
Oil Spill Clean UP



Introduction

Last year there was a huge oil spill off the coast 
of California. The oil spill caused a lot problems 
for marine life and made the ocean unsafe to 
swim, in and seafood unsafe to eat. The waters 
were not safe to swim in and the oil spill was 
detrimental to the economy.  In this project I 
wanted to find which material will absorb the 
most oil. This project is important because it 
can help clean up oil spills in the future.

Platforms Ellen and Elly offshore near Long Beach, California. Ellen 
(right) is a production platform connected by a walkway to Platform 
Elly (left), a processing platform for both Ellen and another platform, 
Eureka. (Photo from BSEE, taken October 22, 2012)



Research

What is oil?                                                                                                                                 
Crude oil is the liquid remains of dead animals and plants.                                                  
How do oil spills happen?                                                                                                          
Oil spills happen be people making mistakes or being careless, Equipment Breaking 
down, Natural disasters such as hurricanesdeliberate acts by terrorists, acts of war, 
vandals or illegal dumping.                                                                                                     
What are the impacts to habitat and wildlife?

The impacts of oil spillsto wildlife if see turtle can get trapped in oil a mistake it for 
food.  Birds and mammals will die from hypothermia. Because they can not repel from 
the cold water. 

Who Cleans up oil spills and how?

The people that clean up the oil spills are the Coast Guard and the  Environmental 
Protection Agency.



Question/Problem

What material will absorb the most oil: 

sponges, cotton balls, banana peels, cat litter,  

hay, orange, bouquets of dried flowers, or 

sheets of paper?  



I think the cat litter will absorb the most 
oil because it is designed to pick up 
large amounts of urine. 

Hypothesis



Materials and supplies 

Materials 

1. 24  tablespoons of vegetable oil 
2. 144 cups of water
3. 15 grams of sponges
4. 15 grams of cotton balls 
5. 15 grams of banana peels 
6. 15 grams. of cat litter 
7. 15 grams of hay
8. 15 grams of  orange peels 
9. 15 grams of bouquets of dried 

flowers
10. 15 grams of sheets of paper
11. 1 timer 
12. 1 bottle of food dye
13. 1 kitchen scale
14. 8  64 oz containers 

Supplies 

1. Pen 
2. Paper 
3. Tape 
4. Scissors
5. Note cards 
6. Timer
7. Fish net
8. Strainer
9. Gloves

10. Paper towels 



Procedures

1. First prep the containers by putting in 6 cups of water, one tablespoon of 
oil and three drops of food coloring in each of the eight containers.

2. Weigh the container, record weight. 
3. Weigh test material A. B. C. D. E. F. G. H.  individually. Record the weights.  
4. Put one of each  material into the 8 separate containers filled with water, 

oil, and food coloring. 
5. Let it sit for an hour. 
6. Take out the material after the hour has passed.   
7. Weigh the container, record weight .
8. Weigh test material A. B. C. D. E. F. G. H.  individually and record weights. 
9. See how much oil was picked up by getting all of the liquid out of the 

material to see oil. 



Graph



Table

Material Test 1 Test 2 Test 3 Average

Cotton Balls 85 106 90 93.66666667

Hay 31 26 37 31.33333333

Cat Litter 26 10 8 14.66666667

Sponge 26 53 52 43.66666667

Banana peel 27 12 20 19.66666667

Orange Peel 12 21 15 16

Flowers 21 19 7 15.66666667

Paper 57 42 55 51.33333333
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Discussion/Interpretation of Data

I found out that a lot of the materials just picked up water.  I had to look at them 
and see what soaked up the most oil.  I can use a different oil that is darker. 
Then it would help me see the leftover oil more easily. 



Ideas for Future Research

In the future I can use a different oil. The oil was hard to see. I can also use a 
better method to see how much oil was absorbed. The method that I want to 
use is PRP. PRP stands for Petroleum Remediation Product.
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Lab Notebook

The flowers did not absorb a lot of water or 
oil based off of looking for test 1 and 2 but 
on test 3 they only sucked up oil.

The cat litter sucked up a lot of oil but in 
the end it let out oil so it did not suck up 
much oil. 

The paper did really well on test 1 and 2 
but on test 3 it did not suck up a lot of oil.

The cotton ball sucked up a lot of water 
even though they picked up a lot of weight.

                                              

 The sponge did good on test 1 and 2. The 

sponge flowed on top and got most of the 

oil except for test 3 .

The orange peel floated half on top and half 

on bottom. 

 The banana peel did not suck up much oil 

but it did suck up a good amount of water .

The hay floated on top and picked up a good 

amount of oil. 
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