Gulf of Mexico/Gulf Coast Oil Spill: Health and Safety Information, Local Resources, and Emotional Coping Articles
From the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
Accessed 6/9/10: http://emergency.cdc.gov/gulfoilspill2010/what_to_expect.asp.  Please visit that page for updated information, or use the links below.

What to Expect from the Oil Spill and How to Protect Your Health

People can be exposed to hazardous substances related to the spill by breathing them (air), by swallowing them (food, water), or by touching them (skin). People should avoid close contact to the spill and fumes from any burning oil. 

Air Quality:

· Smell: People may be able to smell the oil spill from the shore. The odor comes from chemicals in the oil that people can smell at levels well below those that would make most people sick. However, exposure to low levels of these chemicals may cause irritation of the eyes, nose, throat, and skin. People with asthma or other lung diseases may be more sensitive to these effects. 

· Burning oil: When responders burn some of the oil, some “Particulate Matter” (PM) may reach the shore. PM is a mix of very small particles and liquid droplets found in the air. PM may pose a greater risk for people who have a chronic condition such as asthma or heart disease. 

If you smell gas or see smoke or know that fires are nearby, stay indoors, set your air conditioner to reuse indoor air, and avoid physical activities that put extra demands on your lungs and heart. 

Food:

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) are monitoring the oil spill and its potential impact on the safety of seafood harvested from the area. Although crude oil has the potential to taint seafood with flavors and odors caused by exposure to hydrocarbon chemicals, the public should not be concerned about the safety of seafood in the stores at this time. For more information about seafood and the oil spill, visit http://www.fda.gov/Food/ucm210436.htm. 

Water:

Drinking water and household water are not expected to be affected by the spill. However, water used for recreation may be affected. Swimming in water contaminated with chemicals from the oil spill could cause health effects. For more information about water and the oil spill, visit http://www.cdc.gov/nceh/oil_spill/information_residents.htm#5. 

Follow local and state public health guidelines and warnings about the use of beaches and coastal water for swimming, boating, and fishing. For more information about beach safety, visit http://www.deepwaterhorizonresponse.com/go/doc/2931/542551/. 
Dispersants:

Oil spill dispersants break an oil slick into small drops. For most people, brief contact with a small amount of oil spill dispersants will do no harm. However, longer contact can cause a rash and dry skin. Dispersants can also irritate your eyes. Breathing or swallowing dispersants can also cause health effects. 

If you are concerned that you have been exposed to oil or dispersants, see your doctor. Health care providers can find more information on CDC’s oil spill web site at http://emergency.cdc.gov/gulfoilspill2010. 

From the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Accessed 6/9/10: http://www.epa.gov/bpspill/index.html accessed on 6/9/10. Please visit that page for updated information, or use the links below.

Protect Yourself from Oil-Contaminated Water (EPA) 

Here are some simple steps you can take to protect yourself from contaminated water along the Gulf Coast:
· Pay attention to local authorities and avoid areas affected by the oil spill. The oil could cause health problems, including skin and eye irritation or breathing problems.

· Keep your pets from entering oil-contaminated areas. 

· If you get contaminated water on your skin, wash it off immediately with soap and water or a hand cleanser meant to remove oils and grease.

· If you accidentally drink some oil-contaminated seawater and symptoms such as nausea, vomiting or dizziness occur, seek medical attention. 

Odors from the BP Oil Spill

· Some residents along the coast report smelling odors, and experiencing eye, nose, or throat irritation, nausea, or headaches.

· EPA and CDC are concerned about the odors and any health effects from the pollutants causing the odors. We have been particularly concerned about pollutants that could reach shore from the burning of oil and pollutants that may evaporate from the spill as it spreads closer to shore, potentially affecting residents along the shoreline.

