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COVER: the coast Guard cutter healy escorts the russian-flagged tanker 
renda 250 miles south of Nome on January 6. the vessels are transiting 
through ice up to five-feet thick in this area. the 370-foot tanker renda will 
have to go through more than 300 miles of sea ice to get to Nome, a city of 
about 3,500 people on the western Alaska coastline that did not get its last 
pre-winter fuel delivery because of a massive storm. if the delivery of diesel 
fuel and unleaded gasoline is not made, the city likely will run short of fuel 
supplies before another barge delivery can be made in spring.   
AP Photo/US Coast Guard - Petty Officer 1st Class Sara Francis
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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 this summer.1 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.2 

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.3 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.
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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.4, 5 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.6, 7  

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.”8 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.



  introduction and summary | www.americanprogress.org 3

For Shell:

•	Develop a credible worst-case scenario and have a well-designed and vetted 
emergency 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 response

•	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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The Deepwater Horizon  
response and aftermath
 
 
While devastating, the images of the Deepwater Horizon tragedy available to 
the public—oiled birds and sea turtles, dead fish, crude-covered beaches, dis-
traught residents, multiple failed attempts to stop the gush of oil into the Gulf 
of Mexico—didn’t tell the whole story. Behind the scenes, the Coast Guard-led 
response was a well-orchestrated logistical feat and an unprecedented mobiliza-
tion of people, supplies, vessels, and aircraft. Given the size and scope of the 
spill it’s difficult to imagine how it could have been much worse. But in many 
ways the Gulf of Mexico is the ideal setting for oil spill response with its warm 
weather, highly developed roads, rail lines, and numerous major port cities. 

Despite the favorable conditions in the Gulf, it still took three months, bil-
lions of dollars, and tens of thousands of responders to cap the well. At peak 
response, there were 9,700 vessels, 127 aircraft, and 47,829 people responding 
to the disaster.9 Facilitating all of this was the well-developed infrastructure in 
place at the time of the spill. The abundance of ports, docks, airfields, Coast 
Guard facilities, and road and rail lines enabled a coordinated mobilization of 
people and equipment that streamed through the entire Gulf Coast during the 
response effort.  

Within a 500-mile radius of the blowout site, responders benefitted from access 
to 95 airports with runways 8,000 feet or longer (and 442 with runways 5,000 
feet or longer), and 3,217 total ports. That area also includes multiple large cities 
replete with hotels, restaurants, gas stations, hospitals, and other facilities and 
equipment to support and sustain the largest environmental disaster response 
effort in U.S. history.
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As a result of decades of oil and gas exploration in the Gulf and extensive expe-
rience dealing with oil spills, responders also had the benefit of a pre-existing 
network of oil spill-response resources in place when the Macondo well blowout 
occurred. These were mobilized immediately. Clean Gulf Associates—the largest 
oil spill response cooperative in North America—has served the Gulf of Mexico 
offshore oil industry for nearly 40 years.10 In 1997, it partnered with the Marine 
Spill Response Corporation, an independent, nonprofit spill response company, 
to offer superior response capabilities in the Gulf region.11  

In the aftermath of Deepwater Horizon, these two companies provided services 
including mechanical recovery, dispersant application, in-situ burning of oil on 
the ocean’s surface, emergency communications, aircraft support, and hiring of 
subcontractors. They operate a combined total of 16 strategically positioned stag-
ing areas within a 500-mile radius of the Macondo well site, consisting of equip-
ment and responders on call at all times. 

Though oil companies and their contractors are designated the responsible par-
ties for oil spill response, cleanup, and restoration, it’s the U.S. Coast Guard that 
manages, directs, and coordinates response efforts when a spill occurs. The Coast 
Guard boasts a strong network of resources and personnel along the Gulf coast, 
including 30 facilities within a 500-mile radius of the spill site. In addition to 
providing crucial logistical support, the Coast Guard contributed 7,000 active and 
reserve personnel, 60 vessels, and 22 aircraft to the response effort.12  

Oil spill response capacity in the Gulf of Mexico and Arctic 

Resources within 500-mile radius
BP Macondo well  

drilling site

Shell’s proposed   
Chukchi/Beaufort  

drilling sites
Airports with runways 8,000 feet or longer 95 4

Airports with runways 5,000 feet or longer 347 13

Equipment staging locations  
(oil spill response cooperatives)

15 5

Coast Guard permanent facilities 30 0

Major public ports 35 0

Sources: Center for American Progress, ESRI, Army Corp of Engineers 2011, NTAD 2011, Alaska DOT
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Even with the resources and infrastructure in place at the time of the spill, plus the 
extraordinary mobilization of people and equipment to the region, the damage to 
the Gulf Coast was catastrophic. Nearly  5 million barrels of oil leaked from the 
Macondo well, contaminating 665 miles of coastline and necessitating the use of 
1.8 million gallons of dispersant, 13.5 million feet of boom, and 411 in-situ burns 
to contain the spill.13, 14 The final price tag will be astronomical. BP has said the 
total bill for the oil spill will be $42 billion, while some analysts have projected a 
worst-case scenario price tag in excess of $70 billion.15 The spill came at a cost to 
the unsuspecting American taxpayer, as well. The oil giant was able to cut its 2010 
tax bill by almost $13 billion by writing off its losses due to the spill.16 

