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Offshore Drilling and Ocean Impacts

As Americans, we all understand the need for reduced dependency on foreign oil. What we do not
need are rash decisions and rushed policies that may cause irreversible harm down the road. Any
policy to expand ocean drilling must be carefully planned, with stringent environmental standards
about how and where drilling can occur.

Drill, Drill, Drill

What drilling proponents say time and time again is that technological advancements have
minimized the chances of a large oil spill. They assure us that drilling in our oceans can be an
environmentally friendly option. What they do not tell us is that even without a catastrophic spill,
routine drilling operations discharge approximately 735,000 gallons of oil every year into the
ocean.® Current pipelines are still leaking oil into the marine environment every day. These
discharges add up. There are already over 23,000 miles of pipelines in North American waters
which leak an average of 22 gallons of oil per mile per year.? That total comes to an astounding
500,000 barrels per year that are deposited into our oceans.

A Fifty-Fifty Chance Isn’t Good Enough

According to a final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) conducted by the Minerals
Management Service (MMS) on offshore drilling in the Chukchi Sea of Alaska, the probability of a
large oil spill (greater than 1,000 barrels) in the Chukchi is as high as 51%.> Despite this
acknowledgement, MMS sold the Chukchi lease in February of this year. A large oil spill, such as
the 2004 Terra Nova oil rig malfunction off the coast of Newfoundland, may have disastrous

! National Research Council. 2003. Oil in the Sea IlI, pages 199-201.
2 NRC, Op cit., Page 194.

MMS, 2007, “Chukchi Sea Planning Area, Oi | and Gas Lease

Sal ¢

Environment al Il mpact Statement he Exeatt iofedBummaOy,| Sphpifléeéct sp

<www.mms.gov/alaska/cproject/Chukchil93/Chukchiindex.htm>.



consequences f or mari ne | i f e barrelskilled afestimateal0000 va’' s cas
seabirds.*

The Hidden Pollution of Oil Production

Along with offshore oil and gas production comes hazardous marine pollution below the surface of

the ocean. In its lifetime, a single oil well discharges into the ocean an estimated 1,500 — 2,000

tons of waste material into the ocean, and a single offshore production platform often contains

dozensof wells> During the production processipnatdoxi c
then must be disposed of. Along with mud waste are drill cuttings —tiny bits of ground rock that

often contain petroleum hydrocarbons. Piles of drill cuttings can accumulate on the ocean floor
around a platfor m, cmothgingorganises; by tirecgtaxic eféct oftha r m by
drilling waste, and by anoxic conditions caused by microbial degradation of the organic components
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seawater that is brought up from a well along with oil and gas, often tainted with benzene, zinc,

arsenic, and radioactive materials.’

The high toxicity of oil products in the ocean leads to tangible impacts on fish and other marine

wildlife. One study found that exposure to very small concentrations (less than one part per billion)

of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHSs) caused malformations, genetic damage, and mortality

in fish embryos.® Meanwhile, the Minerals Management Service (MMS) stated in 2006 that oil

from the Exxon-Valdez spill in Alaska still remained in coastal areas in “surprising amounts and
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Instead of letting Big Oil spin the truth about the environmental impacts of offshore drilling,
Congress must do everything possible to minimize the harm oil production can cause to our marine
ecosystems. Drilling conditions must, at a minimum, ensure that protected and sensitive marine
areas are off-limits to exploration and drilling; whales, polar bears, turtles, seals and other
threatened marine mammals and wildlife are protected from the deadly effects of exploration and
production; and impacts on commercial and recreational fisheries are minimized, so our ocean and
fishing economies are not jeopardized at the expense of the oil and gas industry. Lastly, Congress
should stipulate that a substantial portion of the revenue from lease sales and oil and gas production
is directed back into ocean conservation and management.

For more information, contact Chris Mann, Director, Campaign for Healthy Oceans, at 202-552-
2035 or cmann@pewtrusts.org, or visit www.pewtrusts.org.
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