generations,” n.d.). Last of all, the reproductive process is debilitated because the egg stocks of the marine fishes that are impacted are debilitated. We know from the available research that the toxic mix or sludge from diluted oil or from crude can jeopardize the survival of eggs and larvae (Goldenberg, 2010). 

A final short-term impact of an oil spill is that the oil spill will inevitably result in different concentrations of marine species in the affected waters. For instance, there will surely be an increase in inter-tidal algae in the waters because of the death of limpets that graze on the algae (Dicks, 1999). The grim reality is that already-endangered species now become even more vulnerable because the fragile ecosystem is damaged. For example, the bluefin tuna has been in a state of constant decline since the 1970s; its numbers are about one-tenth what they were in that decade and could fall even more sharply because of what the oil spill is doing to the Gulf of Mexico marine environment (Richard, 2010). 

Long-Term Impact
An oil spill can cause enduring long-term damage to local physical habitats because of its toxic components. Research does indicate that oil contamination can persist in the marine environment for many years after an oil spill and can damage the physical environment for some time to come. For example, salt marshes and mangrove swamps can be contaminated and thus marred for decades after an oil spill (Kingston, 2002). 

An oil spill can cause some species to disappear forever. The reality is that some species are positively devastated by the introduction of oil into the local habitat. The Tsesis oil spill of October, 1977, saw benthic amphipods of the genus Pontoporeia and the polychaete Harmothoe sarsi Kinberg destroyed almost completely within a short period of time (Elmgren et al, 1983). However, there is also evidence that some species can resist the ravages of an oil spill and may actually become predominate in an affected area as a result. For example, the clam Macoma balthica showed resistance in the aforementioned spill; likewise, though ostracods, harpacticoids, turbellaria and kinorhynchs were debilitated, nematodes were actually quite strong in the aftermath and showed great resiliency (Elmgren et al, 1983). Thus, the fragile balance is certainly turned upside down by the introduction of an oil spill. 

The oil spill will inevitably spread over time and devastate turtle and bird stocks inland. One of the grim realities is that various species outside of marine species will suffer over time. For example, most marine biologists posit that turtles and wild birds will suffer in the future as the oil spill from a tragedy like what unfolded in the Gulf of Mexico starts to make its way inland (“Oil spill impact on wild life will be significant,” 2010). 
How to Clean Up the Mess
Were the leak plugged up, it might be a good idea to let microbes do the job of cleaning up the mess. The reality of the mess in the Gulf of Mexico is that it is one of those things that might be better left to Mother Nature – were it not for the fact that the flow of oil is still un-stanched. For example, oil is a biological product and can be degraded by microbes beneath and on the surface of the water. This is useful to know insofar as some of the detergents used in spill clean-ups are more toxic than the oil itself (Softpedia, 2010). 

Using bio-remediation and absorbents is the other, and better, way of resolving the crisis. Many scholars believe that using microbes to break down the oil and using absorbents is better than using detergents because these can actually cause more damage in the long run and will slow down recovery (Softpedia, 2010). 
Conclusion

The conclusion of this paper is that there are long-term and short term consequences to oil spills but that an effective way of reducing the damage is to use absorbents and natural microbes to reduce the oil slick. The alternative – using detergents – simply exacerbates the existing problem and does not help in the recovery effort.
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