
wide–angle

Mike DeGruy and his crew cruise by dozens of fishing boats  
sitting idle in Bayou La Batre while tests continue to determine  
the safety of seafood from the Gulf of Mexico.
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   Bayou La Batre, Ala.—Dozens  
 of boats sit idle in the harbor leading  
 into the Gulf of Mexico. The Steiner  
 Ship Yard is quiet, the only activity  
 coming from a film crew using it as  
 a backdrop for an interview with the  
 mayor. The seafood processing  
 plants are empty. 

The folks around here call Bayou La 
Batre the “Seafood Capital of Alabama,” 
and normally that’s not just Chamber of 
Commerce hubris. But things aren’t nor-
mal in Bayou La Batre, not since the cata-
strophic oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 
2010. Bayou La Batre has rebounded from 
previous disasters—Hurricane Katrina 
drove fishing boats inland with a 16-foot 
storm surge in 2005—but the effects of 
this latest one won’t go away. The spill 
itself may have been contained, but the 

By Bill Krueger

Lenswide–angle

  Mike DeGruy ’75 is hoping that  
a silver lining in the devastation caused by the Gulf 
oil spill in 2010 will be increased funding for 
science. He’s not alone.

keywords: Mike DeGruy

              ilmmaker  
 Mike DeGruy ’75   
 returns home to   
 document the   
 collateral damage   
 to the Gulf region.
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bayou la batre

DeGruy uses small hand-held cameras to  
get underwater footage of marsh life in the  
Florida Panhandle.
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damage continues to be felt by local resi-
dents who depend on the Gulf of Mexico 
for their livelihood.

Mike DeGruy ’75 and his documentary 
film crew are here to tell the story of the 
aftershocks of the oil spill. It’s familiar 
territory to DeGruy, who grew up in near-
by Mobile and spent his childhood explor-
ing the labyrinth of streams and channels 
that flow throughout the lower regions of 
Alabama into Mobile Bay and then into 
the Gulf of Mexico. This is where De-
Gruy’s love of the water and the creatures 
that make their home there first took 
hold. He has spent his life since then put-
ting it all on film, traveling the world from 
his home in California to tell stories about 
nature and its many wonders for the likes 
of National Geographic, PBS and the Dis-
covery Channel.

DeGruy was at home in Santa Barbara, 
Calif., where he has his own film produc-
tion company, when he heard of the explo-
sion on the Deepwater Horizon offshore 
rig that was drilling for oil for BP. The 
explosion killed 11 men working on the  
rig and caused oil to pour into the Gulf  
of Mexico for more than three months 
before the damaged well could be capped. 
Because of his roots in the region, De-
Gruy wanted to return to see for himself 
what the oil spill had done. 

While he earns his living making docu-
mentaries about nature, DeGruy’s train-
ing is that of a scientist. He majored in 
marine zoology as an undergraduate stu-
dent at NC State before pursuing a Ph.D. 
in marine biology at the University of Ha-
waii. At one point, DeGruy envisioned 
having a research station in the Pacific 
Ocean that would also be a destination for 
eco-tourists. By chance, he was introduced 

to underwater photography before com-
pleting his Ph.D., and a different sort of 
career was born. But DeGruy is still 
comfortable around scientists, and they 
are comfortable with him. He under-
stands their methods and speaks their 
language. So when he decided to return 
home following the Gulf oil spill, his 
first instinct was to talk to scientists. 

But the story is not coming together 
quite like DeGruy envisioned it. He 
spent several weeks interviewing area 

scientists, planning to do a series of short 
videos for the National Science Founda-
tion on what he calls “the science of the 
spill.” What he found, though, was that 
most of the scientists had little to offer. 
Some said it was still too early to deter-
mine the environmental impact of the 
spill. Others told DeGruy they did not 
have adequate funding to do the necessary 
research. A few said the environmental 
impact, at least so far, does not appear to 
be as bad as many had feared when the oil 
was gushing into the Gulf of Mexico.

“I think that they’re gun-shy,” DeGruy 
says as he drives from Orange Beach, 
where he and his crew are staying, to Bay-
ou La Batre one morning. “The scientists 
don’t like somebody standing up there 
and making concrete statements about 
this oil spill. Their feeling is, we don’t 
know enough for you to go out and say 
that with any authority.” 

So DeGruy is switching gears. The story 
that is taking shape instead is more per-
sonal, for DeGruy and for the fishermen, 
seafood processors, restaurant owners 
and others in the region. DeGruy sees the 
situation here through a wide-angle lens, 
with mounting frustration over a national 
reliance on oil that he says inevitably led 
to the explosion on the Deepwater Hori-
zon. The people who live here often have 
a more narrow view, as they see how the 
spill has robbed them of their livelihood 
and the potentially crippling uncertainty 
over when or if the situation will improve.

“I’m emotionally connected to this 
place, and that’s what’s driving me,” De-
Gruy says. “I care about these people. Kids 
I grew up with are running things around 
here now and, as a consequence, they’re 
being hurt by what’s happening.”
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DeGruy sees the situation 
here through a wide-angle 

lens, with mounting  
frustration over a national 

reliance on oil that he  
says inevitably led to  
the explosion on the  

Deepwater Horizon rig. 

