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 With the recent volatility in the price of gasoline and the lifting of the longtime 

ban on offshore drilling on the Outer Continental Shelf off the Atlantic, Pacific, and 
eastern Gulf coasts, efforts to begin drilling for oil and natural gas in the Atlantic Ocean 
have commenced.  In fact, on November 13, 2008, the Minerals Management Service, the 
federal agency that regulates drilling, initiated the process for drilling for oil and gas in a 
2.9-million-acre area off the coast of Virginia.   

 
SELC opposes offshore drilling in the Atlantic Ocean.1  The environmental costs 

are great, and the quantity of recoverable oil and natural gas resources is small in light of 
the nation’s overall energy and fuel demands.  Further, according to the Bush 
Administration, oil and gas resources would not be available for ten years and are 
unlikely to affect the price of gasoline or our reliance on foreign sources of oil.   

 
A rush to drill in our oceans is not the solution.  There are far better ways to lower 

fuel costs and reduce dependency on fossil fuels, such as lowering demand through 
efficiency measures, developing alternative fuels and cars that will run on them, and 
increasing transportation options and decreasing our dependence on single-occupancy 
vehicles.   
 

• According to the Minerals Management Service, the entire Atlantic Coast would 
likely yield 3.8 billion barrels of crude oil.2  If all of this oil were refined into 
petroleum products, such as gasoline, it would be tapped out in only six months at 
current rates of U.S. consumption.3 

 
• According to the Energy Information Agency, the entire Atlantic Coast would 

likely yield 36.99 trillion cubic feet of natural gas.4  If all of this gas were 
extracted and processed, it would be exhausted in 18 months.5   

 
• Opening up the Atlantic, Pacific and eastern Gulf regions to oil and gas drilling 

would have no impact on domestic crude oil and natural gas production or prices 
before 2030, and any impacts on oil prices are expected to be “insignificant,” 
according to the federal government.6 

 
Background 

For more than 26 years, a federal ban had been in place that restricted drilling for 
oil and gas off the Atlantic and Pacific coasts and in parts of the Gulf of Mexico.  This 
ban comprised two parts: 1) a congressional moratorium on new leases on the Outer 
Continental Shelf (OCS) renewed each year since 1982 as part of the appropriations 
process; and 2) an executive order issued by President George H. W. Bush in 1990 that 



withdrew areas under congressional ban from oil and gas leasing through the year 2000.  
President Bill Clinton extended the withdrawal through 2012; yet, in June 2008, President 
George W. Bush lifted the executive withdrawal and called on Congress to lift its 
moratorium.7  

In response, the U.S. House of Representatives passed legislation in September 
2008 to lift the congressional moratorium, allowing exploration and drilling more than 
100 miles from the coast, and giving states the option of allowing drilling between 50 and 
100 miles off their shores.  A bipartisan group of 20 senators outlined their own plan that 
targeted areas off the coasts of Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia for 
drilling as little as 25 miles from shore, but the Senate delayed action on this proposal.  
Without consensus action from Congress, the moratorium expired on September 30, 
2008.  Some members of Congress vowed to revisit the issue after the election, and with 
a new incoming administration, it remains to be seen if President Obama will issue 
another executive order or if the congressional moratorium will be renewed in full, in 
part, or at all.8  

Meanwhile, if new drilling is allowed to take place on the OCS, the U.S. 
Department of the Interior will be required to prepare and carry out what is known as a 
“five-year program,” which includes a schedule of oil and gas lease sales indicating the 
size, timing, and location of proposed leasing activity that the Secretary of the Interior 
determines will best meet national energy needs for the five year period following its 
approval.  In anticipation of the expiration of the drilling ban, the Secretary of the Interior 
has initiated the process for drilling in a 2.9-million-acre area off the coast of Virginia 
and begun the steps for developing a new five-year program.9 