· Since late April, EPA has been monitoring the air at multiple sites along the Gulf Coast for certain pollutants that are associated with petroleum products and from the burning oil out at sea. EPA's air monitoring to date, has found that air quality levels for ozone and particulates are normal on the Gulf coastline for this time of year and odor-causing pollutants associated with petroleum products are being found at low levels. 
· The levels of some of the pollutants that have been reported to date may cause temporary eye, nose, or throat irritation, nausea, or headaches, but are not thought to be high enough to cause long-term harm. These effects should go away when levels go down or when a person leaves the area. The low levels that have been found are not expected to cause long term harm. We will continue to monitor the air and if we begin to detect levels that are higher we will provide updates to the public. For up-to-date information on air quality and monitoring data please see www.epa.gov/bpspill/air.html.
Some of the odors and chemicals that are being identified in the area are as follows: 

· “Rotten Egg” Odor: you may be smelling hydrogen sulfide (H2S). 

· The levels of H2S that have been reported to date may cause irritation, but as stated above, these effects should go away when H2S levels go down, or when a person leaves the area.

· While H2S is associated with oil and natural gas extraction, it also comes from marshes and sewage treatment plants. We do not know the exact source of H2S in these areas.

· “Gas Station-Like” Odor: this may be cause by volatile organic compounds, or VOCs. The key toxic VOCs in most oils are benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene, and xylene.

· Exposure to low levels of VOCs may cause temporary irritation of the eyes, nose, throat, and skin. It is possible that people with asthma may be more sensitive to the effect of inhaled VOCs. The VOC smell may give you a headache or upset stomach but is not expected to cause long term health effects. If you are sensitive to VOCs, you should stay indoors to limit your exposure, close windows and doors, and set your air conditioner to a recirculation mode. The smell may become stronger if the wind or weather changes.

· Historical data on oil spills indicate that VOCs are likely to evaporate, disperse and/or react quickly after the oil reaches the surface of the water.

· Currently, we are measuring very low levels of VOCs. We will continue to monitor the air and if we begin to detect VOC levels that may be harmful we will provide updates to the public. For up-to-date information on air quality please see www.epa.gov/bpspill/air.html.
· 
“Oily” or “Tar-Like” smell: Information we have obtained to date indicates that there are chemicals remaining in the weathered oil known as semi-volatile organic compounds (or SVOCs), and they are primarily responsible for the “oily odors.”

EPA is monitoring for VOCs onshore to quantify the amounts of SVOCs in the air to determine if any might be present at unsafe levels. These data are posted at www.epa.gov/bpspill/air.html.

Those Working With Dispersants

People working with dispersants are strongly advised to use a half face filter mask or an air-supplied breathing apparatus to protect their noses, throats, and lungs, and they should wear nitrile or PVC gloves, coveralls, boots, and chemical splash goggles to keep dispersants off skin and out of their eyes. CDC provides more information on reducing occupational exposures while working with dispersants during the Gulf Oil Spill Response.
Beach Conditions in Your Area

For more information on conditions of beaches in your area, visit: 
Beaches Where You Live or More about beaches 
For More Information or Questions:

· For questions about the response, call the Joint Information Center: 
1-985-902-5231 or 1-985-902-5240

· For oil spill health related questions, call the Medical Support Line: 
1-888-623-0287

· Sign Up for Deepwater Horizon Response Text Message Alerts
Local Resources by State

Alabama:

Alabama Emergency Management Agency

http://ema.alabama.gov
Public: (205) 280-2200

National Response Center: (800) 424-8802

Alabama Department of Public Health Risk Communication:

http://www.adph.org/riskcommunication/Default.asp?id=4362
This page contains questions and answers about the health affects of the oil spill.

Current beach conditions:

http://www.thebeachfacts.com/
American Red Cross:

http://www.redcrossalcoast.org/HOME/tabid/36/Default.aspx
Public: (251) 544-6100

Salvation Army Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi:

http://www.uss.salvationarmy.org/uss/www_uss_alm.nsf
Public: (800) SAL-ARMY

United Way of Southwest Alabama:

http://uwswa.org/index.asp
Public: (251) 433-3624

To volunteer:

https://agencytools.uwca.org/oilvolunteers/
Public: 2-1-1 (Local) (888) 421-1266

Donations:

· United Way of Southwest Alabama, http://uwswa.org/give/give.asp
· Governor’s Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives, http://vad.aidmatrix.org/vadxml.cfm?driveid=2604
Florida:

Florida Division of Emergency Management

http://www.floridadisaster.org/index.asp
Public: (850) 413-9969

Florida Department of Environmental Protection Deepwater Horizon Response

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/deepwaterhorizon/default.htm
Florida Oil Spill Information Line: (888) 337-3569

For general health information and frequently asked questions, visit http://www.dep.state.fl.us/deepwaterhorizon/health.htm.