The Gulf of Mexico is a critical economic engine for Alabama, with thousands of jobs supported by 
tourism, commercial fishing and offshore drilling for oil and natural gas.
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As DeGruy travels around the region, 
the suffering is not always immediately 
apparent. High-rise condominium build-
ings and surf shops selling T-shirts and 
boogie boards are scattered across the 
coastline from Gulf Shores to the Florida 
state line. Every table is full for lunch at 
the Shrimp Shack in Orange Beach, with 
a small line forming outside. The ferry 
from Fort Morgan to Dauphin Island, 
where Mobile Bay spills out into the Gulf 
of Mexico, is full of cars with out-of-state 
license plates.

Look long enough, though, and the 
problems start to come into focus. Snow-
birds—temporary refugees from the frigid 
winter weather in northern states—are 
still taking morning walks on Orange 
Beach. But there are fewer of them than 
in past years, and their walks take them 
past backhoes and sifters still in use 
months after the spill to clean the beach. 
Tar balls, most of them no bigger than a 
quarter, wash up on the beaches every day. 
The talk at the Shrimp Shack is about 
how empty weekend church services are 
compared to previous years.

And then there’s the sign taped to the 
entrance of the Bayou La Batre Commu-
nity Center: “No purses, handbags, knives 
or handguns.” Kenneth Feinberg, the ad-
ministrator of the $20 billion compensa-
tion fund for Gulf oil spill victims, is in town 
to meet with the community. And people 
here are angry. To get in, residents must 
pass through a metal detector and then 
submit to a pat-down by local deputies. 
Stan Wright, a lifelong resident and the 
mayor of Bayou La Batre, has some words 
of warning as the meeting begins: “If you 
get out of line, I’m going to be straight up 
with you: We’re going to put you in jail.”
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No one is put in jail, but there are 
pointed comments and questions directed 
at Feinberg. Several people ask why the 
compensation process takes so long, while 
others question the fairness of BP’s offers. 
A few ask about other communities, im-
plying that they are getting more than 
their fair share of the money. Even Wright, 
who admonished the crowd to be civil, 
can’t resist taking a shot at the BP repre-
sentatives who are on hand with comput-
ers to help residents process claims for 
compensation. “They’ve got a lot of com-
puters and a lot of technology,” Wright 
tells the crowd. “But not one of them has 
a checkbook. We need money now.” A 
local pastor, in his opening prayer, asks 
God to “take control of this meeting, take 
control of BP and get us some checks.”

Seeing this, DeGruy is reminded of a 
conversation he had earlier in the week 
with Steven Picou, a sociologist at the 
University of South Alabama who has 
studied the impact of the Exxon Valdez  
oil spill in Alaska in 1989. 

Picou says there are fundamental differ-
ences in the impact that a natural disaster 
such as Hurricane Katrina has on a com-
munity and the impact that what he calls 
a technological disaster, such as the oil 
spill, has on a community. With a natural 
disaster, the damage can be fully assessed 
after the hurricane has blown through. 
Insurance is typically available to cover 
much of the cost. Communities pull to-
gether to repair what’s broken and are 
able to get back to their lives. With a tech-
nological disaster, the damage may take 
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Some local officials and scientists worry about what will happen to the Gulf region as the media loses 
interest in the story there—even as residents continue to suffer and seek compensation for lost earnings.
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years to fully assess—fishermen still don’t 
know how long they will be out of work, 
hotels and restaurants don’t know if all 
the tourists will return. There is a lot of 
blame, but little accountability. People 
don’t trust BP, but they also don’t trust the 
government. They suspect that the com-
munity in the neighboring county—or the 
neighbor down the street—is getting 
more recovery money than they are.

Wright would agree that the oil spill has 
taken a greater toll than any hurricane. 
“This has been a nine-month hurricane,” 
he says. “Any way you look at it, the winds 
are still blowing. The water is still 14-feet 
high. There’s so much uncertainty. In a 
hurricane, you have a few hours of uncer-
tainty. In the oil spill, we have nine 
months of it. And it’s devastating to the 
human mind.”

That’s what worries Picou. The loss of 
jobs associated with a disaster such as the 
oil spill leads to what Picou calls “econom-
ic spirals.” In Alaska, that resulted in a 
rise in suicides, incidents of domestic vio-
lence, divorce and post-traumatic stress. 
Communities and neighbors found them-
selves pitted against each other as they 
scrambled for recovery dollars offered by 
Exxon. The sense of community and what 
Picou refers to as social capital—the will-
ingness to do the little things, such as  
volunteering to coach a Little League team 
or serve on a PTA committee–crumbled 
under the strain. “In about four or five 
years, we were dealing with communities 

that were barely hanging on,” Picou says.
It’s what comes next, though, that Pi-

cou finds most troubling. “The scary thing 
is that the solution to the problem is litiga-
tion,” he says. “And the solution becomes 
the problem. We saw that in Alaska. By 
the year 2000, which was 11 years after 
the spills, the primary predictor of mental 
health problems, family disruption and 
perceptions of community damage was 
being a litigant in the court case that went 
on for 20 years. 