Offshore Drilling Is Not the Solution 
 
First, offshore drilling off the coast of the Southeast will not yield enough oil or 

natural gas to justify the significant environmental impacts that would result.  According 
to the Minerals Management Service, the entire Atlantic Coast would likely yield 3.8 
billion barrels of crude oil.10  If all of this oil were found, recovered, and refined into 
petroleum products, such as gasoline, it would be tapped out in only six months at current 
rates of U.S. consumption.11   

 
Further, the Minerals Management Service reported that in 2007 the U.S. 

consumed approximately 23.054 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, and the Energy 
Information Agency provides a range of estimates with a mean estimate for natural gas 
reserves off the entire Atlantic coast of 36.99 trillion cubic feet.12  If all of this natural gas 
were found, recovered, and refined, it would last approximately 18 months at current 
rates of U.S. consumption.13  Further, substantial quantities of gas deposits in the Atlantic 
are frozen in methane beds at the edge of the OCS, and current technology does not allow 
for the recovery of natural gas from these deposits.14 
 

Second, more domestic drilling does not translate into lower gasoline prices.  
According to the Energy Information Administration, because oil prices are determined 
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on the international market, effects on average prices are expected to be “insignificant,”15 
and opening up the Atlantic, Pacific, and eastern Gulf regions would not have any impact 
on domestic crude oil and natural gas production or prices before 2030.  Even with the 
congressional moratorium expiring on September 30, 2008, leasing could not begin 
sooner than 2012, and production could not begin until about 2017.16   
 

Third, oil and gas companies, which already have access to substantial oil and 
natural gas resources, should focus on evaluating and developing these available 
resources before seeking to drill on new areas of the OCS.  The majority of OCS oil and 
natural gas resources are already open for leasing, yet a fraction of the total acreage of 
leased areas on the OCS are under production.  Of all expected OCS oil and gas 
resources, 79 percent of oil and 82 percent of natural gas resources are in areas currently 
open for leasing, yet just 10.5 million of the 44 million acres leased offshore are currently 
under production.17   

 
Onshore, about 13 million acres of the 47.5 million acres of federal lands 

currently under lease are in production.18  Combined, oil and gas companies hold leases 
to nearly 68 million acres of federal land and waters that are not under production for oil 
and gas.19  In addition, companies have stockpiled nearly 10,000 permits that could be 
used to increase production.  The Bureau of Land Management has issued 28,776 permits 
to drill on public land since 2004, yet only 18,954 wells have been drilled.20  These 
resources, which are already available, must be evaluated and pursued before new 
offshore areas are opened.  Importantly, this evaluation should balance the extent to 
which production in specific areas will contribute to overall energy with fuel supplies and 
the environmental impacts of exploration and production activities in these areas.   
 
Offshore Drilling Would Bring Significant Impacts to the Coastal Environment and 
Economy in the Southeast 
 
 Drilling in the Atlantic Ocean for oil and natural gas would damage marine 
ecosystems, cause the loss of coastal wetlands, and increase air pollution.  These impacts 
would, in turn, undermine the tourist economy in coastal states, as well as the commercial 
and recreational fishing industries.   
 
 As part of the exploratory phase of oil and gas development, companies use “air 
guns” to send thousands of powerful blasts of seismic waves into the ocean to reveal the 
location of oil and gas resources.  These blasts reverberate throughout the ocean and 
inflict substantial injury to marine mammals and fish, which are sensitive to and rely on 
sound for almost all important aspects of their life.21  Noise from seismic survey devices 
can be deadly to whales and has led to mass stranding of whales and other marine 
mammals.22  In addition, seismic air guns have been shown to damage fish species, with 
resulting decreases in commercial fishing catch rates.23 
 

Once offshore drilling rigs become operational, they routinely discharge 
damaging wastes into the ocean.  According to the Minerals Management Service, a 
single well over the course of its operational life generates an average of 180,000 gallons 
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of “drilling muds” and “cuttings,” which are typically dumped untreated into surrounding 
waters.24  The agency also estimates that each platform discharges hundreds of thousands 
of gallons of “produced waters” daily.25  Both drilling muds and produced waters contain 
toxic pollutants, such as mercury, lead, chromium, barium, arsenic, cadmium, and 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons that can accumulate in the marine food web.26  At high 
concentrations, these pollutants kill marine life.  At lower concentrations, they cause birth 
defects, impaired growth, and other negative outcomes.  The dumping of polluted muds 
also results in turbidity and smothers sea life on the ocean floor.27 
 
 In addition, each drilling platform releases 50 tons of nitrogen oxides, twelve tons 
of carbon monoxide, nine tons of sulfur dioxide, and 39 tons of volatile organic 
compounds per year.28  These compounds are the basic ingredients of smog, haze, and 
other air pollution. 
 

