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Introduction and summary

When the Deepwater Horizon oil rig exploded in the Gulf of Mexico in the early 
morning hours of April 20, 2010 it spawned one of the worst environmental 
disasters in U.S. history. BP Plc’s Macondo well blowout lasted 89 days, spew-
ing nearly 5 million barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico, and taking the lives of 
11 men. The catastrophe showed the clear need for a massive, well-coordinated 
response when disaster strikes.

Though the refrain “never again” was echoed time and again in the wake of the BP 
oil catastrophe, we are now facing a new oil spill threat. After spending over five 
years and $4 billion on the process, the Royal Dutch Shell Group is on the cusp 
of receiving the green light to begin exploratory drilling in Alaska’s Beaufort and 
Chukchi Seas next summer. Though Shell emphasizes it would drill exploratory 
wells in shallow water rather than establishing deep-water production wells like 
Macondo, the fundamental characteristics of the vastly unexplored and unin-
habited Arctic coastline may increase the likelihood of a spill and will certainly 
hamper emergency response capability. 

The decision to move forward with drilling in some of the most extreme condi-
tions on Earth has deeply divided Alaska Native communities, drawn stark criti-
cism from environmental groups, and caused other federal agencies such as the 
U.S. Coast Guard and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, or 
NOAA, to raise concerns about the glaring absence of sound science in the region. 
This is highlighted in a recent letter to the Obama administration, signed by nearly 
600 scientists from around the world, calling on the president and Secretary of 
the Interior Ken Salazar to follow through on their commitment to science and 
enact recommendations made by the U.S. Geological Survey before approving any 
drilling activity in the Arctic. In addition to the lack of a scientific foundation, the 
Arctic has inadequate infrastructure to deal with an oil spill, and response tech-
nologies in such extreme environmental conditions remain untested.

http://ecocentric.blogs.time.com/2011/08/05/why-oil-exploration-in-the-arctic-is-another-sign-of-the-drive-for-extreme-energy/
http://ecocentric.blogs.time.com/2011/08/05/why-oil-exploration-in-the-arctic-is-another-sign-of-the-drive-for-extreme-energy/
http://www.adn.com/2011/12/03/2201550/shell-gambles-billions-in-arctic.html#storylink=twitter
http://thinkprogress.org/green/2012/01/27/413667/scientists-beg-obama-to-slow-arctic-drilling-rush/
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As we detail in this report, the resources and existing infrastructure that facili-
tated a grand-scale response to the BP disaster differ immensely from what 
could be brought to bear in a similar situation off Alaska’s North Slope. Even the 
well-developed infrastructure and abundance of trained personnel in the Gulf 
of Mexico didn’t prevent the Deepwater Horizon tragedy. Our Arctic response 
capabilities pale by comparison. 

There are no U.S. Coast Guard stations north of the Arctic Circle, and we cur-
rently operate just one functional icebreaking vessel. Alaska’s tiny ports and 
airports are incapable of supporting an extensive and sustained airlift effort. 
The region even lacks such basics as paved roads and railroads. This dearth of 
infrastructure would severely hamper the ability to transport the supplies and 
personnel required for any large-scale emergency response effort. Furthermore, 
the extreme and unpredictable weather conditions complicate transportation, 
preparedness, and cleanup of spilled oil to an even greater degree.  

Much of the Arctic region quite simply remains a mystery, largely untouched by 
human activity.  Yet other Arctic countries are moving forward with oil and gas 
exploration—Russia signed a $7.9 billion exploration deal with BP last year and 
Exxon Mobil Corp. and Chevron Corp. are both expected to drill off Greenland 
over the next few years. Last year Norway rejected plans to drill in some areas 
north of the Arctic Circle, but has indicated it intends to ramp up production in 
the Barents Sea, a region it shares with neighboring Russia.  

Due to the need for specially designed equipment, long supply lines, and limited 
transportation, a recent analysis from the nonpartisan U.S. Energy Information 
Administration found that “studies on the economics of onshore oil and natural 
gas projects in Arctic Alaska estimate costs to develop reserves in the region can 
be 50 to 100 percent more than similar projects undertaken in Texas.” Despite 
these hurdles, some in the United States are eager to keep pace with other Arctic 
nations by tapping into the “great opportunity” for economic gain they believe lies 
beneath the pristine Arctic waters.  Drilling for oil in this fragile region, however, 
should not be pursued without adequate safeguards in place. If we’ve learned any-
thing from the Deepwater Horizon tragedy, it’s that the importance of prepared-
ness cannot be overstated. That is why we strongly recommend specific actions be 
taken by the federal government, by Congress, and by Shell and other companies 
before beginning exploratory drilling in the Arctic.

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/15/business/global/15oil.html?_r=1
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/16/business/global/16arctic.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/14/norway-oil-drilling-rejected_n_834537.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-04-05/norway-expects-more-arctic-oil-drilling-after-barents-sea-strike.html
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=4650#?src=email
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For Shell:

•	Develop a credible worst-case scenario—have a well-designed and vetted emer-
gency plan in place that includes proof of the ability to respond to a worst-case 
blowout/oil spill 

•	 Demonstrate that a blowout can be contained, including the required installa-
tion of redundant emergency shut-off systems

•	 Ensure adequate response capabilities are in place before drilling operations 
commence

For the federal government:

•	 Require and oversee oil spill response drills in the Arctic that prove the asser-
tions made in company drilling plans prior to plan approval

•	 Improve weather and ocean prediction and monitoring capabilities to ensure a 
safe and effective oil spill

•	 Engage other Arctic nations in developing an international oil spill response 
agreement that includes an Arctic Ocean drilling management plan

For Congress:

•	 Appropriate adequate funds for the Coast Guard to carry out its mission in the 
Arctic, including increasing our icebreaking capability

•	 Significantly increase the liability cap (currently $75 million) for oil companies 
in violation of drilling safety rules

•	 Appropriate additional funds for NOAA research and development to increase 
oil spill response capacity in the Arctic

Certainly, meeting our nation’s energy needs in the near term means maintaining 
access to domestic offshore oil and gas resources, but it is imperative that we do 
so in the most prudent, responsible, and environmentally safe manner. And while 
we applaud the critical reforms implemented by the Obama administration in the 
aftermath of the Deepwater Horizon tragedy, more must be done.

Until the oil and gas industry and its federal partners meet the recommendations 
we lay out in this report and demonstrate the ability to identify and immediately 
respond to a blowout or oil spill, the Arctic region of the United States should 
remain off-limits to exploration and drilling. 
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