
 
 
SANTA BARBARA OIL SPILL — JANUARY 28, 1969 
 

Spill Data 

 An uncontrolled blowout on a Union Oil platform lasted for eight days.1 

 Total of 100,000 barrels of oil (3.36 to 4.2 million gallons) spilled.2 

 Approximately 100 miles of coastline affected.3 

 The oil slick covered hundreds of square miles of Santa Barbara Channel waters.4 
 
Cleanup Efforts and Techniques 
Some cleanup methods used to combat this spill in 1969 are similar to the methods being 
employed today in the Gulf of Mexico. 

 Mud and cement were used to plug the leak.5 

 Skimmers scooped up oil from the ocean surface.6 

 Airplanes dumped an unrecorded amount of dispersants, such as Polycomplex A and 
Corexit, on oil up to two miles from shore.7  

 Approximately 3,000 tons of straw were spread on beaches to soak up oil; straw.8  

 High-pressure washing rinsed oil off rocky beaches.9 
 
Ecological Impact 

 Seabird populations fared worst as an estimated 3,600 birds died, according to the 
California Department of Fish and Game.10 

 The feathers of grebes, cormorants and other seabirds were soaked in oil.11 

 Shorebirds, such as plovers, godwits, and willets, which rely on clean beaches for food, 
fled the oil-covered coastline.12 

 Cases of dolphins and seals washing ashore were also reported.13 

 Oil dispersed through the water column killed fish and intertidal invertebrates and 
devastated kelp forests.14  

 
Economic Impact 

 The spill closed commercial fishing in the area from February 1969 until April 1970.15 

 Officials reopened beaches June 1, four months after the spill.16 

 Estimate recreational value lost was $3.15 million (in 1969 dollars).17 

 Cleanup costs exceeded $4.5 million (in 1969 dollars).18 

 Beachfront home, apartment, hotel and motel owners filed a class-action lawsuit and 
were awarded $6.5 million (in 1969 dollars).19 

 Commercial and recreational boat owners received $1.3 million for property damage 
and loss of revenue (in 1969 dollars).20 

 Union Oil paid $9.5 million (in 1969 dollars) to the state of California, Santa Barbara 
County and the cities of Santa Barbara and Carpinteria for loss of property.21 
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