issue brief

KEEP BIG OIL OUT OF AMERICA’S ATLANTIC
AND ARCTIC OCEANS
Offshore oil drilling is dirty and dangerous. Yet the oil industry is dead set on drilling
in America’s last pristine ocean in the Arctic and adjacent to the cherished beaches of
the Atlantic seaboard. As we saw in the Gulf of Mexico, an oil spill can devastate coastal
communities and ocean and coastal wildlife. Moreover, drilling in these areas will generate
large amounts of heat-trapping carbon pollution. It’s time to say no to Big Oil and instead
invest in the clean, renewable energy that will protect our life-giving oceans, the communities
that rely on them, and our climate.
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WHAT’S AT STAKE
ATLANTIC OCEAN: Mid-and South-Atlantic Coast

Gulf oil spill, 2010.
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Americans of all political stripes show a significant
preference for investing in renewable energy and energy
efficiency over traditional dirty energy sources such as
offshore drilling.1 In spite of this, Big Oil is poised to begin
drilling for oil and gas in the Arctic Ocean. The federal
government has also proposed opening the southeast and
mid-Atlantic, from Virginia to Georgia, to offshore oil and
gas drilling.2 Putting these special ocean areas at risk of
catastrophic oil spills and industrial exploitation, while
creating unnecessary carbon pollution, is a reckless policy.
Appeasing Big Oil interests comes at the cost of healthy
oceans, vibrant coastal economies, and contradicts the
moral and scientific imperative to combat climate change.
It’s time to say no to Big Oil in America’s Atlantic and Arctic
oceans, and yes to the promise of a clean energy future.

The South and Mid-Atlantic Coast, which generates more
than $40 billion annually from ocean-related tourism,
recreation, and fishing, is now threatened by Big Oil’s
unquenchable thirst for oil and gas.3 From Virginia to
Georgia, proposed offshore oil and gas drilling threatens
the livelihoods of commercial and recreational fisherman,
and the millions of small businesses that rely on clean and
healthy oceans and
beaches. The BP Gulf
oil disaster affected
more than 1,000
miles of coastline. An
equivalent disaster
in the Atlantic could
coat beaches from
Savannah to Boston.
A spill off the Virginia
coast could threaten
the Jersey Shore. All
along the East Coast,
many of America’s
most beloved beaches
would be vulnerable
to an oil spill.
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The Chukchi Sea, a part of of the Arctic Ocean, features a
vast, shallow floor, a rich feeding ground critical to the U.S.
walrus population and irreplaceable hunting grounds for
polar bears and seals. To the east, the Beaufort’s coastline is
the number one land denning site for female polar bears in
the U.S. Arctic waters. Endangered bowhead whales migrate
through the area in the spring and, more significantly,
the fall when drilling would occur. Introducing massive
industrial activity into this region would put many of these
animals in peril. An oil spill in the midst of these creatures
would be devastating.
n

The Atlantic region is home to extensive and diverse fish
and shellfish populations. In 2012, the Mid-Atlantic and
South Atlantic seafood industry supported more than
244,000 jobs; fisherman landed more than 850 million
pounds of fish and earned more than $650 million for
their catch.4 Ocean tourism and recreational industries
supported 76 percent of all Mid-Atlantic and 84 percent of
all Southeast Atlantic sector jobs in 2012.5 These regions
host important and sensitive marine species, including
endangered whales. The oil exploration process alone
requires powerful air guns that can injure or kill whales that
rely on sound to find food and mate. Opening these areas to
offshore drilling would sacrifice economies, coastlines, and
fragile marine and coastal environments.

ARCTIC OCEAN: Beaufort and Chukchi Seas

n

Studies confirm the absence of a reliable cleanup
method for the Arctic. Rough weather and drifting
ice make it impossible to use the three most popular oil
spill containment methods—on-site burning, booms and
skimmers, and aerial application of dispersants—up to
68 percent of the time during the July-to-October Arctic
drilling season.7 Spills that occurred late in the season
would remain until the following year because the oil
would get trapped under the ice. No proven technology
exists for detecting spilled oil under snow or ice. Thus, a
spill could linger for years.


Almost no infrastructure exists to support
emergency response. There is no back-up in the U.S.
Arctic when systems fail. The nearest source of additional
cleanup equipment is 2,000 miles away in Seattle. There
are no major ports or landing strips near the lease sites,
and bringing rescue crews and equipment to the Arctic
would be a staggering challenge.