Recovery from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill is ongoing, and restoration 
will likely take decades to complete. Its long-term effects on the ecosystem, the 
economy, and health of Gulf Coast residents won’t be known for years to come. 
In the case of the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, for instance, it took several years for 
the herring population to collapse and it has yet to recover.17, 18 

While Deepwater Horizon is an extreme example, it is critical to note that 
despite decades of experience drilling in the Gulf of Mexico, BP and all of the 
other major operators were unprepared for the possibility of a blowout of this 
magnitude. Any oil company applying to drill is required by law to identify a 
worst-case scenario oil spill and demonstrate an ability to respond to such an 
incident.19 The Deepwater Horizon spill greatly exceeded the worst-case sce-
nario BP had outlined in its oil spill response plan. 

The bipartisan National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill 
and Offshore Drilling stated unequivocally in its final report that while BP was 
certainly guilty of a “failure of management,” the same issues were pervasive 
throughout the entire industry. “The root causes are systemic,” the report con-
cluded, “and, absent significant reform in both industry practices and government 
policies, might well recur.”20 Indeed, in the immediate aftermath of the spill, top 
executives from other major oil companies testified before Congress that they 
weren’t prepared to handle a major blowout, admitting aspects of their spill plans 
were “an embarrassment.”21 This permissive treatment of oil companies by regula-
tors created what commission co-chairman Bob Graham, the former senator from 
Florida, recently referred to as “a culture of complacency.”22
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In the aftermath of the BP spill, Michael Bromwich, former director of the Bureau 
of Ocean Energy, Management, Regulation and Enforcement at the Department 
of the Interior took great strides to clean up his agency, which prior to the spill had 
been known as the Minerals Management Service. This agency, which regulates 
drilling activities, is now split into two components within the Department of the 
Interior, the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management and the Bureau of Safety and 
Environmental Enforcement. 

Bromwich also led the Obama administration’s efforts to institute new safety 
standards and reforms in oversight and accountability for the industry and for 
the federal government. These include two key rulemakings and several Notices 
to Lessees, including a new section on safety and environmental management 
and another addressing various aspects of drilling safety and preparedness.23 
While these reforms are certainly a step in the right direction, as licensed engi-
neer Lois Epstein of The Wilderness Society points out, there remain several 
recommendations made by both the Commission and the National Academy of 
Engineering that have not been implemented.24 

In a recent report, co-authored by the National Research Council, the National 
Academy of Engineering found that the oil industry and the federal government 
have a “misplaced trust” in the functionality of blowout preventers, designed to 

“On-the-ground shortcomings in the joint public-private response to an 

overwhelming spill like that resulting from the blowout of the Macondo well are 

now evident, and demand public and private investment. So do the weaknesses 

in local, state, and federal coordination revealed by the emergency. Both 

government and industry failed to anticipate and prevent this catastrophe,  

and failed again to be prepared to respond to it.”

— National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling, final report.
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“As one WWF staffer 

has put it, an oil spill 

occurring in the Gulf 

is like a heart attack 

happening in a 

hospital — you have 

everything you need 

to be treated. A spill in 

the Arctic is like having 

a heart attack on the 

North Pole — you’re 

on your own.”        

—TIME 5/12/2010 28

seal an oil well in the event of an emergency.25 Since their invention 
in 1922, “the evolution of this expensive and long-lived piece of 
equipment appears to have been limited,” and was neither designed 
nor tested for the conditions that likely occurred at the time of the 
Macondo well blowout.  

Though drilling overseers have made progress in expunging the “fail-
ure of supervision and accountability” that led to the Macondo well 
blowout, the Arctic, as the Commission emphasized, “requires the 
utmost care, given the special challenges and risks associated with this 
frontier.”26, 27 If we learned anything from Deepwater Horizon it’s that 
the importance of preparedness cannot be overstated and that caution 
should be exercised to an even greater degree given the unique vari-
ables that will dramatically increase the degree of difficulty of respond-
ing to an oil spill in a high-risk environment such as the Arctic.   
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The realities of the Arctic
 
 
The Arctic is often referred to as the world’s last wild frontier, bordered by eight 
countries over the northernmost portion of the Earth. The U.S. Arctic shoreline 
extends more than 2,250 miles and serves as home to numerous indigenous com-
munities that have subsisted for centuries in the harshest surroundings our planet 
has to offer. It also serves as habitat for some of the rarest and most fragile spe-
cies on the planet. Any drilling activity in the region would be operating without 
sufficient scientific knowledge to determine the potential effects of operations. 
A report released earlier this year by the U.S. Geological Survey identified major 
gaps in Arctic science and research, emphasizing that “significant questions” 
remain regarding the scientific and technical information needed to adequately 
prepare for drilling in the challenging Arctic environment.29  

A subsequent review by the Pew Environment Group and Ocean Conservancy 
reiterated those deficiencies, outlining further steps that should be taken prior to 
drilling approval.30 Upon releasing the report, Marilyn Heiman, director of Pew’s 
U.S. Arctic Program, stated that “if we are to avoid irreparable harm to an eco-
system found nowhere else in U.S. waters, we need to develop a comprehensive 
research and monitoring plan and set aside significant areas for protection.” 

