
Human Impact on the Environment 

The summer before my freshman year of high school was a hectic and grievous one. The day after my 

graduation from middle school, my father and I embarked on a 12-hour car trip from our home in Wake Forest, 

North Carolina to Destin, Florida, where both my mother and younger brother had been staying for almost three 

weeks. Destin was the home of my paternal grandmother, and coincidentally, my mother's sister, Dara, had 

recently moved into a condominium just a block away from my grandmother's condo, where I had spent the past 

thirteen summers with my cousins, playing on the clean, fresh sand and swimming impetuously in the 

transparent ocean.  

Although I was to be in the company of nine crazy cousins, there were two things that were different 

about this summer. First, my beautiful ocean that I had always found comfort and peace in had been tainted 

with hundreds of golf-ball-sized tar clumps that would wash up on shore unwanted and entangle themselves in 

my hair when I went swimming. The Gulf of Mexico had been contaminated by the BP Oil Spill of 2010. I had 

heard about the spill on the news in the earlier summer months, but it shocked me to see that in early July, the 

problem was still unabated. The previously clear ocean was now a dark green tar-ball broth. The other 

difference in my Destin experience that summer was the deterioration of my Aunt Dara's health. About a month 

before my dad and I arrived in Florida, my mother received notification that her sister was in the hospital due to 

alcoholism. She and my brother went to help out, thinking they wouldn't need to stay long. However, after I had 

spent three long weeks in Destin, Dara died. Four days after her death, the oil spill near the Mississippi River 

Delta stopped, and recovery for the gulf began, just like the recovery that was occurring in our family. Dara 

adored the ocean. Before her death, she was permitted hospice so that she could spend her last days in her 

dream home on the water. Both the decline of her health and the effects of the oil spill happened very rapidly 

and caused a lot of damage. As I began to notice the parallel between my aunt's death and the contamination of 

the gulf, it occurred to me how important it was to protect the ocean.  

The ocean, like the human body, is a very complex ecosystem. When it is polluted, the whole ecosystem 

is disconcerted. Yes, it can affect your ability to swim and play in the water, but more importantly, it can be 

detrimental to organisms and their habitats. When I think about how much I love the ocean, and how I'm lucky 

enough to go to the beach every year, I remember the disappointment that surfaced in me that summer with the 

condition of the water. The time I needed the ocean the most, to snorkel at the sandbars and to be knocked over 

by the ferocious waves, it was too damaged to fully be present for comfort. It was like seeing someone you've 

always admired for their strength feeling hopeless and vulnerable. Those little tar balls were consistently 

ensuring me that nothing is perfect, no matter how idyllic something may have always seemed. I felt as if the 

ocean had died along with Dara. One of the most terrible feelings is feeling helpless, like there is nothing you 

can do to save someone, or something. On our last night in Destin before we returned home, two days after the 

funeral, my family was walking along a boardwalk after eating dinner. We saw some guys selling T-Shirts 

demonstrating the inefficiency of the oil clean-up. After our return to North Carolina, I wore the shirt almost all 

summer long. I didn't actually feel like I was making much of a difference, but there was still something 

rewardingly intransigent about wearing a shirt that said "BP SUCKS."  
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