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Submitted via electronic and certified mail 

October 20, 2021 

Deborah Haaland, Secretary 
Department of the Interior 
1849 C Street, N.W. 
Washington, DC 20240 
exsec@ios.doi.gov 
 
RE: Emergency Petition to Immediately Suspend and Then Cancel Oil and Gas Leases on 
the Pacific Outer Continental Shelf 

Dear Secretary Haaland,  

The undersigned organizations request you take immediate emergency action to protect 
California’s coastal environmental from suffering the devastating impacts of yet another oil spill 
on top of the ongoing harms from the climate crisis. Specifically, we petition the Department of 
the Interior, through the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (“BOEM”) to promptly suspend 
and then cancel all oil and gas leases on the Pacific Outer Continental Shelf (“OCS”). Allowing 
oil exploration and development in federal waters puts California’s natural and cultural resources 
at risk and prolongs the country’s dependence on dirty fossil fuels at a time when it needs to 
rapidly transition to clean, just, sustainable energy. The current oil spill in Orange County, which 
has dumped between 25,000 and 132,000 gallons into the ocean and closed beaches from 
Huntington Beach to Dana Point, is the latest horrific reminder of the urgent need to protect 
California’s coast from the risks of oil extraction.  

The recent spill comes on the heels of the 2015 Plains All American Oil Spill near Santa Barbara 
that dumped an estimated 123,000 gallons of crude oil into the environment. These spills, and the 
ones that have come before and will undoubtedly follow if offshore drilling continues, show why 
dirty fossil fuel development should not be allowed along California’s coast or in its offshore 
waters, and why oil and gas development must be phased-out of these areas. But until these 
leases are suspended and cancelled, the millions of gallons of crude oil extracted and pumped 
through offshore and coastal pipelines every day continue to fuel the climate crisis and pose a 
toxic threat to the to the people, wildlife, and unique coastal environment of California. 

BOEM has more than sufficient authority to suspend and ultimately cancel Pacific OCS leases 
under the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act (“OCSLA”).1 Oil and gas activities under these 
leases threaten national security and cause serious harm to the marine, coastal, and human 
environments by: exacerbating the climate crisis; causing oil spills that harm fisheries and 
coastal economies dependent on healthy wildlife and environments; producing dangerous air and 
water pollution; and furthering negative impacts to already imperiled wildlife and frontline 
communities. These are precisely the circumstances in which OCLSA provides for suspension—
and cancellation—of leases.2 

 
1 See 43 U.S.C. § 1334(a); 30 C.F.R. §§ 250.172, 250.173, 556.1102. 
2 Id. 
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While this petition specifically asks for the suspension and cancellation of oil and gas leases on 
the Pacific OCS, the climate emergency and the severe environmental justice harms of all phases 
of the oil and gas lifecycle demands immediate action to phase out all existing oil and gas 
production on federal public lands and waters. The emergency action requested here to end 
drilling in federal waters off California is an important part of accomplishing that larger plan.  

BOEM Should Immediately Suspend Activities Under All Leases on the Pacific OCS, and 
then Cancel the Leases 

OCSLA provides “for the suspension or temporary prohibition of any operation or activity, 
including production, pursuant to any lease or permit” when “in the national interest;” or when 
there is “a threat of serious, irreparable, or immediate harm or damage to life (including fish and 
other aquatic life), . . . or to the marine, coastal, or human environment.”3  
 
Once a suspension period reaches five years, BOEM can cancel a lease after a hearing upon 
finding that: (1) continued activity pursuant to that lease would “probably cause serious harm or 
damage to life (including fish and other aquatic life), . . . to the national security or defense, or to 
the marine, coastal, or human environment;” (2) “the threat of harm or damage will not disappear 
or decrease to an acceptable extent within a reasonable period of time;” and (3) “the advantages 
of cancellation outweigh the advantages of continuing such lease or permit in force.”4 

As described below, the leases on the Pacific OCS meet these standards. As such, BOEM should 
suspend—and then ultimately cancel—the leases.  