In addition to echoing the deficiencies in science and technology identified in the 
U.S. Geological Survey report, the Obama administration’s National Ocean Policy 
Draft Implementation Plan, released in January 2011, specifically cites the need 
to “improve oil spill prevention, containment, and response infrastructure, plans, 
and technology for use in ice-covered seas.”31 The plan also calls for a strategy “to 
address the significant logistical issues (e.g., housing and feeding personnel, stag-
ing and deploying equipment, and managing waste) that would be involved in a 
large-scale oil spill response in the Arctic during any season.”  
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Weather conditions 

Weather conditions have a dramatic effect on the tools and tactics available for 
oil spill response and cleanup, determining what types of recovery methods and 
equipment can be used and their effectiveness. Temperate weather can greatly 
expedite oil spill response, while cold, storms, and ice can contribute to a range of 
problems such as equipment failure and human injury that can greatly prolong the 
cleanup process and result in increased costs and environmental damage. 

The Deepwater Horizon oil spill occurred in weather conditions that were ideal for 
cleanup and recovery. During May 2010, the first full month of the oil spill, NOAA 
weather data for the region shows balmy conditions, with an average temperature 
of 80.2 °F and an average wind speed of 7.8 miles per hour.32 Responders were also 
fortunate that the prevailing wind direction helped push surface oil away from the 
shore, and that a lucky bend in the Gulf ’s Loop Current prevented the oil from being 
carried into the fragile ecosystems of the Florida Keys.

Arctic to Gulf Coast weather comparisons 

Weather
August—Arctic  

(Shell’s “worst case  
scenario”)

October—Arctic  
(Shell’s proposed  

end date)

May—Deepwater  
Horizon,  

New Orleans

Max. Temp. 67 °F 2  39 °F 2 94 °F  3

Min. Temp. 26 °F 2 -4 °F 2 63 °F   3

Avg. Temp. 40.9 °F 2 23.6 °F 2 80.2 °F   3

Avg. Wind  12.7 MPH 2 17.0 MPH 2 7.8 MPH 3

Daylight Hours Aug. 1: 24 hrs.1 Oct. 31: 6 hrs., 4 min.1 May 1: 13 hrs., 20 min.

Avg. Total Snowfall  0.0 inches 2 14.3 inches 2 0.0 inches 3

Source: NOAA, U.S. Navy 33, 34, 35, 36 

1   Barrow, AK, 2011 

2   Barrow, AK, 2006-2011 

3   New Orleans, LA, May 2010

Obviously the Beaufort Sea and Chukchi Sea—located on the edge of the Arctic 
Ocean—are home to weather conditions that differ dramatically from the Gulf of 
Mexico. As the commission’s final report illustrated, “The Alaskan Arctic is charac-
terized by extreme cold, extended seasons of darkness, hurricane-strength storms, 
and pervasive fog—all affecting access and working conditions. The Chukchi and 
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Beaufort Seas are covered by varying forms of ice for eight to nine months a year. 
These conditions limit exploratory drilling and many other activities to the sum-
mer months. The icy conditions during the rest of the year pose severe challenges 
for oil and gas operations and scientific research. And oil spill response efforts 
are complicated year-round by the remote location and the presence of ice, at all 
phases of exploration and possible production.”37

Making matters worse, Shell submitted an exploration plan that includes a drilling 
season running through October 31, yet describes as its “worst case scenario,” a 
spill occurring in August. As shown in the chart on page 12, the weather condi-
tions are significantly worse in October than August, with dramatically colder 
temperatures, higher wind, and nearly 75 percent fewer hours of daylight. Clearly 
a spill in August would be anything but a “worst-case scenario.”

The colder temperatures, stronger winds, darkness, snow, and ice characteristic of 
Arctic climates can greatly inhibit the containment and recovery equipment nec-
essary for successful oil spill response.38 A major component of any containment 
effort is the deployment of floating barriers called booms used to limit the spread 
of oil. Once collected, as much of the oil as possible is either recovered from the 
surface of the water using devices called skimmers, or when it collects in extremely 
high concentrations, it can be burned off using a process known as in-situ burning. 
Throughout the course of the Deepwater Horizon response, nearly 900 skimmers 

and 13.5 million feet of boom were used as part of the mechanical recovery pro-
cess, and the Coast Guard conducted 411 in-situ burns.39, 40 Cold temperatures can 
cause skimmers, boom, and pumps to freeze, hindering mechanical recovery. 

Additionally, nearly 2 million gallons of the dispersant Corexit were injected 
directly into the Macondo wellhead to help break up the oil as it gushed out so 
less of it would rise to the surface and reach the shore. Dispersants are not preap-
proved for use in Arctic conditions and likely wouldn’t be a feasible option even if 
they were, as they’ve shown reduced effectiveness in cold waters.41 