“It’s a very, very adversarial process, 
where claims and counterclaims are made. 
It causes people to remember how they 
first felt when the rig blew up. And it causes 
this continued uncertainty. Because you 
don’t know if you’re going to win the case, 
you don’t know if it’s going to be thrown 
out. So it causes people to continuously be 
distressed and in conflict.”

That was evident at the community 
meeting in Bayou La Batre, where a cou-
ple of hundred residents turned out to 
hear Feinberg explain their options in 
seeking recovery money. The choice fac-
ing many of those in the audience that 
day was this: Do I sign away my right to 
sue BP later and take the money now, 
without knowing if or when I will be able 
to work again, to keep from losing my 
house and boat? Or do I figure out a way 
to make it through the tough times for a 
potentially larger settlement later from 
BP? Neither option held much appeal.

Wright says it is important to under-

stand the people who live in Bayou La Ba-
tre, which is close to the border with Mis-
sissippi. They were raised to take care of 
themselves and trained to rely on the Gulf 
of Mexico to provide for their families. 
When that is taken away—and it’s not 
clear when or if it will be restored—they 
are faced with unpalatable options. They 
can pack up and move somewhere else in 
search of work, a decision many made in 
Alaska when conditions continued to spi-
ral downward. Or they can take what they 
consider a handout from BP to try to 
maintain some semblance of the life they 
built until things get better.

“There are some people my age who 
never went to school one day in their life,” 
Wright says. “They went fishing with their 
papa and they were proud to be a fisher-
man. This is what they know to do. You 
take that away from them, what are they 
going to do?”

DeGruy doesn’t have a ready answer, 
but he wants to tell a story that will get 
results for Wright and the people the may-
or represents in Bayou La Batre. He wants 
to tell a story that will mean fewer tar balls 
washing up on the shore in places like 
Orange Beach. He wants to tell a story 
that will force the powers-that-be to in-
crease funding for scientific research and 
to protect the environment. To do that, he 
has to rethink the kind of storytelling he 
has done his entire career. 

“I used to make real pretty programs,” 
DeGruy says. “I would spend extraordi-
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nary amounts of time doing everything in 
my power to make things look as good as 
they could.” If he was filming at a beach, 
DeGruy would make sure to clean up all 
the trash first and sweep away any foot-
prints. If there were telephone poles in 
the background, he would frame the shot 
so that a palm tree blocked it from view. 

By his own admission, DeGruy was cre-
ating what was essentially an artificial 
view of the world, thinking that viewers of 
his documentaries would be inspired by 
the beauty to step up their conservation 
efforts. “Well, I’m not sure that was effec-
tive,” he says. “People were still bulldoz-
ing forests and building shopping centers 
and dumping crap into the ocean and into 
the rivers. Maybe what I should be doing 
is showing people the way it is and maybe 
they’ll get disgusted by it.”

Several months later, DeGruy is back 
home. He has scrapped the short videos 
for the National Science Foundation. In-
stead, he has used the footage he got from 
his initial visit to the Gulf region to put 
together a 25-minute video that he will 
use to pitch a larger, more ambitious doc-
umentary to broadcast organizations like 
HBO and PBS. If he can get the financial 
backing, DeGruy says his documentary 
will tackle three primary issues: The need 
for scientists to get the money they need 
to do adequate and timely research; the 
impact of the dispersant used to break up 
the oil had on the Gulf; and the larger 
question about the nation’s reliance on oil. 

“Why are we spending billions and bil-
lions of dollars exploiting and often de-
stroying resources?” he asks. “For what? 
For oil? It’s obviously dangerous to pro-
duce. It’s expensive to use and it’s a finite 
resource. This should be our Sputnik mo-
ment, where Obama slams his fist down 
and says, ‘We will begin getting out of oil 
now.’”

But DeGruy also says the story will be a 
personal one, about his own discoveries as 
he returned to the place where he grew up 
and about the challenges facing the peo-
ple who still live there.

“I went there thinking we were going to 
do stories on the science of the spill,” he 
says. “The compelling stories were com-
ing from the people. At the end of the day, 
people care about people. The idea of this 
new version will include all of that. It will 
have a strong message about what hap-
pens in the deep and how that relates di-
rectly to us. People need to get it: When 
we trash ecosystems it has implications 
that directly impact us.”

Bill Krueger is senior associate editor of 
NC State.
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“Any way you look at it, 
the winds are still  

blowing. The water is still  
14 feet high. There’s so 

much uncertainty.”

Left, Bayou La Batre Mayor 
Stan Wright talks with 
DeGruy about the ongoing 
suffering in his community 
months after the oil spill.

Below, DeGruy talks with 
scientists at the Dauphin 
Island Sea Lab on the 
Alabama coast.

ph
o

to
g

r
ap

h
s 

by
 b

il
l 

kr
u

eg
er

 