For example, oil activities on the Pacific OCS threatens the climate, and thus national security. 
Indeed, the U.S. Department of Defense declared in 2014 that climate change “poses immediate 
risks to U.S. national security.”5 And, as recognized by President Biden himself, “[o]n the first 
day of [his] administration, according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, there 
will be only 9 years left to stop the worst consequences of climate change.”6 Such reality, 
requires “immediate[] and ambitious[] action, because there’s no time to waste.”7 

1. Existing Offshore Drilling Deepens the Climate Emergency 

 
3 43 U.S.C. § 1334(a)(1). 
4 43 U.S.C. § 1334(a)(2). Section 1334(a)(2)(C) specifies that cancellation shall entitle the lessee to 
compensation only if the amount exceeds anticipated costs and damages from the lease, including from 
oil spills. Taking into account decommissioning the 27 platforms (including 4 platforms in state waters), 
estimated at over $1.09 billion, the costs of fossil fuel extraction to the climate, and the costs and damages 
emanating from past and future oil spills, the lessees will not be entitled to compensation. See Bressler, 
Andrew and Brock Bernstein 2015, A costing model for offshore decommissioning in California, 
Integrated Environmental Assessment and Management 11:4, https://doi.org/10.1002/ieam.1655. 
5 The White House, Findings from Select Federal Reports: THE NATIONAL SECURITY 
IMPLICATIONS OF A CHANGING CLIMATE, May 2015, 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/National_Security_Implications_of_Changi
ng_Climate_Final_051915.pdf. 
6 Biden-Harris, 9 KEY ELEMENTS OF JOE BIDEN’S PLAN FOR A CLEAN ENERGY 
REVOLUTION,https://joebiden.com/9-key-elements-of-joe-bidens-plan-for-a-clean-energy-revolution/. 
7 Id. 
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An immediate suspension of all activities under oil leases on the Pacific OCS is necessary both 
to respond to the latest horrific oil spill and to reduce carbon emissions driving the climate crisis. 
The overwhelming scientific consensus has conclusively determined that without significant, 
rapid emissions reductions, warming will exceed 1.5 degrees Celsius and will result in 
catastrophic damage around the world. Every fraction of additional warming above 1.5 degrees 
Celsius will worsen these harms, threatening people’s lives, health, safety, and livelihoods; as 
well as the economy and national security for this generation and future generations. 

To limit warming to 1.5°C, fossil fuel production must be limited to no more than can be burned 
and still stay below that threshold. This is known as the “carbon budget.” Unfortunately, oil, gas, 
and coal producers currently plan to blow the carbon budget and greatly exceed 1.5°C. As 
detailed in a landmark report, fossil fuel producers currently plan to extract at least 120% more 
fossil fuels than can be burned and still limit warming to 1.5°C.8 This discrepancy is known as 
the “production gap.” To keep within the 1.5°C limit, the world’s fossil fuel production must 
decrease by roughly 6% per year between 2020 and 2030.9 Most developed oil and gas fields and 
coal mines must be shut down before their reserves are fully depleted to keep warming to below 
1.5°C.10  In short, there is no room in the carbon budget for new fossil fuel extraction anywhere, 
including in the United States, and much existing fossil fuel production must be phased out to 
avoid the catastrophic damages from climate change. 
 
The United States is the world’s largest oil and gas producer and third largest coal producer, and 
a dominant driver of global fossil fuel expansion.11 Absent major shifts in policy, U.S. 
production of both oil and gas is projected to increase more than twice as much as any other 
country by 2030.12 In total, the U.S. fossil fuel industry is on track to account for 60% of the 
world’s projected growth in oil and gas production this decade.13 If U.S. fossil fuel expansion is 
not immediately halted, it will make it impossible to limit temperature rise to 1.5°C and preserve 
a livable planet.  

