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The Deepwater Horizon oil spill was caused by an explosion on the Deepwater Horizon (a deepwater semi-submersible mobile offshore drilling unit) offshore oil platform about 50 miles southeast of the Mississippi River delta on April 20, 2010. The Deepwater Horizon sank in approximately 5,000 feet of water on April 22, 2010.  The sinking of the Deep Horizon caused crude oil to pour out of the 5,000-foot pipe connecting the well at the ocean floor to the drilling platform on the surface. Attempts to shut down the flow were not successful.  Initial estimates of the flow rate of oil ranged from 20,000 to 100,000 barrels per day. 

On May 12, 2010, scientists of the National Institute for Undersea Science and Technology discovered large oil plumes in the deep waters of the Gulf of Mexico – one 10 miles long, three miles wide, and 300 feet thick in certain locations at depths of 1,000–1,400 meters. The plumes were depleting the dissolved oxygen in the water posing a threat to marine life at all trophic levels.  Oil causes harm to wildlife through physical contact, ingestion, inhalation and absorption.  Floating oil can contaminate plankton, which includes algae, fish eggs, and invertebrate larvae. Oil can persist in the marine environment for decades after the spill.

One of the most important aspects to find a solution to the oil spill disaster was the "spillcam"--live video footage of the leak streamed live on the Web.

The EPA and Coast Guard approved the use of dispersants, chemicals sprayed onto oil slicks, to speed up natural dispersion of the oil. These dispersants included Corexit 9500 and Corexit EC9527A, also known as deodorized kerosene. The EPA approved the use of these dispersants  three nautical miles offshore and in water depths more than 30 feet. The size and location of the oil slick has changed from day to day depending on changes in wind patterns and ocean currents.

On July 15, 2010 the flow of oil into the Gulf of Mexico was stopped. Up to 184 million gallons of oil have poured into the Gulf of Mexico.

http://www.eoearth.org/article/Deepwater_Horizon_oil_spill
1. What happened to the oil when you dropped it on to your ocean? Did it sink? Float? Mix in?  Why?  
2. What happened when the detergent (the dispersant) was added to your oil-slicked ocean? 
3. Where would the oil go in the "real" ocean after a dispersant (like the dishwashing detergent) is used? 
4. How clean is your ocean now that it has dishwashing detergent in it? 
5. How would dispersants affect water quality?  
6. In what way(s) can dispersants impact the environment? 
7. What are the major difficulties in cleaning up an oil spill?  

