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Penguin Conservation 
A Look At Oil Spills & Penguins 

Background
How do humans harm the environment?  Oil spills are 
devastating to the environment and all life within it.  In 
the summer of 2000 a Greek bulk carrier named Treasure
sank in the Atlantic Ocean spilling nearly 400 tons of oil 
into the surrounding waters.  The oil approached Robben 
and Dassen Islands threatening half (76,000) of the world’s 
African Penguin population. 

When birds are coated with oil, they try and clean their feathers and end up ingesting the oil.  
Sadly, many birds die of starvation, ingesting the toxic oil or from hypothermia.  Oil on the bird’s 
body affects their ability to float and so they do not venture into the water in search of food.  It 
also inhibits the ability to control their body temperature.  Oil which is swallowed gives them 
ulcers and affects their kidneys and lungs. 

How do humans help? The Southern African National Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal 
Birds (SANCCOB) relocated 19,000 un-oiled penguins and rescued another 19,000 oiled 
penguins during this oil spill.  Hundreds of people assisted with the cleaning and care of the oiled 
penguins.  Fortunately, most rescued birds survived and were released! 

The cleaning and treatment of one oiled penguin takes two people and at least one hour of work.
The penguins are given activated charcoal which forces them to get rid of the oil they have 
ingested and then are rehydrated with fluids.  The birds are then fed and their feathers hand-
washed with a grease-cutting dish detergent once they have been stable for 24 hours.  

Materials
3 feathers (duck, goose, etc.)  
vegetable or other cooking oil (canola, etc.) 
dishwashing liquid, powdered laundry detergent & mild hand-soap 
5 medium to large bowls 
Water 

Procedure
1. Ask students if they have ever heard of an oil spill.  Where do oil spills happen?  What do they 

affect?  How are animals or the environment affected? 
2. Continue discussion by asking how humans can help clean up oil spills?  How do they help sick 

animals affected by oil spills? 
3. Introduce the Treasure oil spill which occurred in 2000.  Explain that nearly half of the 

African penguin population was affected by this spill. How do students feel about this?
Explain how people volunteered to help rescue and clean the penguins.

4. Explain to students that they will be experimenting with various ways of removing oil 
from feathers.  Be sure to have students hypothesize about ways they think oil could be 
removed before you begin the experiment.

Objectives
Students will gain an 
understanding of: 

the effects of oil on 
      feathers. 

 how humans can help 
     birds affected by oil 
     spills. 

 see the effects of a
     disaster on 
     ecosystems. 
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5. Activity
a. Fill 5 bowls with water and label them #’s 1-5.
b. Dissolve 1 Tbsp. of hand soap in bowl #1, 1 Tbsp. of laundry detergent in bowl 

#2 and 1 Tbsp. of dish detergent in bowl #3.
c. Pour vegetable or other oil on top of water in bowl #4.  Bowl #5 should be filled 

with water only.
d. Ask students to look at their feathers and make a few observations.  What do they 

feel like or look like? Have them make predictions about what will happen to the 
feathers if they are dipped in oil.

e. Students should dip their feathers into the oil slick in bowl #4. What changes do 
they see?  What has happened to the feather?  Does it feel different?  How might this affect the 
bird?   

f. Have students try and clean their feathers using the water in bowl #5.  What
happens to the oil on the feather? 

g. Next, have students dip their feathers into containers 1,2 or 3 and try and rub the 
oil from them.(Each student should dip their feather into only one of the cleaning 
containers) Do they notice a difference?  Which container of liquid cleans the oil better?  
Remind students that nearly 19,000 penguins had to be cleaned by hand using this 
method. What thoughts do they have regarding this?

h. This experiment may be continued using various oils and/or cleaning solutions.

Additional Suggestions 
Students may create a Save the Penguins poster and include the effects of oil and environmental 
changes on penguins. 