The need to end all oil and gas drilling, including in offshore waters, has been acknowledged by 
leaders around the world. Upon the release of the Working Group I contribution to the IPCC’s 
Sixth Assessment Report on August 9, 2021, U.N. Secretary António Guterres said “This report 
must sound a death knell for coal and fossil fuels, before they destroy our planet….  Countries 
should also end all new fossil fuel exploration and production.”14 Fatih Birol, Executive Director 

 
8 SEI, IISD, ODI, E3G, and UNEP, The Production Gap Report: 2020 Special Report (2021), 
http://productiongap.org/2020report.  
9 Id. 
10 Oil Change International, Drilling Toward Disaster: Why U.S. Oil and Gas Expansion Is Incompatible 
with Climate Limits (2019), http://priceofoil.org/drilling-towards-disaster. 
11 Id.  
12 Ploy Achakulwisut & Peter Erickson, Trends in fossil fuel extraction: Implications for a shared effort to 
align global fossil fuel production with climate limits, Stockholm Environment Institute Working Paper 
(April 2021), www.sei.org/publications/trends-in-fossil-fuel-extraction/ at Figure 3.  
13 Oil Change International, supra note 10. 
14 United Nations Secretary-General, Secretary-General’s statement on the IPCC Working Group 1 
Report on the Physical Science Basis of the Sixth Assessment, Aug. 9, 
2021, https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/secretary-generals-statement-the-ipcc-working-group-1-report-
the-physical-science-basis-of-the-sixth-assessment.   
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of the International Energy Agency (“IEA”), said upon the release of the IEA’s climate report in 
May 2021: “If governments are serious about the climate crisis, there can be no new investments 
in oil, gas and coal, from now – from this year.”15  

President Biden has acknowledged the science and directed federal agencies to take all necessary 
action to address the climate emergency. For example, in his January 27, 2021 Executive Order 
on Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad, he wrote:   
  

There is little time left to avoid setting the world on a dangerous, potentially 
catastrophic, climate trajectory….we face a climate crisis that threatens our people 
and communities, public health and economy, and, starkly, our ability to live on 
planet Earth….We must listen to science — and act….It is the policy of my 
Administration to organize and deploy the full capacity of its agencies to combat 
the climate crisis to implement a Government-wide approach that reduces climate 
pollution in every sector of the economy….16 
 

Drilling off California fuels the climate emergency, and ending this production will reduce 
emissions. One study estimated, for example, that for each unit (QBtu) of federal oil production 
cut, other oil supplies would substitute for about half a unit (0.56 QBtu) and net oil consumption 
would drop by nearly half a unit (0.44 QBtu).17 In short, every barrel of federal oil left 
undeveloped would result in nearly half a barrel reduction in net oil consumption, with 
associated reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. The analysis recommended that “policy-
makers should give greater attention to measures that slow the expansion of fossil fuel 
supplies.”18 Other studies have reached similar conclusions.19 For example, an analysis published 
in the journal Nature Climate Change concluded that increased oil production would 
significantly increase global oil consumption as the result of greater supplies and lower global oil 
prices.20 Using publicly available global oil supply curves from the International Energy Agency 

 
15 Fiona Harvey, No new oil, gas or coal development if world is to reach net zero by 2050, says world 
energy body, GUARDIAN, May 18, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/18/no-
new-investment-in-fossil-fuels-demands-top-energy-economist. 
16 Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad, Exec. Order No. 14,008, 86 Fed. Reg. 7,619 (Jan. 27, 
2021), https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/01/2021-02177/tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-
home-and-abroad.   
17 P. Erickson and M. Lazarus, How would phasing out US federal leases for fossil fuel extraction affect 
CO2 emissions and 2°C goals?, Stockholm Environment Institute, Working Paper No. 2016-2 (2016).   
18 Id. at 1. 
19 P. Erickson and M. Lazarus, Impact of the Keystone XL Pipeline on Global Oil Markets and 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions, 4 Nature Climate Change 778 (2016); see also P. Erickson, Rebuttal: Oil 
Subsidies—More Material for Climate Change Than You Might Think (Nov. 2, 2017); United Nations 
Environment Programme, Emissions Gap Report 2019, UNEP, Nairobi (2019), at 25, 26, 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/ 
EGR2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y; United Nations Environment Programme, et al., The 
Production Gap: The discrepancy between countries’ planned fossil fuel production and global production 
levels consistent with limiting warming to 1.5°C or 2°C (2019), at 4, 14, http://productiongap.org/. 
20 Erickson, P. & Lazarus, M., Impact of the Keystone XL Pipeline on Global Oil Markets and 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions, 4 Nature Climate Change 778 (2014). 



