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Bristol Bay Under Siege is a three-part series that examines environmental and industry factors affecting Bristol Bay. Part
1 took a closer look at ocean acidification. Part 3 will focus on the Pebble Mine project. 

In the aftermath of the Exxon Valdez oil spill, Congress, concerned the same disaster may happen in the violent waters of
Bristol Bay, barred oil exploration in this fish-rich environment. Under pressure to curb increasing oil prices, in 2003,
Congress, at the urging of Sen. Ted Kennedy, reversed its decision. 

Still, drilling didn’t take place because of a moratorium signed by President Bill Clinton in 1998. 

In January 2007, that too was overturned when President George W. Bush lifted the ban. Shortly after lifting the
moratorium, Interior Secretary Dirk Kempthorne said the administration would open the area for oil and natural gas
exploration under a five-year lease plan. Opening the area to offshore drilling will enhance America’s energy security by
improving opportunities for domestic energy production, Kempthorne said. 

Environmental groups have slammed the Bush administration’s action. 

“This decision borders on irresponsible from our perspective,” said Eric Siy, executive of the Alaska Marine
Conservation Council, after last year’s decision. 

But the oil industry is going ahead with plans to develop the area, as estimates indicate up to $150 billion in oil and
natural gas may be under Bristol Bay. 

Last week, the first step in that five-year process began when the Minerals Management Service issued a notice of intent
to prepare an environmental impact statement. 

Environmental groups plan to fight the government every step of the way. 

The Alaska Marine Conservation Council published pamphlets stating that offshore drilling in Bristol Bay would further
threaten a number of endangered species, “including the world’s most endangered whale – the North Pacific right whale –
whose population is estimated to number less than 100 individuals.” 

Gregg Nady, an employee of Shell Oil, said at a meeting in Kodiak during ComFish in March that the industry is sensitive
to the concerns of fishermen and environmentalists and that every precaution will be taken. 

Nady said it is not known if there is any oil and gas out there. However, most oil exploration supports this belief. 

“We’re sort of the eternal optimist,” Nady said. “This is what we think is out there: 9 trillion cubic feet of gas is the mean
estimate and 750 million barrels of oil. This is sort of a gut feeling that there is oil and natural gas in the area.” 

Nady said scientists believe the majority of the resources in the bay are natural gas because of the natural hot springs in
the area. Therefore, he said, even if there was a spill of natural gas, it would dissipate into the atmosphere leaving the
area untouched. 

Nady said despite that, before they even start drilling, they’ll have all their protections in place. 

“If we find natural gas, the plan would be to liquefy the gas, to basically take it by pipeline, put it through a refrigeration
plant and you cool the gas down to -100 degrees centigrade. It then becomes a liquid and you can put it on a tanker,” Nady
said. “LNG has been shipped around the world for 35 years, starting in Cook Inlet, actually, in 1969 and there’s never
been a spill.” 

The opposition 

On the same day, Minerals Management Service published its notice of intent to start the oil exploration environmental



impact statement process, another agency of the federal government announced a new federal rule designating a large
portion of the Bering Sea a North Pacific right whale critical habitat. 

The decision gives weight to a lawsuit filed by the Center for Biological Diversity to stop the oil and gas leasing plan.
Brandon Cummings, oceans program director for the Center for Biological Diversity, said they plan to fight the leasing
plan every step of the way. 

“Oil development on federal waters on the outer continental shelf requires a four-step process,” he said. “There’s the
five-year plan. We’re suing over that. There’s the lease sale stage. If that is ultimately completed, I can’t imagine us not
suing over that.” 

After that will be the exploration stage and Cummings said if it gets that far, they’ll sue over that, as well as over drilling
stage. 

“Up in the Beaufort Sea, Shell has reached the exploration stage and last year we filed suit over it, and we currently have
an injunction against them,” Cumming said. 

Conservation groups say it is too dangerous to drill for oil in that region with its high winds, high seas and floating ice. 

Nady said oil developers are taking precautions. 

“Because there is ice occasionally out there, the actual well bores themselves will go down inside the legs of the
platform, which are probably about 24 foot in diameter,” he said. (The platform) is secured to the seabed by a number of
pylons. These pylons are typically 7 to 8 feet in diameter and they go 100 to 300 feet into the seabed. It’s a pretty
significant structure.” 

Oil release is another issue. 

Nady said that oil drilling has advanced far from the days when oil came shooting out of the ground after a strike. He said
that was usually caused by drilling in a high-pressure area. He said now they use seismic surveys and other information to
avoid the high-pressure areas. 

“In Alaska, unlike the Gulf of Mexico, the Minerals Management Service has someone else on the rig looking over our
shoulder making sure that anything unusual isn’t happening,” Nady said. 

“(There have been) 13,500 wells drilled in offshore federal waters in the U.S.,” Nady said. “That’s exploration and
appraisal wells since 1956. There have only been four that have released oil in the ocean, and the biggest spill was 200
barrels. 

The Alaska Marine Conservation Council says that’s not the only problem. 

“Environmental studies by the Minerals Management Service in the Gulf of Mexico showed zones around the oil platforms
had sediments with higher levels of contaminants and toxicity, reduced levels of abundance, species diversity, genetic
diversity and reproductive success,” AMCC said. “Heavy metals such as mercury were amongst the contaminants found in
the area’s sediments and were also found in elevated levels in the tissues of fish and shrimp near the platforms.” 

Environmental groups also say drilling isn’t the only concern. Seismic surveys used in the exploration phase have the
potential to harm marine life. 

Nady said they have some underwater two-dimensional maps from the 1980s, but they will need to do some seismic
surveys to fill in the gaps. 

“The boat goes over (an area) and drags hydrophones over it and shoots a sound source into the ground and then they map
the reflection as the sound source goes through the rock layers,” Nady said. 

Alaska Marine Conservation Council said that the noise produced by seismic surveys can cause physical damage to fish
and mammals. 

According to Alaska Marine Conservation Council documents, “One recent study showed that fall-migrating bowhead
whales in the Beaufort Sea were displaced from an area within 12 miles of the seismic source and began to show signs of
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avoidance behavior up to 21 miles away. 

That avoidance behavior concerns Cummings. 

“Drilling in Bristol Bay would be drilling through the heart of the most important habitat of the most endangered whale on
the planet,” he said. “If the North Pacific right whale is to have any chance of survival, we must protect its critical habitat,
not auction it off to oil companies. 

Mirror writer Ralph Gibbs can be reached via e-mail at rgibbs@kodiakdailymirror.com.
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