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Background

Louisiana's coastal communities have been involved in the exploitation of oil and gas on the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) for more than 50 years.   The Gulf of Mexico (GOM) has a large share of the country’s known offshore oil and gas resources and dominates U.S. offshore activity.  Much of the technology needed for the industry to operate in deeper waters and in other parts of the world was initially developed by the offshore oil industry operating in the GOM.  Traditionally, the region supported the industry locally and as it expanded internationally.  Now the region is part of the global oil industry and must compete globally for oil-related jobs.  

In the mid-1980’s, the GOM was known as the “Dead Sea,” mainly because the decline in oil and gas prices made offshore exploration and operation financially unattractive.  When oil activity picked up again, the industry had changed.  These changes affected oil-related communities, oil workers and their families as well. 

The Minerals Management Service (MMS) sponsored research to examine the nature of   OCS-related work and its impacts on the lifestyles of families and individuals.  The study was conducted by the University of Arizona, Bureau  of Applied Research in Anthropology. 

Study Area
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The study was conducted in two communities in Southern Louisiana, New Iberia in Iberia Parish and Morgan City in St. Mary Parish.  Both communities are involved in diverse activities associated with the exploration, development, and production of oil and gas from 
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the OCS.  Many petroleum workers and petroleum 



families live there. New Iberia is a sugarcane town that acquired an oil sector. Morgan City has a shrimping and commercial port on the Atchafalaya River and became a prominent fabricating, service, and supply center for the oil and gas industry.  The communities have populations of about 30,000 and 12,000 respectively, an appropriate size for ethnographic study which, in its broadest sense, endeavors to understand the social, political, economic, and cultural dynamics of communities.

Collaborative Research

The study used a collaborative research method that included community residents as central team members.  Fourteen teacher-researchers from the St. Mary and Iberia parish school boards were recruited and trained to guide discussions in the homes of their students and other residents. Over a 2-year period, two university researchers resided in the communities for 10 months, while 8 other researchers spent several weeks to several months in the two parishes.  One of the local newspapers affectionately referred to one of the researchers as a boomerang because of the number of times he had been in and out of the area during the study.  The research team gathered information from workers, employers, and families involved in six offshore oil and gas sectors (i.e., drilling, production, fabrication, diving, offshore vessels, and trucking) and from civic leaders with knowledge of the impact of the industry on their communities.

Findings

Examples of the research findings include the following:

· Impacts vary by workforce and workplace. 

· The industry causes ongoing and periodic community impacts.  For example, during an industry upturn large numbers of workers from out of the area require housing and during a downturn large numbers of laid-off workers require social services. Families without health insurance are of ongoing concern.
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Production workers have the most stable, relatively low-risk occupation of the sectors examined.  Drilling is highly volatile, is relatively easy to enter, and has served as a steppingstone for many offshore workers.  

· Wages for many jobs are the same as they were in the 1970's, with little if any adjustment for cost-of-living increases.
The pay differentials between jobs in the oil and gas industry and elsewhere, which once there, have narrowed or disappeared altogether. 

· Worker shortages persist at all levels. Higher levels of educational attainment and new job opportunities that allow computer technicians, engineers, and others to live in southern Louisiana but commute elsewhere to work have reduced the pool of educated people willing to work in the oil and gas industry.

· Work schedules vary both among and within sectors. Production workers' schedules are the most predictable, with    7-days on and 7-days off (7-and-7) the norm. Drillers and mariners also work concentrated schedules, though a 14-and-14 or 14-and-7 schedule is more common.  Divers work on call and may stay on a job for a few hours or several months. Onshore fabrication involves both shift work and overtime, so many workers are home less than their offshore counterparts. Truckers’ work schedules are determined by dispatchers who send them out according to company policies, demand, and personal preference.
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Beyond the Research Findings

The benefits of the collaborative research methodology went beyond the study and its findings. The teacher-researchers integrated their new-found understanding of the interrelationship of the industry and communities into their work.  They shared study findings and insights with school administrators, students, and families and sensitized other educators to the links between industry cycles and impacts on families.  Several teacher-researchers implemented programs to help students and families understand and respond to the oil and gas industry and its impacts on their lives.  Some taught their students ethnographic research methods and had them conduct their own research.  Others showed students how to construct family trees and occupational timelines as a basis for understanding community history and exploring careers.  Long time residents saw their community in a new light.  The study further demonstrated the benefits of social impact assessment to participating communities.
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