High winds like those found at times in the Arctic can also make it unsafe for 
response vessels to operate and prevent aircraft from flying, impeding clean up 
techniques and delivery of supplies. Vessel and aircraft responses are also limited 
by darkness. During the month of October there is less than half the amount of 
daylight in the Arctic than there was in the Gulf of Mexico in May during the 
Deepwater Horizon cleanup. Snow can further diminish response capabilities by 
interfering with onshore mobilization efforts.
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As temperatures drop, the potential for hypothermia among responders rises and 
they must limit the length of their shifts, decreasing the efficiency of response opera-
tions. As Rob Powell of the World Wildlife Fund explains, this is especially signifi-
cant because “if a major spill were to occur in Arctic waters, cleanup crews would 
have to spend, on average, three to five days of each week simply standing by, watch-
ing helplessly as the blowout or spill continued to foul fragile Arctic ecosystems.”42 
All these environmental challenges would make responding to an oil spill deeply 
challenging in the best of times—never mind during frequent storms. (see sidebar)

The “monster storm” that hit Alaska in early November—and has 

since prompted Gov. Sean Parnell to declare a state disaster—offered 

a stark reminder of the type of extreme weather event that can strike 

unexpectedly in Arctic regions.43 The brutal storm covered an area 

twice the size of Texas, produced hurricane-force winds, blizzard 

conditions, and coastal flooding, and spurred evacuations of many 

coastal communities.44 Frighteningly, the storm hit just more than a 

week after Shell’s proposed drill season end date.  

Despite weather like November’s storm, the most powerful since 

1974, drilling proponents continue to argue that climate change may 

actually benefit Arctic drilling.45 They claim that milder conditions and 

decreased ice cover caused by global warming will improve conditions 

for exploration and drilling off the coast of Alaska. This analysis fails, 

however, to account for the unpredictable weather extremes that also 

result from climate change. Additionally, the increasing lack of Arctic 

sea ice due to climate change actually magnifies the damage caused by 

severe weather events.46 Without sea ice as a buffer, storm surges can 

move further inland and wreak havoc on previously protected areas. 

Arctic weather in the extreme 

Limited infrastructure 

Despite its vast area, 663,268 square miles, the state of Alaska has only 4,857 miles 
of paved roads, an average of 0.007 miles of paved road per-square-mile.47 Nearly 
all of these paved roads are concentrated in the southern part of the state. The 
414-mile, partially paved Dalton Highway is the only overland route to the U.S. 
Arctic coast, connecting Deadhorse on the North Slope with Livengood in the 
interior region.48 There are no roads whatsoever connecting communities along 
the North Slope of Alaska. As a result, residents of the North Slope rely primarily 
on snow machines or all terrain vehicles for overland transportation. While parts 
of southern and interior Alaska are served by the Alaska Railroad, which operates 
more than 500 miles of track extending as far north as Fairbanks, there is no rail 
service from there to the North Slope.49 
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Overland transportation infrastructure is far more developed in the Gulf region. 
All five of the Gulf Coast states have well-established public road and rail sys-
tems that facilitated the transportation of supplies and responders during the 
Deepwater Horizon spill. In Louisiana alone, a state one-thirteenth the size of 
Alaska, there are over 60,000 miles of paved roads, an average of 1.157 miles of 
paved road per-square-mile, 2,699 route miles of rail for freight service, and three 
Amtrak passenger rail lines.50  

NOAA’s United States Coast Pilot notes that “there are few harbors, port facilities, 
or aids to navigation along the Arctic coast.”51 While there are no major ports on the 
North Slope of Alaska, there are small boat anchorages in both Prudhoe Bay and 
Wainwright, as well as docking facilities associated with the existing drilling opera-
tions in Prudhoe Bay.52 Additional small boat ramps can be found in some North 
Slope communities, but these would be inadequate for a large-scale spill response. 

The closest major public port, Dutch Harbor, is 1,167 nautical miles away 
from Barrow in Unalaska.53 Other Alaskan ports of significance are located in 
Anchorage, Valdez, and Homer. As the accompanying map indicates, there is a 
shallow-water port in Kivalina, but it is privately owned and operated by Red 
Dog zinc mine.54, 55 Alaska has no deep-water offshore port or harbor along its 
western coastline or North Slope.  

In comparison, Louisiana alone has 26 public ports, including the Port of South 
Louisiana, the largest port by tonnage in the United States, as well as numerous 
private harbors and marinas.56, 57 Thirty-five of the 150 principal ports by ton-
nage in the United States are located within a 500-mile radius of the Deepwater 
Horizon spill site.58 There are none along the North Slope. The Gulf Coast’s 
highly developed port infrastructure played a crucial role in facilitating cleanup 
and recovery following the BP blowout, a massive mobilization effort that uti-
lized 9,700 vessels at peak response.59 

Facilities such as ports, fueling stations, offloading equipment, and infrastructure 
support such as roads and rail systems on a comparable scale simply do not exist 
on Alaska’s North Slope. (See sidebar on page 17)

The Arctic region has its own oil spill response cooperative, similar to those that 
exist in the Gulf. Founded in 1979, Alaska Clean Seas runs an emergency operations 
center at its base in Deadhorse.63 Four additional emergency operations centers in 
the North Slope region are available to members through a mutual aid agreement. 
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Residents of Nome, a city located on the western coast of Alaska 

520 miles south of Barrow, rely on tanker barges to deliver 

home heating fuel, gasoline, and diesel for the winter months. 