Further environmental degradation occurs as a result of accidental oil spills, 
which cause irreversible damage to marine environments and can devastate coastal 
economies.  Oil, which is extremely toxic to marine life, spreads on water at a rate of one 
half a football field per second.29  According to the National Academy of Sciences, 
current cleanup methods can remove only a small fraction of oil spilled in marine 
waters.30  Even with improvements in technology, spills from tanker ships and pipelines 
continue to occur, often going undiscovered for long periods of time.  The South Atlantic 
coast, like the Gulf of Mexico, is vulnerable to hurricanes and storms, which have played 
a large part in causing spills from platforms in the Gulf.31  During Hurricanes Katrina and 
Rita, 435,330 gallons of oil spilled from platforms and drilling rigs, and 306,054 gallons 
of oil leaked from 457 pipelines that were damaged.32  In addition, eight million gallons 
of petroleum products spilled from onshore facilities.33  Combined, the spilled and leaked 
oil amounted to almost as much as the 11 million gallons spilled by the Exxon Valdez in 
Alaska’s Prince William Sound in 1989.34 
 
 When spills do occur in the Atlantic, ocean currents can cause a spill off one 
state’s coast to wash up on the beaches of others.35  In response to the proposal to drill off 
the coast of Virginia, scientists have explained that ocean waters off Virginia tend to 
swirl and loop on each other, out to the edges of the Gulf Stream, and influence ocean 
trends off Maryland and North Carolina.  Because of this mixing action, scientists have 
argued that the evaluation of the Virginia proposal must include scientific analysis of 
potential impacts to neighboring states.  Although recent congressional proposals (which 
we may see again after the November elections) to open the OCS off the coasts of 
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia include a requirement that a state 
“opt in” before drilling can occur off its coast, this will not protect any of the states from 
the choices that its neighbors make.   
 

Onshore, the refineries, pipelines and other infrastructure associated with offshore 
drilling cause significant harm to the coastal zone.  In general, there are three principal 
forms of onshore development: supply bases and staging areas for exploration; 
production facilities, including processing plants (sometimes one for each company that 
is engaged in production); and facilities to transport oil and gas, such as pipelines (again, 
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sometimes separate pipelines for each company).  This industrialization would 
dramatically alter large tracks of coastal land in the South Atlantic states, augment the 
waste and pollution from offshore operations, and cause significant losses of coastal 
wetlands in a number of different ways.   

 
Pipelines that are needed to transport crude oil and raw natural gas from drilling 

sites to onshore areas can damage coastal resources.  In addition to spills, as described 
above, the mere construction of pipelines in coastal environments can result in significant 
impacts.  Oil and gas companies working in coastal areas often have to excavate canals 
through coastal wetlands in order to lay pipelines, resulting in the destruction of 
approximately six acres of vegetation for each linear mile of pipeline constructed.36  
Notably, Louisiana has lost up to 40 square miles of marsh a year for several decades 
(approximately 80 percent of the nation’s annual coastal wetland loss),37 and it has been 
estimated that a substantial portion of these losses are due to oil and gas production.38  
States along the South Atlantic coast, such as South Carolina and Georgia, have abundant 
and highly productive expanses of salt marshes, and it can be expected that new oil and 
gas operations in these states would result in significant losses of coastal wetlands.  