Current beach conditions:

http://www.myfloridaeh.com/BEACHnames.html
Closures:

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/deepwaterhorizon/closures.htm
To report oil:

Public: (877) 2-SAVE-FL ((877) 272-8335) or #DEP (Local cellular)

View sample photos of tar balls, tar patches and oil sheen at http://www.dep.state.fl.us/deepwaterhorizon/report.htm.

American Red Cross:

http://www.floridaredcross.org/
(800) 773-7620

United Way of Florida:

Visit  http://www.uwof.org/local/index.htm to find out how to contact your local United Way chapter.

Salvation Army:

http://www.uss.salvationarmy.org/uss/www_uss_florida.nsf
Public: (800) SAL-ARMY

To volunteer:

For a list of volunteer opportunities by county, visit http://www.volunteerfloridadisaster.org/volunteer.html
Donations:

· Florida Volunteer and Donations Hotline: (800) FL-HELP1 ((800) 354-3571)

· Audubon of Florida needs donations to protect and rehabilitate shorebirds and seabirds, if the need arises. Visit https://loon.audubon.org/payment/donate/FLAUDPOL.html to donate.

· The Wildlife Sanctuary of Northwest Florida is seeking donations to assist with cleanup efforts. Visit http://www.pensacolawildlife.com/ to donate.

Louisiana:

Louisiana Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Preparedness

http://emergency.louisiana.gov 

Public: (225) 925-7500

Deepwater Horizon Rapid Response Team Hotline: (866) 448-5816

Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals - Oil Spill Resources

Public: (225) 342-9500

Community and Volunteer Information Line: (866) 448-5816

http://www.dhh.louisiana.gov/offices/?ID=378
This website offers information related to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill including mapping information, updates, video coverage, FAQ’s, resources, and more. Please visit the website for additional information. Additionally, please visit http://www.dhh.louisiana.gov/news.asp?Detail=1612 to view a news release that was released on May 1 for health-related advice for residents in the affected areas.

West Jefferson Medical Center – Gulf Oil Spill Health Related Tips

http://www.wjmc.org/GulfOilSpill/GulfOilSpillHome.aspx
Current beach conditions:

Beach Monitoring Program, http://www.dhh.louisiana.gov/offices/?ID=207
Food and household commodity assistance:

http://emergency.louisiana.gov/res_individuals.html
This page lists resources for those needing food and material assistance, as well as mental health resources.

Louisiana Workforce Commission:

http://www.laworks.net/
The Commission offers assistance to those whose livelihood has been affected by the oil spill.

American Red Cross:

http://batonrouge.redcross.org/
Public: (225) 291-4533

United Way:

http://www.unitedwaynola.org/gulfoilspill/index.html
Public: 2-1-1 (Local) (504) 822-5540

Salvation Army Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi:

http://www.uss.salvationarmy.org/uss/www_uss_alm.nsf
Public: (800) SAL-ARMY

To volunteer:

www.volunteerlouisiana.gov
Public: 2-1-1 (Local) (800) 755-5175

Mississippi:

Mississippi Emergency Management Agency

http://www.msema.org/gulfrecovery/
Public: (601) 933-6362

24-Hour Emergency Line: (800) 222-6362

Public Information Line: (866) 519-MEMA

Deepwater Horizon Incident Joint Information Center (985) 902-5231 or (985) 902-5240

Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality:

Oil Spill Links and Public Information, http://www.deq.state.ms.us/MDEQ.nsf/page/Main_OilSpillLinksandPublicInformation2010?OpenDocument
Mississippi State Department of Health:

http://healthyms.com/msdhsite/_static/23,9689,195.html
Current beach conditions:

Mississippi Beach Monitoring Program, http://www.usm.edu/gcrl/msbeach/index.cgi
Oil spill-related jobs in Mississippi:

http://www.volunteermississippi.org/1800Vol/OpenIndexAction.do#Gulf%20of%20Mexico%20Oil%20Spill%20Response (login required)