November’s “monster storm” disrupted this delivery, however, and 

thick ice prevented the barge from reaching port. In a bid to avoid 

the $9-a-gallon gasoline that would likely result from flying fuel 

into the isolated city by plane, the Nome-based Sitnasuak Native 

Corporation signed a contract to have a double-hulled Ice Classed 

Russian tanker deliver the 1.3 million gallons of fuel.60 

 

The trip required a 10-day journey from the Aleutian Islands, with 

the nation’s only operating icebreaker forging a path for the Russian 

ship, with progress continually impeded by wind, brutal cold, and 

ice. The mission, which was ultimately successful, will shield Nome 

residents from extreme fuel price spikes for the winter season. Yet 

it’s also a stark illustration of the unpredictable weather conditions 

characteristic of the Arctic region, the difficulties in transporting 

critical supplies to isolated areas, and the shortcomings of the 

United States’ woefully inadequate icebreaking capacity.61   

 

The unprecedented effort also raises serious questions about the lack 

of infrastructure necessary for managing increased activity in the 

Arctic.62 

Few ports in a storm 

While Alaska Clean Seas owns and operates a large inventory of response 
equipment, much of this technology is compromised in ice-covered waters, and the 
region’s unpredictable weather makes rapid response much more difficult.64

With overland transportation infrastructure lacking, a large-scale response effort 
in the Beaufort or Chukchi Seas would have to rely heavily on aerial transport of 
people and equipment. Most airports in Northern Alaska have only small gravel 
airstrips and therefore are ill suited for many types of commercial and emer-
gency response aircrafts. 65 In order to land a C-130, the military’s workhorse 
four-engine, turboprop transport aircraft, in favorable weather conditions, pilots 
require a runway of at least 5,000 feet. 66 Within a 500-mile radius of proposed 
drill sites, there are only 21 runways that meet this criterion (and only four with 
runways of 8,000 feet or longer—the ideal length to land a C-130 in bad weather).  
Of those, only 10 have year-round access to the Dalton Highway. 

Additionally, many of Alaska’s airports lack the electronic navigation support, field 
lighting, and on the ground facilities needed to facilitate a massive aerial mobi-
lization. Given the limited daylight during the winter months and the inclem-
ent weather characteristic of the region, aircraft would have to rely on approach 
lighting and instrument landing systems rather than relying on visual navigation to 
ensure a safe landing. This equipment is not widely available on the North Slope. 
What’s more, with temperatures frequently dropping well below freezing, hangars 
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would be needed to prevent aircraft icing. The North Slope lacks sufficient tarmac 
and hangar space to accommodate an aerial mobilization on the same scale as the 
Deepwater Horizon response effort.  

Overstretched Coast Guard resources

In the event of an oil spill, the Coast Guard would be called upon to coordinate the 
federal response. Testifying before the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, 
and Transportation last July, Coast Guard Commandant Robert Papp expressed 
grave concern about the lack of support and infrastructure in the Arctic, stating, “If 
this were to happen off the North Slope of Alaska, we’d have nothing. We’re starting 
from ground zero today. … We have zero to operate with at present.” 67 

In December testimony before the House Transportation and Infrastructure 
Subcommittee, Papp also said his agency “will work to ensure its force structure 
is appropriately sized, trained, equipped and postured to meet its Arctic mission 
requirements.” 68 But in order to carry out this mission in a changing Arctic, the 
commandant emphasized that “The Coast Guard’s most immediate operational 
requirement is infrastructure.”

The nearest Coast Guard air station to the North Slope is located in Kodiak—
more than 1,000 miles to the south, and the sea route from Kodiak is more than 
twice that distance. 69 The brave men and women serving in Kodiak continually 
risk their lives to carry out search and rescue operations in some of the harshest 
conditions on the planet (to the point that their harrowing missions are chron-
icled in a reality television series on The Weather Channel called “Coast Guard 
Alaska”).70 In addition, there is a facility in Valdez—closer than Kodiak over land 
but it lacks aviation response capability, and the 25-foot response boats it pos-
sesses aren’t capable of carrying out many of the missions that would be required 
in the event of an incident off the North Slope.71

A C-130 dispatched from Kodiak would take three to four hours to reach the 
North Slope—and potentially longer in unfavorable conditions—which means 
the Coast Guard frequently relies on search-and-rescue assistance from local 
municipalities.72 The North Slope Borough, however, seems similarly unpre-
pared for the increased activity and risks Arctic oil exploration will bring.  When 
Coast Guard Rear Admiral Thomas Ostebo visited Barrow this summer and met 
with the borough’s search and rescue division, he was “surprised at how limited 
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their capability was.”  Neither of the division’s two heli-
copters, for example, has deicing capability.73

In terms of response equipment on hand, the Coast Guard 
has exercised the Vessel of Opportunity Skimming System, 
or VOSS, a portable side-skimming oil recovery system,  
and the Spilled Oil Recovery System, or SORS, a single-
ship recovery system designed to be used on a Coast Guard 
buoy tender, but as Admiral Papp testified in December, 
“These systems have limited capacity and are only effective 
in ice-free conditions.”74, 75 The Coast Guard also has three 
Strike Teams, one each in the Atlantic, Gulf, and Pacific 
regions. These mobile units (see sidebar) can be mobilized 
to areas of need, but none exists in the Arctic.