 
In addition to impacts related to transport, oil and gas resources must be processed 

before they are consumed by end-users.39  Crude oil is found in a variety of forms and 
viscosities and must be refined.40  Oil refineries separate crude oil into different 
marketable components such as gasoline, diesel fuel, lubricating oil, asphalt, propane, 
and many other forms.  The typical refinery, which can occupy as much land as several 
hundred football fields,41 includes processing areas, storage facilities, auxiliary buildings, 
electrical substations, and transportation systems.42  According to a report published by 
the Center for Health and the Global Environment at Harvard Medical School, oil 
refineries present major health hazards for human communities as well as marine and 
terrestrial ecosystems.43  According to the study, average sized U.S. refineries release on 
a daily basis more than an estimated 11,000 gallons of oil into the air and water, 
including dangerous emissions such as hydrocarbons, sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, 
and particulate solids.44  Oil refineries impact surrounding communities and 
environments in many other ways as well, including the discharge of thermal pollution, 
which results in significant disruptions to aquatic ecosystems and noise pollution, which 
poses a significant threat to the health and safety of oil refinery employees.45 

 
Similarly, natural gas is often found in deposits that include a mixture of other 

substances, including fluids, sediment, and hydrocarbons, such as ethane, propane, 
butane, and pentanes.46  Natural gas is processed, like crude oil, in order to separate all of 
the various hydrocarbons and fluids from the pure natural gas for purposes of producing 
what is referred to as “pipeline quality” dry natural gas that is ready to be used by 
consumers.47  Some initial processing and separation occurs at the wellhead, but most of 
the processing of natural gas occurs at a processing plant.  Although the specific process 
used to purify natural gas may differ because raw natural gas from different regions often 
have varying compositions and requirement for separation,48 processing is typically used 
to remove impurities, such as helium, carbon dioxide, hydrocarbons, moisture, and 
corrosive and toxic hydrogen sulfide.49  The process of separating out these materials 
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can, like oil, result in the discharge of a range of harmful pollutants, such as sulfur 
dioxide.   

 
Finally, the environmental impacts of offshore drilling would adversely affect 

coastal economies, which rely heavily on tourism, commercial fishing, and recreational 
fishing for jobs and revenue.  From Virginia to Georgia, tourism generates $63.3 billion 
per year and supports 813,983 jobs.50  The South Atlantic coast has $228,579,000 worth 
of annual commercial fish landings.51  Saltwater fishing in this same area accounts for 
29,182 jobs and has a total ripple effect on the economies of these states of 
$2,689,387,217.52  Offshore drilling would damage these industries by causing the loss of 
fishing grounds; displacement of fishing infrastructure; and decreased catches due to 
seismic testing, oil spills, and contamination from toxic drilling muds.53 

 
By comparison, the economic benefits to be derived from offshore drilling 

operations by state and local economies in the Southeast are dubious.  As an initial 
matter, under current law, states do not receive any revenue sharing with the federal 
government in conjunction with oil and gas operations in the Atlantic Ocean, although 
Congress could obviously amend these rules should they choose to do so.  Further, in 
terms of job creation, benefits to local communities are relatively short-term in nature and 
uncertain.  In 1989, when Mobil proposed to drill for oil and gas off the coast of North 
Carolina in an area called the “Manteo Prospect,” the Minerals Management Service 
estimated that under the best case scenario the number of new jobs directly and indirectly 
associated with the proposal would peak at 830 and 890 respectively in 1998 before 
declining to 60 and 70 jobs in 2018.54  In making this prediction, it was acknowledged 
that a portion of these new jobs would be taken by new residents, as opposed to North 
Carolina residents.55  In fact, others who follow the oil and gas industry claim that the 
notion that offshore oil and gas development creates jobs for local populations is 
unfounded.  To the contrary, they argue past experience shows that offshore drilling 
translates into little employment opportunities for local residents, with most jobs going to 
workers in others states who work for drilling manufacturing firms, or, in increasing 
numbers, to foreign workers.56   
 