 

5 
 

and peer-reviewed elasticities of demand, the analysis estimated that each barrel of increased oil 
production would result in an increase of 0.59 barrels of global oil consumption.21  
 
Although this study focused on the effects of increases in Canadian tar sands production, the lead 
author used the same model to estimate that, for each barrel of California oil left in the ground, 
an added 0.4 to 0.8 barrels would be produced elsewhere.22 This yields a net reduction in global 
oil consumption of between 0.6 and 0.2 barrels, “as consumers respond to the small price 
increase by making shifts in their vehicle purchases, driving habits, and other decisions.”23 
 

The climate emergency demands immediate action to phase out existing offshore oil and gas 
production in federal waters. But offshore oil and gas drilling does not only exacerbate the 
climate crisis, it also causes numerous other harms, including oil spills that damage fisheries and 
coastal economies dependent on healthy wildlife and environments; dangerous air and water 
pollution and habitat destruction; and further negative impacts to frontline communities and 
imperiled wildlife. This damage occurs in a cumulative and synergistic way with the ongoing 
harm to the marine environment from climate disruption.  

2. Offshore Drilling Harms California’s Economy and Environment 

Offshore drilling threatens coastal communities with oil spills, toxic air and water emissions, and 
harms to fisheries and endangered wildlife. The aging infrastructure in federal waters off 
California has outlived its intended lifespan and drilling must be stopped immediately before 
another disaster occurs. 

While it will be years until the full extent of the harms from the latest spill disaster off the coast 
of Huntington Beach is documented, the Plains All American Oil Spill highlights the risks and 
negative impacts of extracting and transporting oil all too well. On May 19, 2015, Line 901 of 
the Plains All American Pipeline ruptured near Santa Barbara, spewing over 123,000 gallons of 
crude oil into California’s coastal environment, tens of thousands of which spilled into the 
Pacific Ocean.  

Following the spill, the California Department of Fish and Wildlife closed 138 square miles to 
fishing and shellfish harvesting, two State Parks were closed, and Governor Brown declared a 
state of emergency in Santa Barbara County. The company that caused the spill – Plains All 
American – estimates that the total costs of the spill will exceed $250 million.24  

The oil spill killed hundreds of animals. Official reports document at least 558 dead birds and 
232 dead mammals, including 19 dolphins and over 94 sea lions.25 A wide variety of nearshore 
fish species were impacted by the spill, including surfperch and grunion, which were spawning 

 
21 Id. 
22 Erickson, P. & Lazarus, M., How Limiting Oil Production Could Help California Meet Its Climate 
Goals, Stockholm Environment Institute Discussion Brief (2018) at 2. 
23 Id. 
24 See e.g., Michael Blood, Associated Press, Trucks Will Move Oil Stored After California Pipeline 
Break, http://www.seattletimes.com/business/trucks-will-move-oil-stored-after-california-pipeline-break/.  
25 California Dept. of Fish and Wildlife et al. 2021, Refugio Beach Oil Spill: Final Damage Assessment 
and Restoration Plan/Environmental Assessment. Available at 
https://nrm.dfg.ca.gov/FileHandler.ashx?DocumentID=193144&inline (last visited October 11, 2021).  
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during the spill.26 The spill also impacted a wide variety of coastal habitats including kelp wrack, 
feather boa kelp, surfgrass and eelgrass.27 ESA-listed humpback whales were seen swimming in 
the spilled oil and ESA-listed Western snowy plovers were observed with oil on them.28 
Scientists predict damage from the oil spill will linger for years.29 

a. Oil Spills Affect Wildlife, Tourism, and Fisheries 

Hundreds of oil spills occur each year and happen during every phase of offshore drilling from 
exploration to extraction to transportation and refinement. There spills kill wildlife, close 
beaches and fisheries, disrupt tourism and harm the local economy.  