Another matter of serious concern for the Coast Guard, 
and one referenced repeatedly by the agency’s top 
officials, is the nation’s inadequate fleet of icebreak-
ing vessels. The Coast Guard has two heavy-duty polar 
icebreakers currently located in Seattle, roughly 2,000 
miles from Barrow, and as Admiral Papp outlined in his 
July testimony, they “are not operational. The 34 year-
old Polar Sea has been out of commission due to a major 
engineering casualty, and is now in the process of being 
decommissioned. The 35 year-old Polar Star, which has 
been in a caretaker status since 2006, is currently under-
going a major reactivation project… and is expected to 
be ready for operations in 2013.”78  

The only working icebreaker is the medium-duty  Healy, 
which is mainly deployed on scientific missions and can 
only break through thinner ice. By comparison, Russia 
currently operates 20 icebreakers, including seven 
nuclear-powered vessels, and China is in the process of 
building its second icebreaker.79, 80, 81  

In an era of budgetary woes, the cost of updating our 
icebreaking capabilities will be difficult to swallow. A 
recent GAO analysis found that, “Given the challenges that 

“You never know the full 

spectrum of things that 

can go wrong… And if 

the Coast Guard has no 

resources, we have no 

backup, we have no way  

to execute a plan.  

So we’ve got to have some  

infrastructure up there.”76  

— U.S. Coast Guard Commandant Robert Papp

“We are trying to be there 

ahead of the issue, but 

there’s no infrastructure…

We have to develop the 

infrastructure so we can 

respond.” 77 

— Captain Adam Shaw, Chief of Prevention  
for the Coast Guard in Alaska
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the Coast Guard already faces in funding its Deepwater acquisition program, it is 
unlikely that the agency’s budget could accommodate the level of additional funding 
(estimated by the High Latitude Study to range from $4.14 billion to $6.9 billion) 
needed to acquire new icebreakers or reconstruct existing ones.”82 

Even though Shell announced plans to construct its own customized icebreak-
ing ship, icebreaking capacity in the Arctic would still be well below the amount 
recommended by the 2010 High Latitude Study, which projects that the Coast 
Guard needs three heavy and three medium icebreaking vessels in order to fulfill 
its statutory mission requirements in the Arctic.83, 84 

U.S. Coast Guard Strike Teams “provide rapid response support 

in incident management, site safety, contractor performance 

monitoring, resource documentation, response strategies, hazard 

assessment, oil spill dispersant and in-situ burn use, operational 

effectiveness monitoring, and high-capacity lightering and offshore 

skimming capabilities. The Strike Teams also train Coast Guard units 

in environmental pollution response, test and evaluate pollution 

response equipment, and operate as liaisons with response agencies 

within their areas of responsibility.”85   

 

The Gulf Strike Team is located in Mobile, Alabama—roughly 130 

miles away from the site of the Macondo well blowout. The closest 

strike team to the North Slope of Alaska is the Pacific Strike Team in 

Novato, California—approximately 2,395 miles away.

Coast Guard Strike Teams 

Vulnerable indigenous communities

As the Arctic melts at an alarming rate and maritime industries from cruise lines 
and shipping companies to oil and gas developers and mining operations lick 
their chops at the opportunity to cash in on the previously-inaccessible Arctic, the 
Alaska Native  communities that have populated the region for centuries are faced 
with a difficult decision: embrace development for the economic opportunity it 
may bring or protect their way of life from potentially devastating fallout.86 Shell’s 
impending exploration off the North Slope has deeply divided the communities 
that stand to be impacted the most.

In the Native Village of Point Hope, for example, residents are “torn apart 
between development and sustaining our lifestyle.”  Those opposed fear the 
development threatens their culture and that an oil spill could destroy the 
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already endangered bowhead whale population they depend on.  
But because the region has yet to discover a viable economic activ-
ity on par with oil, many others “think their continued survival will 
depend on trying to profit from oil.”87

Whatever the case, the long-term effects of oil spills on public 
health require significant scientific attention and because certain 
factors disproportionately impact Alaska Native tribes and villages, 
should be taken into consideration when weighing Arctic drill-
ing. As the National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon 
Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling emphasized in its report, “a survey 
conducted one year after Exxon Valdez found that cleanup workers 
classified as being subjected to ‘high exposure’ were 3.6 times as 
likely to have a generalized anxiety disorder and 2.9 times as likely 
to have post-traumatic stress disorder as members of an unexposed 
group. Alaska Natives were particularly prone to effects of chemi-
cal exposure and, for cultural reasons, less likely to seek mental 
health services.”88 In addition, subsistence hunting and fishing 
remains a significant source of food for these communities. An oil 
spill could threaten the populations of fish and game that literally 
sustain these populations. 