Public: (800) 224-1388

American Red Cross

http://www.redcross-msgc.org/
Public: (228) 896-4511

Salvation Army Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi:

http://www.uss.salvationarmy.org/uss/www_uss_alm.nsf
Public: 1-800-SAL-ARMY

United Way of South Mississippi:

http://www.uw-sm.org/
Public: (228) 896-2213

To volunteer:

· Volunteer Mississippi, http://www.volunteermississippi.org/1800Vol/OpenIndexAction.do#Gulf%20of%20Mexico%20Oil%20Spill%20Response
· United Way of South Mississippi, http://volunteer.united-e-way.org/uw-sm/volunteer/
Public: (228) 896-2213

Donations:

The United Way of South Mississippi allows users to designate online donations for the oil spill. Visit https://volunteer.united-e-way.org/cwosm/donate/ and select “Gulf Oil Spill Crisis Fund.”

Texas:

Texas Department of Public Safety, Division of Emergency Management
Public: (512) 424-2000
http://www.txdps.state.tx.us/dem/index.htm 

The website provides information on current disaster declarations, severe weather alerts, disaster recovery, emergency preparedness, current weather and road conditions, and links to related state and federal websites. Please visit ftp://ftp.txdps.state.tx.us/dem/sitrep/Deepwater%20Horizon%20Oil%20Spill%20-%20Texas%20Response%20SITREP%2002%20052610.pdf to view the most current situation report that was release on May 26, 2010 at 4:57:26pm.

Current beach conditions:

Texas Beachwatch Interactive Map Tool, https://gisweb1.glo.state.tx.us/website/beachwatch/viewer.htm
American Red Cross:

http://www.houstonredcross.org/
Public: (713) 526-8300

Toll free: (866) 526-8300

United Way of Greater Houston:

http://www.unitedwayhouston.org/
Public: 2-1-1 (Local) 

Salvation Army:

http://www.salvationarmytexas.org/
(800) SAL-ARMY

Other Resources:

Career One Stop – Deepwater Horizon Response

(866) 487-2365

http://www.careeronestop.org/DHR
This website offers comprehensive resources for a range of employment and related resources for individuals who have been impacted by the emergency in the Gulf of Mexico.

BP - Gulf of Mexico Response

http://www.bp.com/extendedsectiongenericarticle.do?categoryId=40&contentId=7061813 

This website offers operational updates, local resources and information on how to submit a claim for compensation. BP is currently accepting claims for those affected by the oil spill including claims for bodily injury or illness, property damage, and loss of income. Click on “Claims Process Guidelines” for additional information about submitting a claim.

Deepwater Horizon Response

http://www.deepwaterhorizonresponse.com
Environmental Hotline/Community Information Hotline (866) 448-5816

Assistance Hotline/Boom Reports (281) 366-5511

Vessels of Opportunity Boats Line (281) 366-5511

Wildlife Distress Hotline (866) 557-1401

PEC Hotline (Specialty Volunteer Training) (866) 647-2338

Claims Hotline (800) 440-0858

Medical Support Hotline (888) 623-0287

Sign Up for Deepwater Horizon Response Text Message Alerts, http://www.deepwaterhorizonresponse.com/go/doc/2931/558107
Small Business Administration Disaster Assistance:

http://www.sba.gov/services/disasterassistance/
Public: (800) 659-2955
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The Gulf Oil Disaster: Developing a Positive Outlook in the Face of Tragedy 

The oil catastrophe in the Gulf of Mexico is creating an array of devastation. The Gulf’s ecological system is being inundated with crude oil and dispersants. People who live and work in the Gulf area or who are aiding with the cleanup are experiencing first-hand the destruction of a way of life.

Watching and reading about the about the effects of oil on the wildlife and environment is heart-wrenching. The magnitude of this disaster is enough to challenge anyone’s psychological health. People are experiencing strong emotions as a result of these enormous challenges. Also, some are worrying about unknown outcomes, such as the health effects of exposure to the oil and dispersants, as well as how these may contaminate the drinking water, food and air.

