
 

Oil Fate: Slick to Tarballs 

When crude oil is spilled on the sea surface it rapidly begins to spread, which can affect 

the appearance of the oil, its behavior, cleanup options, and its environmental impact. 

The physical, chemical, and biological processes that slowly degrade oil are generally 

called "weathering." 

• Oil spreads into a thin slick during the first few hours of a spill.  

• Currents, winds, and waves break the slick into smaller patches that become 

scattered over a wide area.  

• Some of the oil will disperse and evaporate, which varies significantly among oil 

types and sea and weather conditions. 

• Some oil compounds are much more volatile than others and tend to evaporate 

more rapidly when oil is spilled and may release an odor.  

• The remaining oil gets heavier and becomes more viscous.  

• Floating oil will break into tarballs, which may be larger or smaller depending on 

their age, oil type, and the amount of surface wave energy.  

• The oil from platform Elly is reported to have an API gravity of 16 -- a relatively 

“heavy” crude.  

• It only has a small fraction (~10-15%) of volatile compounds, and most of the 

spilled oil became heavy and viscous in the first day or two after release. 

These tarballs can be hard to see on the sea surface because they are small, dark, 

weathered, and easily scattered by winds and currents. They may not generate a visible 

sheen like fresh oil.  The lighter amounts lost to evaporation may cause the tarballs to 

float lower in the water and be overwashed by waves. Flight crews and satellite imagery 

may not detect them until they come ashore.   

These tarballs can also be highly persistent (weeks or longer) and travel long distances 

until onshore winds cause them to pile up on a shoreline.  They may seem to “reappear” 

once deposited on an ocean beach, but they were there all along, just hard to see. 

 

 

 

 


