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A 14-year-long oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico verges on becoming one of the worst in
U.S. history

By: Darryl Fears

NEW ORLEANS — An oil spill that has been quietly leaking millions of barrels into the Gulf of
Mexico has gone unplugged for so long that it now verges on becoming one of the worst
offshore disasters in U.S. history.

Between 300 and 700 barrels of oil per day have been spewing from a site 12 miles off the
Louisiana coast since 2004, when an oil-production platform owned by Taylor Energy sank in a
mudslide triggered by Hurricane Ivan. Many of the wells have not been capped, and federal
officials estimate that the spill could continue through this century. With no fix in sight, the
Taylor offshore spill is threatening to overtake BP’s Deepwater Horizon disaster as the largest
ever.

As oil continues to spoil the Gulf, the Trump administration is proposing the largest expansion of
leases for the oil and gas industry, with the potential to open nearly the entire outer continental
shelf to offshore drilling. That includes the Atlantic coast, where drilling hasn’t happened in
more than a half-century and where hurricanes hit with double the regularity of the Gulf.
Expansion plans come despite fears that the offshore oil industry is poorly regulated and that the
planet needs to decrease fossil fuels to combat climate change, as well as the knowledge that 14
years after [van took down Taylor’s platform, the broken wells are releasing so much oil that
researchers needed respirators to study the damage.

“I don’t think people know that we have this ocean in the United States that’s filled with
industry,” said Scott Eustis, an ecologist for the Gulf Restoration Network, as a six-seat plane
circled the spill site on a flyover last summer. On the horizon, a forest of oil platforms rose up
from the Gulf’s waters, and all that is left of the doomed Taylor platform are rainbow-coloured
oil slicks that are often visible for miles. He cannot imagine similar development in the Atlantic,
where the majority of coastal state governors, lawmakers, attorneys general and residents have
aligned against the administration’s proposal.

The Taylor Energy spill is largely unknown outside Louisiana because of the company’s effort to
keep it secret in the hopes of protecting its reputation and proprietary information about its
operations, according to a lawsuit that eventually forced the company to reveal its cleanup plan.
The spill was hidden for six years before environmental watchdog groups stumbled on oil slicks
while monitoring the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster a few miles north of the Taylor site in
2010.

The Interior Department is fighting an effort by Taylor Energy to walk away from the disaster.
The company sued Interior in federal court, seeking the return of about $450 million left in a



trust it established with the government to fund its work to recover part of the wreckage and
locate wells buried under 100 feet of muck.

Taylor Energy declined to comment. The company has argued that there’s no evidence to prove
any of the wells are leaking. Last month, the Justice Department submitted an independent
analysis showing that the spill was much larger than the one-to-55 barrels per day that the U.S.
Coast Guard National Response Center (NRC) claimed, using data supplied by the oil company.

The author of the analysis, Oscar Garcia-Pineda, a geoscience consultant who specializes in
remote sensing of oil spills, said there were several instances when the NRC reported low
estimates on the same days he was finding heavy layers of oil in the field.

“There is abundant evidence that supports the fact that these reports from NRC are incorrect,”
Garcia-Pineda wrote. Later he said: “My conclusion is that NRC reports are not reliable.”

In an era of climate change and warmer open waters, the storms are becoming more frequent and
violent. Starting with Ivan in 2004, several hurricanes battered or destroyed more than 150
platforms in just four years.On average, 330,000 gallons of crude are spilled each year in
Louisiana from offshore platforms and onshore oil tanks, according to a state agency that
monitors them.

The Gulf'is one of the richest and most productive oil and gas regions in the world, expected to
yield more than 600 million barrels this year alone, nearly 20 percent of the total U.S. oil
production. Another 40 billion barrels rest underground, waiting to be recovered, government
analysts say. About 2,000 platforms stand in the waters off the Bayou State. Nearly 2,000 others
are off the coasts of its neighbours, Texas and Mississippi. On top of that are nearly 50,000 miles
of active and inactive pipelines carrying oil and minerals to the shore. And the costs are high.
For every 1,000 wells in state and federal waters, there’s an average of 20 uncontrolled releases
of oil — or blowouts — every year. A fire erupts offshore every three days, on average, and
hundreds of workers are injured annually.

BP has paid or set aside $66 billion for fines, legal settlements and cleanup of the 168 million-
gallon spill — a sum that the oil giant could, painfully, afford. But many companies with Gulf
leases and drilling operations are small, financially at-risk and hard-pressed to pay for an
accident approaching that scale.

One of them was Taylor Energy. Owned by Patrick F. Taylor, a magnate and philanthropist who
launched an ambitious college scholarship program for low-income students, it was once the
only individually owned company to explore for and produce oil in the Gulf of Mexico,
according to his namesake foundation.

Taylor made what was arguably his most ambitious transaction in 1995 when he took over an
oil-production platform once operated by BP. Standing in more than 450 feet of water, it was
about 40 stories tall. Its legs were pile-driven into the muddy ocean floor and funnels were
attached to 28 drilled oil wells. At its peak, the oil company helped make Taylor and his wife,
Phyllis, the richest couple in the Big Easy.



That investment was obliterated on Sept. 15, 2004, when Hurricane Ivan unleashed 145 mph
winds and waves that topped 70 feet as it roared into the Gulf. Deep underwater, the Category 4
storm shook loose tons of mud and buckled the platform.
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