Northern Neck Sail & Power Squadron
Boating Safety for Kids Program

Environmental Learning Center

Objective:  to make children aware of how the environment can be polluted, especially the water; and to demonstrate ways to clean up oil spills.  To discover through conversation and hands-on demonstrations, the best way to clean oil spills.

Materials: 5 gallon fish tank filled ¾ with water; 4 ounces used motor oil; 1 roll paper towels; 1 cup sand; small bottle Dawn dish detergent; oil absorber cloths, cut into 4-inch squares; containment ring (can be made from Styrofoam such as egg carton top)

Demonstration: the children have previously viewed the Bill Nye video tape on Boating Safety.  Briefly discuss the environmental portion by asking students ways that water can be polluted.  Ask if they have ever seen an oil spill (We discussed the Valdez spill in Alaska).  Ask if they can recall from the Nye video how large an area one quart of oil can pollute.  Ask them if they can think of ways to collect the oil once it is spilled.  Begin by putting a few drops of used oil into the fish tank.  Ask someone to put sand on the oil drops.  When oil sinks to the bottom, discuss why this is not a good method.  Remind them that the oil stays on the bottom and eventually comes back.  Next use the Dawn dish soap.  Explain dissipation and why this, too, is not a good method of cleaning oil.  Let them try using paper towels.  Explain why, although it is more effective than the other two methods, it uses many, many paper towels and is not the best method either.  The paper absorbs the water as well as the oil, too.  Finally, go through the proper steps of cleaning oil spills.  Show how and why a containment ring is needed.  Let them  try the oil absorber cloths to see how well the oil is removed from the water.  Talk about cleaning up minor spills when putting fuel in boats and why boaters are responsible for their spills of every size.  Discuss the penalties for not doing so.  If time permits, talk about other ways large spills are cleaned.  Review the various ways they tried to clean spills and why each one did or did not work.  Go over the steps for the best way to remove oil again.  Remind them again of the responsibility to help keep the waters clean of pollutants. (during the demonstration, add more oil as needed.  It is best to start with as few drops as needed to get desired results.)
Results: As each of the various methods to clean up the oil is tried, discuss with the students of how it appeared to work, but really wasn’t the correct way.  Some methods just shifted the problem oil from the top of the water to the bottom, while others spread it all around the water.  The idea is to get them thinking about the BEST way to clean all the oil and to recognize why the other ways re not the most effective.  This demonstration also helps the children that do go boating to be more aware of what happens when fuel is spilled and how they can help keep the waters clean.

Response: This was one of the activities the children especially enjoyed.  The Nye video did a good job of presenting this segment, so the children were eager to try the experiment and ask questions.  Depending upon the size of the group and amount of time, each child gets a chance to try most if not all the methods of cleaning spills.  It is a good activity to get them thinking about pollution in general.  They talked about other ways the water is polluted and how to remove trash or other debris.  This leads to a discussion of how boaters should keep trash in a specific container so they can throw it away when they reach shore.  They asked questions about where to get the oil absorber cloths and how to make a containment ring if you didn’t have one already.  Adults who viewed this demonstration also were interested in the oil absorber cloths.  Many of the adults  also thought that Dawn detergent was the best way to clean oil spills!!