© NOAA

© NOAA

The Arctic Ocean is a crown jewel in America’s national
heritage. But it is also a rugged and forbidding environment.
The ocean is covered in ice much of the year, shrouded in
fog and darkness, and located 1,000 miles away from the
nearest Coast Guard base. No matter how prepared an oil
company claims to be, no one can master these punishing
conditions. In 2012, Shell’s Arctic drilling efforts foundered
on a series of disasters and safety violations, as one drill rig
was forced to abandon operations by a sheet of ice the size
of Manhattan, and another wrecked against a remote island
in what was, by Arctic standards, a run-of-the-mill storm.6
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THE NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF THE BP GULF OIL DISASTER

On April 20, 2010, BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded
in the Gulf of Mexico, killing 11 workers, injuring 17 others,
and initiating one of the worst environmental disasters
in America’s history: one that is still unfolding. While we
still do not know the full toll of this disaster on the Gulf ’s
wildlife and coastal communities, the known impacts are
staggering:8

Economic Impacts

To date, BP has paid $12.7 billion to individuals
and businesses in the Gulf region who have suffered
economic damages or medical issues as a result of the
oil spill, with many claims still pending, and more than
$1.4 billion to governments for spill-related costs.9
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The Gulf of Mexico commercial fishing industry lost
an estimated $247 million as a result of post-spill
fishery closures.10
Estimates of lost tourism dollars were projected
to cost the Gulf coastal economy up to $22.7 billion
through 2013.11


Ecological Impacts

The oil spill contaminated more than 1,100 miles of
coastline, at least 1,200 square miles of the deep ocean
floor, and 68,000 square miles of surface water. Some
22,000 tons of oil washed up on the shores of the
Gulf Coast.12
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Nearly 1 million coastal and offshore seabirds are
estimated to have died as a result of the oil spill.13
Almost 1,400 dolphins have died as a result of
illnesses scientists say are linked to exposure to
petroleum products.14


Sea turtle in oiled water.

THE RISK OF ANOTHER DISASTER IS REAL

Despite the BP oil disaster in the Gulf of Mexico, important
safety reforms have yet to be adopted. No federal
legislation has been enacted. In the event of an oil spill,
the liability of the offending company for economic and
environmental damages remains staggeringly low at just
$134 million dollars,20 with taxpayers on the hook for all
additional damages. Furthermore, safety experts assert that
technological advances that allow drilling in deeper and in
harsher conditions have vastly outpaced the safety advances
critical to limit the risk of catastrophic oil spills.21 For
example, the Department of Interior estimates a 75 percent
chance of one or more large oil spills in the Arctic’s Chukchi
Sea if existing leases are developed.22


n



Oyster harvests in Louisiana are one-third of
pre-spill levels.15


On July 2, 2015, a provisional $18.7 billion settlement
among the five Gulf states (Alabama, Florida, Louisiana,
Mississippi, and Texas), the federal government and BP
was announced, which, if approved by a federal judge, would
be the largest environmental settlement in U.S. history.16
The effects of offshore drilling are not limited to
catastrophes like the BP oil spill. Louisiana loses a football
field’s worth of wetlands every 45 minutes due largely the
infrastructure of pipelines and canals necessary to support
offshore drilling.17 Furthermore, around 1,500 small oil
spills are reported in Louisiana each year, spilling an
average of 330,000 gallons annually.18 Along the California
coast, a ruptured pipeline released more than 100,000
gallons of oil into the ocean, contaminating 8 miles of
pristine beaches, and killing 195 birds and 106 marine
mammals.19
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It’s dirty: Oil spill clean-up operations are rarely capable
of recovering or treating more than a small portion of the
oil spilled. Even when human error and technology are
not at fault, storms can cause structural damages that
lead to devastating spills. During Hurricanes Katrina and
Rita, 540 individual spills released 11 million gallons of
oil—the same amount released by the Exxon Valdez spill
in 1989.23

n

It’s dangerous: From 2003-2010, 128 workers died in
activities related to offshore oil and gas operations in the
United States alone, an average of 16 per year.24

SOLUTIONS
n

Stop unsustainable fossil fuel development: The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the
world’s authoritative science review body on climate
change, warned that all unproven reserves of oil, gas, and
coal (including the oil and gas in the Atlantic and Arctic
Oceans) will have to be left undeveloped if the world is to
limit global warming to 3.6° F—the ceiling for avoiding
the worst consequences.25 For example, a report in the
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top journal Nature found that developing Arctic oil and
gas resources would be incompatible with efforts to stay
within this limit.26 The oil industry claims that Arctic and
Atlantic oil may be needed over the next 30 years,27 but
this assumes continued oil-dependence scenarios that
the International Energy Agency says will result in three
times the global warming the planet can sustain, and also
assumes no technological innovations or policies are
enacted to further cut demand.28
n

of oil annually by 2035.29 Notably, that’s almost the
same amount of oil, in a single year, that the Interior
Department estimates can ever be recovered from drilling
all our offshore waters from Florida to Maine.30
n