Oil spills in coastal areas have a myriad of negative effects on the environment, including 
negative impacts on ESA-listed species and their critical habitat. For example, oil spills have a 
wide array of lethal and sublethal impacts on marine species, both immediate and long-term.30 
Direct impacts to wildlife from exposure to oil include behavioral alteration, suppressed growth, 
induced or inhibited enzyme systems, reduced immunity to disease and parasites, lesions, tainted 
flesh, and chronic mortality.31 Oil can also exert indirect effects on wildlife through reduction of 
key prey species.32 Oil destroys the water-proofing and insulating properties of feathers and fur 
of birds and mammals, respectively, thereby compromising their buoyancy and ability to 
thermoregulate.33 
 
Marine mammals can be exposed to oil internally by inhaling volatile compounds at the surface, 
swallowing oil, consuming oil-contaminated prey, and externally by swimming in oil.34 
Exposure to toxic fumes from petroleum hydrocarbons during oil spills have been recently linked 
to mortality in cetaceans, even years after such accidents.35 In fact, the day after the Refugio oil 
spill, scientists released a study in which they determined that the Deepwater Horizon oil spill 

 
26 CDFW, Refugio Beach Oil Spill Natural Resource Damage Assessment Update, Nov. 2015. 
27 Id. 
28 Id. 
29 See e.g., Venn-Watson, 2015 (finding that the Deepwater Horizon oil spill continues to kill dolphins 
years after the spill); National Wildlife Fed’n, Five Years & Counting: Gulf Wildlife in the Aftermath of 
the Deepwater Horizon Disaster, 2015, available at http://www.nwf.org/~/media/PDFs/water/2015/Gulf-
Wildlife-In-the-Aftermath-of-the-Deepwater-Horizon-Disaster_Five-Years-and-Counting.pdf 
(documenting ongoing impacts to marine life in the Gulf of Mexico).  
30 Peterson, C. H., S. D. Rice, J. W. Short, D. Esler, J. L. Bodkin, B. E. Ballachey, and D. B. Irons. 2003. 
Long-term ecosystem response to the Exxon Valdez oil spill. Science 302:2082-2086; Venn-Watson, S. et 
al. Adrenal Gland and Lung Lesions in Gulf of Mexico Common Bottlenose Dolphins (Tursiops 
truncatus) Found Dead following the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill. PLoS ONE 10, e0126538 (2015). 
31 Holdway, D. A. 2002. The acute and chronic effects of wastes associated with offshore oil and gas 
production on temperate and tropical marine ecological processes. Marine Pollution Bulletin 44:185-203. 
32 Peterson et al. 2003, supra note 30. 
33  Jenssen, B. M. 1994. Review Article: Effects of oil pollution, chemically treated oil, and cleaning on 
the thermal balance of birds. Environmental Pollution 86:207-215; Peterson et al. 2003. 
34 NOAA. 2010. Analysis of Hydrocarbons in Samples Provided from the Cruise of the R/V 
WEATHERBIRD II, May 23-26, 2010, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Silver 
Spring, Maryland, 20910. 
35 Venn-Watson et al. 2015, supra note 29. 
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caused adrenal and lung lesions in bottlenose dolphins which led to an unusual mortality event in 
which dolphins died from 2010 to 2014.36  
 
ESA-listed sea otters are particularly vulnerable to contamination from oil spills. When sea otters 
come into contact with oil, it causes their fur to mat, which prevents the fur from insulating their 
bodies. Without this natural protection from the cold water temperature, sea otters can quickly 
die from hypothermia. The toxicity of oil can also be harmful to sea otters, causing liver and 
kidney failure and damage to their lungs and eyes.37 