The U.S. Must Pursue Long-Term, Sustainable Solutions to Our Energy Needs 
 

The United States should pursue long-term, sustainable solutions to the nation’s 
energy needs, rather than accepting the damaging impacts of offshore drilling.  Not only 
would drilling in new areas of the OCS fail to lead to lower gas prices and result in 
harmful impacts to the environment and the economy in the South Atlantic region, it 
would also distract the U.S. from making the changes necessary to shift from a fossil-fuel 
economy to a clean-energy economy.  Instead of resorting to more drilling, the U.S. must 
take such steps as improving fuel economy standards, promoting vehicle maintenance, 
developing alternative fuels and vehicles, and building more livable communities with 
enhanced transportation options to decrease the cost of energy, limit our reliance on 
unreliable foreign sources of oil, and minimize our impact on the environment.   
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Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards57 should be raised.  Greater 
increases in fuel economy would obviate the need to drill for oil, save money for drivers, 
and reduce the amount of greenhouse gasses from automobiles.  The failure to require 
timely increases in CAFE standards that are reflective of current technology prevents the 
U.S. from reducing its reliance on foreign oil.  For example, between 1980 and 1985, fuel 
efficiency standards for cars were raised by 7.5 miles per gallon, yet largely remained the 
same between 1985 and 2007.58

   If fuel efficiency had been raised by a mere 0.4 miles 
per gallon per year over this timeframe, then the 2007 standard would have been more 
than 32 miles per gallon for the nation’s current fleet of automobiles,59 and the average 
car would be 50 percent more efficient, reducing the amount of oil used in this country 
for gasoline by more than one-third (the equivalent of about 3.3 millionbarrels of oil per 
day).60  In 2007, Congress finally acted by passing legislation calling for a 35-mile-per-
gallon CAFE standard for cars and light trucks by 2020, with “maximum feasible” 
increases beyond this date.61  Currently available technology, however, would enable 
automakers to attain greater improvements in fuel efficiency.  According to the Union of 
Concerned Scientists, a cost-effective average fuel economy standard of 42 miles per 
gallon could be achieved by 2020 with only a modest increase in hybrid market share, 
saving millions more barrels of oil than Congress’ new standard.62  The U.S. should take 
advantage of current technologies by requiring automakers to meet higher standards.   
 

Other simple steps could be taken immediately that would lower the cost of gas 
and result in the use of less gasoline.  Maintaining appropriate tire inflation could save up 
to 2.8 billion gallons of gas per year,63 and reducing travel speed could save an additional 
50 million gallons annually64 – as compared to the 1.4 billion gallons of gasoline that the 
government estimates new drilling in the Atlantic, Pacific, and eastern Gulf could 
produce by 2017.65  Other gasoline savings measures include regular engine tune ups 
(15¢ per gallon savings); air filter replacement (up to 37¢ per gallon savings), and use of 
recommended motor oil (4-7¢ per gallon savings).66 

 
In addition, investments in viable alternative fuels and vehicles should be made as 

opposed to drilling offshore for oil.  Alternative fuels are produced from material other 
than oil and include biodiesel, bioalcohol (ethanol and butanol), hydrogen, non-fossil 
methane, and biomass sources.  In addition to alternative fuels, advanced technology 
vehicles, including electric vehicles, fuel cell vehicles, hydrogen vehicles, and hybrids 
must be pursued and developed.   

 
Livable communities that improve mobility options and lessen dependence on 

single-passenger vehicles should be promoted.  Cities and communities should be 
designed so that people are given the choice of walking, biking, and using transit.  To 
accomplish this goal, transportation funding should be redirected to promote public 
transportation and alternatives to driving; state and local laws and policies must be 
amended to forge stronger links between transportation and land use planning to reduce 
per capita vehicle travel; and freight rail and intercity passenger rail must be adopted as 
viable alternatives to our continued reliance on single-occupancy vehicles. 
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Moreover, an increased overall commitment to conservation and the development 
of renewable sources of energy, including wind, solar, tidal, and geothermal sources, will 
provide the real path to energy independence and reduced gasoline prices.  By taking 
these measures rather than relying on increased offshore drilling, we will avoid negative 
impacts on our coastal and marine resources, address global warming by curtailing our 
greenhouse gas emissions, and help make the transition to a green-energy economy.   
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