Focus on fuel efficiency: Improving energy efficiency is
the cheapest, cleanest, and quickest way to meet our
energy needs. Focusing on fuel efficiency and other
oil-saving measures could save nearly 4 billion barrels


Invest in offshore renewable energy: Offshore wind
resources are abundant. Tapping just one quarter of our
nation’s offshore wind potential would provide as much
electricity as our nation’s combined generating capacity
of fossil fuel-based power plants.31 In the Atlantic, modest
development of offshore wind could create about 91,000
more jobs than offshore drilling, and in just 13 years,
offshore wind could provide more energy than could be
provided by drilling known reserves.32


Endnotes
1

Hart Research Associates and American Viewpoint, “Americans’ Views on Environmental Regulations,” NRDC, December 2014, http://docs.nrdc.org/legislation/files/leg_15012201a.pdf

2 Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, “2017—2022 Outer Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Leasing Draft Proposed Program,” U.S. Department of the Interior, January 2015, www.boem.
gov/2017-2022-DPP.
3 National Ocean Economics Program, “Value of Mid-Atlantic and South Atlantic Regions Living Resources, Tourism and Recreation Industries for 2012,” National Ocean Economic Program,
hwww.oceaneconomics.org. (Accessed May 14, 2015)
4 National Marine Fisheries Service, Fisheries Economics of the U.S. 2012. U.S. Dept Commerce, NOAA Tech. Memo. NMFS-F/SPO-137p, https://www.st.nmfs.noaa.gov/Assets/economics/
documents/feus/2012/FEUS2012.pdf.
5

National Ocean Economics Program. Employment in Ocean Sector Industries in Mid-Atlantic and South Atlantic Regions for 2012. Queried May 14, 2015, http://www.oceaneconomics.org

6

Funk, M.,, “The Wreck of the Kulluk,” New York Times Magazine, Dec. 30, 2014, www.nytimes.com/2015/01/04/magazine/the-wreck-of-the-kulluk.html?_r=0.

7 S.L. Ross Environmental Research Limited, “Spill Response Gap Study for the Canadian Beaufort Sea and the Canadian Davis Strait,” National Energy Board, July 12, 2011, https://docs.nebone.gc.ca/ll-eng/llisapi.dll/fetch/2000/90463/621169/700096/702787/A2A6V0_-_SL_Ross_Environmetal_Research_Limited_-_Spill_Response_Gap_Study_for_the_Canadian_Beaufort_
Sea_and_the_Canadian_Davis_Strait.pdf?nodeid=702903&vernum=-2.
8

For a full link to the NRDC issue paper on the effects of the BP Oil Disaster, see http://www.nrdc.org/energy/gulfspill/files/gulfspill-impacts-summary-IP.pdf.

9

BP, “Gulf of Mexico Oil Spill Claims and Other Payments, Public Report,” June 30, 2015, http://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/pdf/gulf-of-mexico/Public-Report-June-2015.pdf.

