
 

 

 

Oil Spill Clean-Up 

There are different types of oils with varying purposes; some we use to bake a cake and some 

can power our cars! But what exactly is an oil? Oil is a liquid substance that comes from plant, 

animal, or mineral sources and can be used as lubricants, fuels, and foods. For this lesson, we’ll 

be focusing on crude oil. 

Crude oil is a thick, black liquid that comes from 

fossilized organic material such as plants and animals. 

To obtain this oil, it must be pumped from deep 

underground in both on-shore and off-shore 

locations. Crude oil can be converted at oil refineries 

into different fuels such as gasoline, diesel, kerosene, 

and jet fuel! These different fuels are then used to 

power the engines in machines such as cars, trucks, 

and airplanes.  

Sometimes, when drilling for crude oil, accidents can occur that causes major spills and leaks. 

Oil spills can cause major problems for the environment and the wildlife that live in that area. 

One property of oil is that it does not mix with water, therefore, spilled oil will sit on the surface 

of oceans, rivers and streams and can be moved large distances. Animals whose fur or feathers 

have been contaminated with oil cannot regulate their temperature and can quickly become 

chilled, even in warmer weather. Long term exposure to oil can also cause the poisoning of 

many plant and animal species and quickly disrupt balanced ecosystems.  

Cleaning Up Oil Spills 

Cleaning up from an oil spill is not an easy task. It takes scientists, engineers and many hands to 

develop a strategic plan that is fast, considers all environmental effects, and is affordable. 

Clean-up methods can be categorized into three main categories, however, a combination of 

multiple methods is commonly used: 

Physical Chemical Biological 

- Skimming it off the 
water surface 

- Machines that separate 
the oil and water 

- Dispersants – chemicals 
that break the oil down 
to where bacteria can 
decompose it 

- Burning it  

- Bacteria to decompose 
the oil 

- Mushrooms that absorb 
the oil and filter it from 
soil and water 

 



Oil Spill at Home! 

Imagine that you are the lead engineer coordinating the oil spill cleanup. Which of the methods 

previously described would you choose to utilize and why? Try this activity to see if you can 

develop a new innovate method to remove the oil from the water. Consider the environmental 

effects of your method such as how it may impact native plants and wildlife. 

Materials: 

- Large Tupperware container or storage tote that can hold water 

- Water 

- Blue food coloring *optional 

- Vegetable or corn oil 

- Optional tools: straws, sponge, cotton ball, Q-tip, pipet, or other creative items 

Procedure: 

Your team has a budget of $100 to clean up the oil that has leaked into the Long Island Sound, 

which is home to many species of fish, crustaceans, shellfish, waterfowl, and native plants. Use 

the cost sheet below to decide what materials you need to purchase to clean up the oil before 

major environmental effects begin to occur. You may substitute some items on the cost sheet 

depending on what materials are available. Fortunately, you have a team of dedicated 

volunteers who have committed to donating their time to this project. 

Material Cost Quantity Cost x Quantity 

Plastic Straw               $4.00                x                                        = 

Q – Tip               $2.00                x                                        = 

Sponge               $12.00                x                                        = 

Cotton Ball               $5.00                x                                        = 

Pipet               $8.00                x                                        = 

                                                     Total Expenses   = 

 Remaining Budget ( $100 – Total Expenses)   = 

 

Instructions: Fill your container about half-way with some water. You may add a few drops of 

blue food coloring to give the water some color. Add a few tablespoons of the vegetable or 

corn oil to mimic the spilled oil. Use the materials above to try and remove as much of the oil 

from the water as you can! If you would like an additional challenge, set a timer to see how fast 

it can be done! 



Water Filter Activity 

A filter is a tool that is used to separate materials of different sizes and densities. Think of a 

screen that can be used to separate rocks and pebbles from a finer sand. For this activity, we 

will be designing a filter that can separate a thick oil from clear water. 

 

Materials: 

- Recycled water bottle or other plastic container 

- Corn or vegetable oil 

- Food coloring 

- Water 

- Scissors  

- Optional materials: sand, cotton balls, coffee filter, 

paper towels, or other creative items 

 

Procedure: 

1. Take a small amount of corn or vegetable oil 

and add a few drops of food coloring so it can 

be easily distinguished.  

2. Mix your colored oil with some clear water – 

see how it doesn’t mix? 

3. With some help from an adult, carefully use the scissors to cut the bottom off of the 

water bottle. If you flip it over, the part that you drink out of should be on the bottom. 

For this activity, you will want to remove the cap. 

4. Layer your filter materials in a way that you think will trap the oil, but still allow the 

water to pass through. Try to limit yourself to just 4 types of material. 

5. After your filter is built, carefully pour the oil and water solution through the filter to see 

if it worked! You’ll want to have a container underneath the filter to catch the water as 

it pours through. 

 

 

 

 

Did it work? Make a list of the materials used, take a picture, and share it with us at 

nassaucounty4h@cornell.edu! We would love to see what you came up with! 
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