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2. OFFSHORE DRILLING: New lawsuit filed over Alaskan leases (05/05/2008)

Katherine Ling, E&ENews PM reporter

Alaskan natives and environmental groups sued the Bush administration in U.S. District Court in Anchorage today to stop
future seismic testing related to oil and gas leasing in the Chukchi and Beaufort seas off Alaska's northern coast.

The coalition accuses the government of violating the National Environmental Policy Act by issuing geological and
geophysical permits before completing an environmental impact statement. And it says the National Marine Fisheries
Service (NMFS) violated the Marine Mammal Protection Act by giving companies with leases "incidental harassment"
authorization while they are surveying the land.

The lawsuit was filed by the Natural Resources Defense Council, Earthjustice, the Center for Biological Diversity and the
Native Village of Point Hope, along with several other community and conservation groups.

This is the second lawsuit on the leases filed in Alaska's U.S. District Court. Another lawsuit was filed by the Sierra
Club, the Inupiat Community of the Arctic Slope and two other local native governments and the Alaska Wilderness
League earlier this year.

The plaintiffs in the latest lawsuit said they are particularly concerned about the use of underwater air guns that use very
loud sound -- 10 times louder than a rocket launch -- to assess seismic activity. The blasts can carry hundreds of miles and
can cause permanent hearing loss in marine mammals and disrupt feeding and migration habits of whales, which native
communities hunt.

The coalition contends that an incidental harassment authorization that allows the seismic testing to take place usually
affects "small numbers" of a marine mammal population. But NMFS will allow Shell Oil Co. to harass more than 40,000
mammals, the groups said. As many as five companies could conduct around-the-clock surveys using nine seismic source
vessels, the groups said.

Polar bear decision

Also tangled up in the leasing efforts is the Interior Department's delayed decision on whether to declare the polar bear a
threatened species. A judge in the U.S. District Court, Northern District of California, has ordered a decision by May 15 (
E&ENews PM, April 29). The Chukchi and Beaufort seas are known as the "Polar Bear Seas" and hold one-tenth of the
world's polar bear population.

The seismic and drilling activity could also harm endangered bowhead whales, beluga whales, gray whales, humpback
whales, several seal species, Pacific walrus, polar bears and about 100 fish species, the groups said.

The permits were leased by Interior's Minerals Management Service (MMS) in February for bids totaling $2.6 billion,
including a record $105.3 million offer by Shell Oil. MMS is still assessing the amount of resources available for each
lease and reviewing each bid to make sure it is worth a fair market price. An MMS spokeswoman said the review is
likely to be done by late June.

MMS has said the area could hold as much as 15 billion barrels of oil and 75 trillion cubic feet of natural gas, although
not all structures turn out to hold resources. The MMS's auction last February resulted in 667 bids for 448 drilling tracts
in the 29-million-acre area north of Point Barrow.

MMS said the leases would be developed in a way that minimizes environmental impacts and would be unlikely to harm
polar bears.

The agency earlier delayed the auction to reduce the size of the leasing area for a 25- to 50-mile corridor for migrating
whales, fish and birds.

Reporter Allison Winter contributed.
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