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Calamity Revisited

The 1969 oil spill off Santa Barbara fouled beaches in three counties and killed
untold wildlife. But it also gave rise to the modern environmental movement and
sparked activism that has dimmed little in the following 50 years.

UC Santa Barbara will host a symposium and a pair of exhibitions that will examine
the legacy of the spill that is still the third-largest in American waters. First up is “
Beyond the Spill: The History and Politics of Oil in California,” Thursday and Friday,
Jan. 24 and 25. It is presented by the Mellon Sawyer Seminar on Energy Justice in
Global Perspective at UCSB.

The event kicks off with an opening reception and exhibition on Jan. 24 from 5 to 8
p.m. in the campus’s Digital Arts and Humanities Commons and Wireframe Studio
(Music Building Room 1410). Brenda Longfellow, an associate professor in cinema
and media arts at York University in Canada, will be the artist in residence and will
present an interactive documentary.

The exhibition will also feature digital material from “A Field Guide to Oil in Santa
Barbara,” an interactive archive and map created by graduate students in the Fall
Quarter 2018 Sawyer Seminar course. It is curated by Emily Roehl, the Mellon
Sawyer Seminar Postdoctoral Scholar. The students from a range of disciplines
collaborated in teams that focused on five sites in Santa Barbara County still
impacted by oil drilling: Summerland, Refugio State Beach, Coal Oil Point,
Carpinteria’s Tar Pits and the Santa Barbara Harbor.
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On Jan. 25 the symposium “Beyond the Spill,” will feature panels, a workshop and a
keynote by Imre Szeman of the University of Waterloo in Canada. It all gets
underway at 9:30 a.m. in the Multipurpose Room of the Student Resource Building
on campus. The keynote and closing reception begin at 4 p.m. in the Betty Elings
Wells Pavilion of the university’s Club & Guest House.

Roehl said one of the key goals of the event is to put into context the legacy of the
spill and how its effects still linger in the region.

“We’re really trying to make clear connections between the spill of ’69 and ongoing
oil issues around the county,” said Roehl, noting proposed new wells in Cat Canyon,
continued offshore drilling, trucking oil in response to the 2015 spill at Refugio State
Beach and more. “So we’re connecting these seemingly far apart, disparate events,
but drawing them back into the story of California’s oil history and policies.”

Javiera Barandiarán, a co-organizer and a UC Santa Barbara assistant professor of
global studies, noted that until “Slick Policy: Environmental and Science Policy in the
Aftermath of the Santa Barbara Oil Spill” (University of Pittsburgh Press) by Teresa
Sabol Spezio was published in 2018, the academic community had not thoroughly
examined the political causes and consequences of the disaster. Many in the general
public, she said, have lived with the memory of the spill for so long it is sometimes
taken for granted.

“One thing our graduate students found while doing research for the field guide,”
Barandiarán said, “is that within the community there may be vague references —
like, ‘Yes, that happened’ — but there isn’t an opportunity for revisiting the ongoing
ways the community continues to be shaped by the legacy of the spill and the way
the industry should perhaps be shaped more by the legacy of the spill. We live in an
area where oil infrastructure is immediately present, but for many people that just
becomes normalized and it’s easy to forget that it is there. The infrastructure and
technology have not changed that much since 1969, and another spill could happen
at any time.”

Ongoing Exhibits

In the UC Santa Barbara Library, two exhibits will revisit the spill — one in-depth, the
other through art. The first, “Anguish, Anger and Activism: Legacies of the 1969
Santa Barbara Oil Spill,” will run Monday, Jan. 28, through Sunday, June 16, in the
library’s Special Research Collections (Mountain Side, third floor). There will be a talk
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and reception with environmental activist Marc McGinnes on opening day from 5 to
7 p.m. It is free and open to the public.

Curated by UC Santa Barbara librarians Kristen LaBonte and Annie Platoff, the
exhibit will examine the connections between the historic disaster and
environmental activism in the local area. LaBonte said the exhibit tells the story of
the spill, cleanup efforts, effects on wildlife, local activism, progress through public
policy, the birth of Earth Day a year later and more.

The items on exhibit reflect an exhaustive search of Special Research Collections
and the Online Archive of California, LaBonte noted.

“So much activism came directly out of the spill and it needed to be highlighted and
celebrated,” LaBonte said. “Annie Platoff did an incredible job visualizing what each
case or area of the exhibit could highlight and it provided a framework for finding
additional objects. Once we had the full scope of materials, we decided to tell the
narrative in the voices of individuals that had been interviewed about the oil spill by
the Pacific Standard Magazine and the Los Angeles Times. Along the way, a number
of UCSB Library staff supported the process with digitization, creation of artwork and
sharing their intimate knowledge of the collections with us.

 “We hope that visitors will gain a sense of what it felt like to be here 50 years ago in
the midst of the disaster,” she added, “but also feel hope about what came after the
spill. We want to inspire people to continue the fight for our environment.”

A companion exhibit, “Oil Slick” by Rose Briccetti, will be on display concurrently in
the library’s Ocean Gallery. The exhibit collects and collages images of consumer
goods with the popular iridescent finish known as “oil slick.”

“It’s a work that explores themes of consumerism, our continued addiction to oil and
beauty in tragedy,” LaBonte said.

In addition, a number of events will commemorate the spill. Of note is “50 Years
After the Santa Barbara Oil Spill: A Call to Action,” Sunday, Jan. 27, from 3 to 5 p.m.
at the Arlington Theatre in Santa Barbara. Featuring speakers, music and more, it is
organized by the Environmental Defense Center, the Community Environmental
Council, UC Santa Barbara’s environmental studies program and Get Oil Out! (GOO!)

The event is free and open to the public, but tickets must be reserved online.
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About UC Santa Barbara

The University of California, Santa Barbara is a leading research institution that also
provides a comprehensive liberal arts learning experience. Our academic community
of faculty, students, and staff is characterized by a culture of interdisciplinary
collaboration that is responsive to the needs of our multicultural and global society.
All of this takes place within a living and learning environment like no other, as we
draw inspiration from the beauty and resources of our extraordinary location at the
edge of the Pacific Ocean.