10 McCrea-Strub, A., et al., “Potential impact of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill on commercial fisheries in the Gulf of Mexico,” Fisheries, Vol. 36(7), 2011, pp. 332–336.
11 Oxford Economics, “Potential Impact of the Gulf Oil Spill on Tourism,” U.S. Travel Association, https://www.ustravel.org/sites/default/files/page/2009/11/Gulf_Oil_Spill_Analysis_Oxford_
Economics_710.pdf. (Accessed July 9, 2015)
12 Michel, J., et al., “Extent and degree of shoreline oiling: Deepwater Horizon oil spill, Gulf of Mexico, USA,” PLoS ONE, Vol. 8(6), 2013, pp. e65087; Boufadel, M.C., et al., “Simulation of the
Landfall of the Deepwater Horizon Oil on the Shorelines of the Gulf of Mexico,” Environmental Science & Technology , vol. 48(16), 2014, pp. 9496-9505.
13 Haney, J.C., Geiger, H.J., and Short, J.W.,” Bird mortality from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. I. Exposure probability in the offshore Gulf of Mexico.” Marine Ecololgy Progress Series, Vol
513, 2014, pp. 225-237; Haney, J.C., Geiger, H.J., and Short, J.W., “Bird mortality form the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. II. Carcass sampling and exposure probability in the coastal Gulf of Mexico,”
Marine Ecololgy Progress Series, Vol 513, 2014, pp. 239–252.
14 Venn-Watson, S. et al., “Adrenal Gland and Lung Lesions in Gulf of Mexico Common Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops truncates) Found Dead following the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill,” PLoS
ONE 10(5), 2015, pp. e0126538.
15 Plaisance, S., “Oil spill: Gulf oysters vanish after 2010 spill,” Associated Press, August 12, 2014, www.csmonitor.com/Environment/Latest-News-Wires/2014/0812/Oil-spill-Gulf-oystersvanish-after-2010-spill
16 U.S. Department of Justice, “Fact Sheet on Agreement in Principle with BP,” U.S. Department of Justice, http://www.justice.gov/opa/file/625141/download. (Accessed July 9, 2015.)
BP, “BP to Settle Federal, State and Local Deepwater Horizon Claims for up to $18.7 Billion With Payments to be Spread Over 18 Years,” BP, July 2, 2015,http://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/
press/press-releases/bp-to-settle-federal-state-local-deepwater-horizon-claims.html.
17 Couvillion, B.R., et al., “Land area change in coastal Louisiana from 1932 to 2010: USGS Scientific Investigations,” Map 3164, scale 1:265,000, U.S. Geological Survey Investigations, 2011,
http://pubs.usgs.gov/sim/3164/
18 Louisiana Oil Spill Coordinator’s Office, Public Safety Services, http://losco.state.la.us/about.html.
19 University of California, Davis Veterinary Medicine, “Oiled Wildlife Care Network, Refugia Incident Wildlife Data, as of July 8, 2015,” June 8, 2015 at http://www.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/owcn.
20 OPA 90 1004(a)(3), 33 U.S.C. Section 2704(a)(3). A liability cap on damages of $75 million is set by statute for offshore facilities and may only be adjusted to address significant increases in
the Consumer Price Index (CPI.) The Department of the Interior (DOI) recently increased the limit to $134 million based on the CPI. According to the Department of the Interior, this represents
the maximum increase that may be implemented absent new legislation. http://www.boem.gov/press12112014/.
21 Moskowitz, P., “Four years after the BP disaster, experts say it could happen again,” Aljazeera America, April 18, 2014, http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2014/4/18/bp-four-years.html.
22 Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Alaska OCS Region, “Chukchi Sea Planning Area, Final Second Supplemental EIS,” U.S. Department of the Interior, February 2015, pp. 156. http://
www.boem.gov/uploadedFiles/BOEM/About_BOEM/BOEM_Regions/Alaska_Region/Leasing_and_Plans/Leasing/Lease_Sales/Sale_193/2015_0127_LS193_Final_2nd_SEIS_Vol1.pdf.
23 Schleifstein, M., “Extent of oil spills from Hurricanes Katrina and Rita is still being assessed,” The Times-Picayune, August 19, 2010, http://www.nola.com/katrina/index.ssf/2010/08/extent_
of_oil_spills_from_2005_hurricanes_is_still_being_assessed.html.
24 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Fatal Injuries in Offshore Oil and Gas Operations – United States, 2003-2010,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, August 26, 2013,
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6216a2.htm.
25 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, “Climate Change 2014: Synthesis report,” Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2015, pp. 63, https://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessmentreport/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FINAL_full.pdf.
26 McGlade, C. and Ekins, P., “The geographical distribution of fossil fuels unused when limiting global warming to 2˚C,” Nature, 517, 2015, pp. 187–190, http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/
v517/n7533/full/nature14016.html.
27 American Petroleum Institute, Offshore Access to Oil and Natural Gas Resources, American Petroleum Institute, February 2015, pp. 6, http://www.api.org/~/media/files/oil-and-natural-gas/
offshore/offshoreaccess-primer-lores.pdf
28 International Energy Agency, “Projections and Scenarios,” International Energy Agency, http://www.iea.org/publications/scenariosandprojections/. (Accessed July 9, 2015.)
29 Franz A. Matzner, NRDC “Energy Supply Legislation,” May 19, 2015, testimony before the U.S. Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, Full Committee Hearing on “Energy
Supply Legislation,” http://www.energy.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/files/serve?File_id=f139ab4e-67d9-4342-960b-e37769fc4132.
30 Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, “2017—2022 Outer Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Leasing Draft Proposed Program,” U.S. Department of the Interior, January 2015, http://www.boem.
gov/2017-2022-DPP.
31 Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, “Offshore Wind Research and Development,” U.S. Department of Energy, http://energy.gov/eere/wind/offshore-wind-research-anddevelopment. (Accessed June 5, 2015.)
32 Menaquale, A., “Offshore Energy By the Numbers: An Economic Analysis of Offshore Drilling and Wind Energy in the Atlantic,” Oceana, January 2015, http://oceana.org/sites/default/files/
offshore_energy_by_the_numbers_report_final.pdf.

Page 4

KEEP BIG OIL OUT OF AMERICA’S ATLANTIC AND ARCTIC OCEANS

nrdc