 “Approving Shell 

drilling in the Beaufort 

Sea is irresponsible 

and risks disaster. We 

have a right to life, to 

physical integrity, to 

security, and the right 

to enjoy the benefits 

of our culture. For this, 

we will fight, and this 

is why we have gone 

to court today. Our 

culture can never be 

bought or repaired 

with money. It is 

priceless.”89

— Caroline Cannon, former President 
of the Native Village of Point Hope
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Shell’s plans and  
emergency preparations
 
 
In recent years, Shell has spent over five years and close to $4 billion on analy-
sis, equipment, and efforts to convince the federal government and people of 
Alaska that they are prepared to drill in the Arctic.90 The oil giant’s various permit 
applications have been rejected multiple times for failing to adequately account 
for emissions from drill ships and in order to comply with stricter safety standards 
implemented in the wake of Deepwater Horizon.91 

It is also worth noting that while the oil company touts its “safety culture,” Shell’s 
international safety record is far from unblemished:92  

•	As the Center for American Progress Action Fund’s Climate Progress notes, “An 
investigation from a Scottish newspaper, the Sunday Herald, shows that Royal 
Dutch Shell has been censured for breaking safety rules 25 times in six years, 
giving it the second-worst safety record in the United Kingdom.”93 The com-
pany’s August spill in the North Sea, caused by multiple leaks at an offshore plat-
form, quickly became the worst spill in the United Kingdom in over a decade.94

•	After being accused for years of covering up countless oil spills in Nigeria, a 
landmark study released in 2011 by the United Nations Environment Program 
found that cleaning up five decades of spills in the region could require “the 
world’s most wide-ranging and long term oil cleanup exercise ever undertaken.” 
The report estimated that the damage wrought by Shell, by far the largest opera-
tor in the region, and other companies in the Niger Delta will cost an initial $1 
billion and could take up to 30 years to complete.95  

•	 In December, Shell was responsible for another major spill in Nigeria—this 
time offshore. The spill sent approximately 40,000 barrels of oil into the ocean 
and is the country’s largest oil spill in 13 years.96
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Several aspects of Shell’s plans for both the Beaufort and Chukchi Seas have drawn 
the criticism of multiple environmental organizations and some Alaska Native 
villages and tribes. Here are a few of the most egregious assumptions that Shell 
should be required to address before exploratory drilling can commence:

•	Plans fail to account for a true worst-case scenario oil spill. In both the Beaufort 
and Chukchi Seas, the plans describe a blowout occurring in August, in open 
water, while their proposed drilling season extends through October 31st. As 
described earlier, the external conditions in August and the end of October dif-
fer greatly and could have a significant impact on oil spill response.  

•	Plans contain overly optimistic containment and recovery estimates. Shell’s 
plans  state that only 10 percent of a worst-case scenario discharge would escape 
its “primary offshore recovery efforts” and then claims it could subsequently 
recover half of the remaining 10 percent.97 This has led environmental groups 
to point out that a 95 percent recovery rate for an offshore oil spill is unprec-
edented and unrealistic, insisting “BSEE must not accept a 95 percent mechani-
cal recovery estimate, known to be technically invalid.”98 By comparison, in the 
Deepwater Horizon spill, the mechanical recovery rate was close to 3 percent 
and with the Exxon Valdez, it was 8 percent.99

•	 Shell’s response plan relies on technologies such as skimming, burning, and 
dispersant use, which have not been proved to successfully work in icy  
Arctic conditions. 

•	 If a major spill isn’t cleaned before the area becomes iced over, Shell would leave 
unrecovered oil under the ice—possibly for several months—until warmer 
weather allows for skimming and burning the pools of oil. The impact of leav-
ing oil for an extended period of time in the marine environment has not been 
tested. Recently upheld Canadian Arctic drilling rules require operators to 
demonstrate how they would kill an out-of-control well in the same season to 
minimize environmental impact.100  

In an attempt to reduce these risks, the Department of the Interior conditionally 
approved Shell’s Exploration Plan for the Chukchi Sea—stipulating they shorten 
the proposed drilling season by 38 days. Shell, however, has stated they will seek 
to modify this and return to the original end date of October 31st.101
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As was demonstrated all too painfully in the Gulf, BP was wholly unprepared for 
the possibility of a major blowout and the large-scale response effort required to 
address it. Their plans were inadequate, outdated, and appallingly out of touch—
their spill response plan filed in 2009 famously included walruses as critical spe-
cies in the Gulf of Mexico, and listed contact information for a “national wildlife 
expert” who had been dead for four years.102 The stakes are even higher in the 
untested, unpredictable, and undeveloped Arctic, and Shell’s plans should reflect a 
full comprehension of what could happen and how they would respond.
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Recommendations
 
 
While the oil-and-gas industry is eager to tap into the “great opportunity” it 
believe lies beneath the pristine Arctic waters, there are several measures that must 
be taken to ensure oil companies and federal agencies are prepared for the poten-
tially devastating consequences and have the necessary resources and personnel to 
respond. If we’ve learned anything from the Deepwater Horizon tragedy, it’s that 
the importance of preparedness can’t be overstated—and this increases tenfold 
in the Arctic. Below are recommendations for specific actions to be taken before 
Shell, or any other company, begins exploratory drilling in the Arctic.

For Shell

•	Develop a credible worst-case scenario. Any company preparing to drill in the 
Arctic must describe a real worst-case blowout and demonstrate an ability to 
respond to such a disaster in the increasingly harsh and unpredictable conditions 
that follow the final day of the prescribed drilling season. Additionally, the process 
and methodology for developing the worst-case estimates should be transparent.

•	Demonstrate that a blowout can be contained. Any company intending to drill 
in the Arctic should be required to have redundant emergency shut-off systems 
that meet all new post-Deepwater Horizon requirements and have been tested and 
inspected. The National Academy of Engineering and National Research Council 
“called for major changes to the way emergency equipment known as blowout 
preventers are designed and used to help control surges of oil and gas at wells.”103 
Acoustic triggers are remote-controlled and, in the case of an uncontrollable 
blowout, can be used to collapse and kill the gushing well if access to the blowout 
preventer is compromised, as was the case in the Macondo well blowout.104, 105 

•	 Build and prove the effectiveness of proposed capping and containment 

system.  At a recent public hearing in Kotzebue, residents expressed concern 
that Shell’s proposed cap and containment system has not been built or tested. 



