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Cleanup workers and residents living in the vicinity of an oil spill have 
suffered acute and chronic health impacts.  These impacts have physical  

Psychological symptoms 

•  Increased prevalence of mental 
disorders such as depression, anxiety 
and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

•  Increased levels of stress 
•  Increased drug and alcohol abuse 
•  Increased mental distress 
•  Feelings of helplessness, betrayal and 

anger  
•  Self-isolation and avoidance of spill 

related discourse 
•  Litigation stress syndrome 
•  Children afraid of being left alone, 

have troubles getting along with 
parents and fighting with other 
children  

Long term psychological impacts: M/V Exxon Valdez 



Human Dimensions Impacts of Oil Spills  

On November 19, 2002, the tanker Prestige ruptured in half and sank during a
 storm off of  Galicia, in northwestern Spain. It released over 20 million gallons
 of oil into the sea. About 19 million gallons of oil reached the coast in three  

more than 10,000 fishermen and local residents were hired to participate in cleanup. Fifty-five 
thousand cleaning kits (protective clothing, breathing masks, etc.) were distributed to volunteers 
[9]. The response was designed to mitigate both physical and psychological impact from the spill.   
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successive black tides spreading along more than 11 miles of Galician, Cantabrian and French 
coasts. The disaster had serious environmental and economical consequences. Moreover, since 
1970 this was the fifth major spill in the area (Polycommander, 1970; Urquiola, 1976; Andros 
Patria, 1979; Aegean Sea, 1992; and the Prestige).  

The short term psychological impacts included stress and anxiety [9]. In the short term, 
individual and families faced high levels of stress caused by the economic loss. The day 
following the spill, a ban on fishing and shellfishing was imposed. 41,000 people directly 
employed in the fishing sector went out of work just before the height of the holiday season. 
The clean up operation lasted for months after the accident and the affected towns hosted 
hundreds of volunteers.  

However, despite the importance and size of the spill, 
individuals’ psychological impacts were minimal, 
regardless of their exposure or the severity of oil pollution 
in residing towns [10, 11]. Timely compensation, 
alternative employment, sympathy, and solidarity showed 
during the cleanup were factors that mitigated the 
psychological impacts of the spill and hastened the 
process of post-disaster recovery [10, 11]. A few weeks 
after the spill, fishermen (ship owners and crew) received 
their first compensatory payments. One year later, over 
114 million Euros had been paid to the fishing sector [12] 
and Spanish boats were granted permission to access 
Morocco’s fishing grounds for three months.  All in all,  
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