The extent to which we can recover, rebuild and go on with life-as-we-know-it is uncertain.

Reasons for Hope

Extreme hardships can be part of living. Unfortunately, people rarely make it through life without experiencing some form of tragedy.

As overwhelming as the current challenges are in the Gulf, there are ways to work through these trying times and move on. We know from psychological research that people who have endured very challenging life circumstances can manage to get through them and build satisfying lives. Survivors of tragedy can actually experience positive growth in the months and years that follow. Research shows that people can learn to feel positive about their own personal strengths, relate better to others, become open to new possibilities, experience spiritual change, and have a greater appreciation for life (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2001).

In addition, previous oil disasters have been cleaned up sufficiently to restore some ways of life. In 1979, a Mexican oil rig explosion in the Gulf of Mexico released millions of gallons of crude oil into the water. In the 31 years since that disaster, the Gulf has rebounded. In addition to manmade recovery efforts, naturally occurring ocean microorganisms helped to break down the oil over time.

Understanding Loss

This enormous spill shares similarities with other devastating life experiences. In this particular situation, the loss of livelihood, property, and/or community can feel as devastating as the death of a loved one, the diagnosis of a serious illness, a divorce, or the aftermath of a terrorist attack. These losses are often accompanied by feelings of disbelief or shock, anger, confusion, anxiety, sadness, being overwhelmed, or unable to make decisions or take actions. These are common initial reactions to devastating life situations and they tend to lessen over time.

Researchers who have studied grief and loss identify a number of stages that people can experience. These include denial (disbelief), anger, bargaining (trying to negotiate things that can be changed in order to get back what was lost), depression and acceptance (Kubler-Ross & Kessler, 2005). People move back and forth between these stages over time as they are adjusting to the loss. Grief is a highly individualized process; everyone approaches it in a slightly different manner and its duration can vary. Grieving important losses is often a painful and difficult process that allows for moving beyond loss and building a future.

In addressing how the Gulf situation is affecting you personally, you may experience some of these stages of loss. The tragedy may also evoke feelings and memories of past losses. These are common reactions and may be natural ways of managing the loss of a way of life.

Building Resilience

The American Psychological Association (APA) developed a public education campaign – Road to Resilience - to help people manage challenging life events. Resilience is the ability to “bounce back” from adversity and adapt to changing circumstances. It involves skills that people can learn and apply in their daily lives.

Outlined in APA’s Road to Resilience brochure are ten ways people can build resilience and better manage difficult life experiences. These recommendations may help you to better handle the current Gulf disaster.

· Make connections. Good relationships with close family members, friends, or others are important. Accepting help and support from those who care about you and will listen to you strengthens resilience. Some people find that being active in civic groups, faith-based organizations, or other local groups provides social support and can help with reclaiming hope. Assisting others in their time of need also can benefit the helper.

· Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems. You can't change the fact that highly stressful events happen, but you can change how you interpret and respond to these events. Try looking beyond the present to how future circumstances may be a little better. Note any subtle ways in which you might already feel somewhat better as you deal with difficult situations.

· Accept that change is a part of living. Certain goals may no longer be attainable as a result of adverse situations. Accepting circumstances that cannot be changed can help you focus on circumstances that you can alter.

· Move toward your goals. Develop some realistic goals. Do something regularly -- even if it seems like a small accomplishment -- that enables you to move toward your goals. Instead of focusing on tasks that seem unachievable, ask yourself, "What's one thing I know I can accomplish today that helps me move in the direction I want to go?"

· Take decisive actions. Act on adverse situations as much as you can. Take decisive actions, rather than detaching completely from problems and stresses and wishing they would just go away.

· Look for opportunities for self-discovery. People often learn something about themselves and may find that they have grown in some respect as a result of their struggle with loss. Many people who have experienced tragedies and hardship have reported better relationships, greater sense of strength even while feeling vulnerable, increased sense of self-worth, a more developed spirituality, and heightened appreciation for life.

· Nurture a positive view of yourself. Developing confidence in your ability to solve problems and trusting your instincts helps build resilience.