Tommy Beaudreau, BOEM Director, responded that “You have to have a cap-
ping system online and you have to demonstrate it works. It is a concern to me 
that this system hasn’t been built yet. I told them every time I met with them 
that they aren’t going to drill until they do so.”106

•	 Ensure all required response capabilities are in place before operations com-

mence. These requirements should be developed by the federal government. 

For the federal government

•	Develop Arctic-specific standards for what constitutes adequate response 

capabilities. No permits should be issued for additional Arctic exploration 
until the Department of Interior, in consultation with the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, and the U.S. Coast Guard, promulgates regula-
tions stipulating the minimum response capabilities that must be in place before 
drilling operations can commence. Such standards must account for the fierce 
environmental conditions detailed in this report and include response capa-
bilities proven to be feasible throughout the entirety of the drilling season and 
approved for any given permit.

•	 Require and oversee spill response drills in the Arctic. As the National Ocean 
Policy Draft Implementation Plan identified, “research, development, and test-
ing of oil spill response and containment in Arctic conditions is another area 
in need of attention.”107 The Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement 
must oversee drills carried out by Shell in the Arctic that prove the assertions 
made in the drilling plan and identify potential gaps in response that must be 
addressed prior to plan approval.  

•	 Improve weather and ocean prediction capabilities. The fine scale tools 
needed to monitor and predict weather to ensure a safe and effective oil spill 
response in the Arctic (scientific instruments, models) are not available. This 
is especially true for a late-season or over-winter spill. This capacity could also 
be increased by improving sharing of data between oil spill responders, indus-
try, and the U.S. government.

•	 Engage in developing an international oil spill response agreement. With the 
rush to drill in the Arctic Ocean, it is critical to note that an oil spill anywhere 
could quickly become catastrophic for the entire region. At the most recent 
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Arctic Council Ministerial Meeting, the eight Arctic States (Canada, Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the United States) agreed to 
their first legally binding agreement to set up a protocol for search and rescue 
missions, but did not establish a contingency plan to manage the onslaught of 
drilling in the Arctic Ocean, despite the support of Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton for such action.108

For Congress 

•	Appropriate adequate funds for the Coast Guard to carry out its mission in the 

Arctic.109 The acceleration of human activity in the region means “increased risk 
of maritime accidents, oil spills, illegal fishing and harvesting of other natural 
resources from U.S. waters, and threats to U.S. sovereignty”—new concerns that 
will require facilities, equipment, and personnel, especially in the North Slope 
where today they have nothing.

•	 Increase the liability cap and civil penalties for oil companies in violation of 

drilling safety rules. Held at an absurdly low $75 million, many have argued the 
cap on economic damages caused by oil companies is not a sufficient deter-
rent.110 Additionally, at an October hearing before the House Natural Resources 
Committee, then-BSEE Director Michael Bromwich said, “I don’t think the cur-
rent civil penalty authorization is a deterrent. I don’t even think it’s close.”111

•	Appropriate additional funds for NOAA research and development to increase 

oil spill response capacity in the Arctic. NOAA is the only federal agency with 
oil spill preparedness, response, and restoration responsibilities under the Oil 
Pollution Act that does not receive an appropriation from the Oil Spill Liability 
Trust Fund to support oil spill preparedness, including research and develop-
ment. It is also important to note that BP restoration funds from the Deepwater 
Horizon spill do not support improving oil spill response capacity.
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Conclusion
 
 
Maintaining access to domestic offshore oil and gas resources must remain an 
integral part of our nation’s energy portfolio for the near term. In the aftermath 
of the worst accidental offshore oil spill the world has ever experienced the 
Obama administration implemented critical reforms to regulations that will 
allow drilling to continue with a higher degree of safety and oversight. Yet more 
must be done. We have seen firsthand the threats these activities pose under the 
best of circumstances in a region where response is readily accessible and well 
rehearsed. There are too many unknowns to allow them to occur in pristine, 
remote, unknown areas. 

This report outlines the specific shortcomings in both Shell’s response plans 
and the private- and public-sector response capabilities to a devastating oil spill 
in the Arctic region of the United States. Failing to meet the targets laid out 
here will expose the residents and natural resources of one of the last unspoiled 
places on the planet to an unacceptable level of risk. Until the oil and gas indus-
try and its federal partners can demonstrate with certainty that it can identify 
and respond to a true worst-case scenario incident, the Arctic should remain off-
limits to exploration and drilling. 
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Additional resources 

•	Bureau of Ocean Energy Management: www.boem.gov

•	Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement: www.bsee.gov

•	NOAA Office of Response and Restoration: www.noaa.gov

•	Pew Environment Group: Oceans North: www.pewenvironment.org

•	United States Coast Guard: www.uscg.mil

•	Royal Dutch Shell: www.shell.com

•	EarthJustice: www.earthjustice.org  

•	Alaska Wilderness League: www.alaskawild.org
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