· Keep things in perspective. Even when facing very painful events, try to consider the stressful situation in a broader context and keep a long-term perspective.

· Maintain a hopeful outlook. An optimistic outlook enables you to expect that good things will happen in your life. Try visualizing what you want, rather than worrying about what you fear.

· Take care of yourself. Pay attention to your own needs and feelings. Engage in activities that you enjoy and find relaxing. Exercise regularly. Taking care of yourself helps to keep your mind and body primed to deal with situations that require resilience.

To learn more about resilience, please review  APA's Road to Resilience brochure.

Summary

The Gulf of Mexico oil catastrophe is very distressing. However, there are reasons to be hopeful. Life often brings hardship, but people can manage tremendous adversity and go on to live productive and satisfying lives. Building resilience skills can help people successfully manage extraordinary challenges.

For many people, the information in this document may be sufficient to get through the current disaster. At times, however, an individual can have difficulty managing intense reactions. A licensed mental health professional such as a psychologist can assist you in developing an appropriate strategy for moving forward. It is important to get professional help if you feel like you are unable to function or perform basic activities of daily living. You can find psychologists near you by contacting your state psychological association.

Special thanks to Ester Cole, PhD, Raymond F. Hanbury, PhD, ABPP, Richard A. Heaps, PhD, ABPP, H. Katherine O’Neill, PhD, and Suzan M. Stafford, EdD for their assistance in preparing this document.
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Shore Up Your Resilience to Manage Distress Caused by the Oil Disaster in the Gulf

The Gulf of Mexico is experiencing a man-made disaster caused by a leak from a destroyed offshore oil rig. The situation has been described by President Obama as a “massive and potentially unprecedented environmental disaster.” Reports indicated that as many as 210,000 gallons of crude oil a day are pouring in to the Gulf with no ready solution. This disaster will affect wildlife, the area’s fishing and recreation industries, and the health of oceans and shorelines. Watching the disaster unfold, whether in proximity to the disaster or on your television or computer, can be distressing. In addition, the situation can feel helpless because it is growing worse and there is little most people can do to stop it.

There are simple and effective ways to address the distress or anxiety you may be experiencing. Many are essential ingredients for a healthy lifestyle and adopting them can help improve your overall emotional and physical well being.

· Get the facts—Stay informed about the extent of the oil spread and how it is affecting the area. What are the likely consequences if oil continues to spill for several more months? Knowing the facts can lessen anxiety that comes from uncertainty and enable you to feel more in control about an otherwise chaotic situation. The facts can also prevent you from worrying about issues you cannot control or that are not a cause for concern.

· Have a plan—If you are directly affected by the oil spill, identify steps you can take in the event of loss of livelihood, destruction of property, or other outcomes. Consult with peers and close friends or relatives to explore ideas for persevering through possible hardship. Having a thought-out plan with specific action steps can make the situation more manageable.

· Make connections—Reach out to connect with close family members and friends. These relationships can be a source of strength. Coming together and helping one another can be positive for your emotional health. Children will have questions and worries about the oil disaster, especially in the communities most affected. Keep in mind that children learn resilience skills from the adults in their lives. Encourage activities and open communication to enable them to better cope day by day. Psychological research shows that “social support”—caring and supportive relationships—are essential for building resilience and happiness.*

· Maintain a hopeful outlook—Know that scientists, environmentalists, biologists and other experts are working to develop a viable solution to this problem. Companies and government agencies are already using equipment and expertise to limit the oil’s spread and damage. Disasters are inevitable, but not insurmountable. Identify ways you’ve successfully managed past hardships and draw upon these skills and experiences to help you through the current situation.

· Volunteer—Lighten your burden by contributing your energy and talent to a cause you feel passionate about—whether it is the environment, ocean wildlife, fishing communities, or other causes. For example, in past oil spills, animal rescue organizations helped to clean animals covered in oil and return them to their natural habitats. Supporting or helping one of these organizations may be a way to make a difference in the current crisis.

The American Psychological Association’s Psychology Help Center offers additional resources for managing stress and coping with natural disasters.

Special thanks to Richard A. Heaps, PhD, ABPP and Ester Cole, PhD for their assistance in preparing this document.
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