 
In addition, oiled shores can affect nesting and foraging areas of bird species. Oiled adults 
returning to the nest can contaminate their eggs and chicks with oil. Studies on the effects of oil 
on eggs have shown significant mortality and developmental defects in embryos.38 Oiled birds 
are also at high risk of ingesting oil when they preen their feathers. Ingested oil can damage the 
gastrointestinal tract, evidenced by ulcers, diarrhea, and a decreased ability to absorb nutrients, 
and inhibit proper hormone function.39 ESA-listed Western snowy plovers and the California 
least tern are extremely sensitive to disturbances such as oil spills, especially during the nesting 
season.40   

 
Exposure to crude oil also adversely affects fish at all stages.41 Early life stages of fish are 
particularly sensitive to the effects of toxic oil components such as polycyclic aromatic 
hydrocarbons which can cause larval deformation and death. Adult fish exposed to oil can suffer 
from reduced growth, enlarged liver, changes in heart and respiration rates, fin erosion, and 
reproductive impairment.42 Additionally, fish and sharks are at risk from lethal coating of their 
gills with oil, and declines in and contamination of their food sources. Exposure to crude oil has 
also been linked to long-term population effects in fish. A recent study based on 25 years of 
research demonstrated that embryonic salmon and herring exposed to very low levels of crude oil 
can develop heart defects that impede their later survival, indicating that the spill may have had 
much more widespread impacts than previously thought.43 

 
Wetlands, and the sensitive vegetation and species they support, are vulnerable to oil spills. 
When marsh plants come into contact with crude oil, it can cause nearly complete mortality.63 
Additionally, the oil can reside in the soil and cause long-term stress for marsh vegetation and 

 
36 Id. 
37 US Fish and Wildlife Service, Southern Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris nereis) 5-Year Review: Summary 
and Evaluation, Sept. 15, 2015. 
38 Jenssen 1994, supra note 33. 
39 Id. 
40 US Fish and Wildlife Service, Western Snowy Plover (Charadrius alexandrinus nivosus) Pacific Coast 
Population Recovery Plan, August 13. 2007. 
41  Carls, M. G., S. D. Rice, and J. E. Hose. 1999. Sensitivity of fish embryos to weathered crude oil: part 
I. Low-level exposure during incubation causes malformations, genetic damage, and mortality in larval 
pacific herring (Clupea pallasi). Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry 18:481-493; Bernanke, J., and 
H.-R. Kohler. 2009. The impact of environmental chemicals on wildlife vertebrates. Reviews of 
Environmental Contamination and Toxicology 198:1-47.. 
42 Bernanke and Kohler 2009, supra note 41. 
43 Incardona, et al. 2015. Very low embryonic crude oil exposures cause lasting cardiac defects in salmon 
and herring. Scientific Reports 5, Article number: 13499, doi:10.1038/srep13499. 
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erosion of marshlands.44 Salt marsh bird’s-beak, Ventura marsh milkvetch, and other threatened 
and endangered plants along the Southern California coast are at risk. 

 
The coastal areas affected by oil spills in California include some of the more important cultural 
resources for Indigenous people. For example, the disastrous spills in 1969 and 2015 off Santa 
Barbara harmed Chumash sacred sites and animals.45 The 2021 Platform Elly pipeline spill has 
harmed Acjachemen and Tongva homelands and cultural resources.  

Oil spills also cause economic impacts, from closures of fisheries to lost revenue from tourism. 
For example, tourism significantly declined after the 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon oil disaster in 
the Gulf of Mexico, even in neighboring states that were largely free of oil on their beaches.46 
Leisure visitor spending in Louisiana alone dropped by $247 million in 2010, with a total loss of 
$422 million over three years.47 Even after shorelines are clean of oil, normal tourism activities 
may not resume if public perception of prolonged and wide-scale pollution remains.48  

Both the Plains All American Oil Spill and the Platform Elly pipeline spill closed California 
fisheries and caused longer-term harm. The Deepwater Horizon disaster also has long lasting 
impacts on that region’s fisheries. The long-term economic impact of the spill on commercial 
and recreational fisheries in the Gulf of Mexico is estimated at $8.7 billion.49 California’s 
economy similarly stands a lot to lose if an oil spill were to seriously impact the state’s 
commercial fisheries. In 2017, approximately $210 million dollars in ex-vessel revenue (the 
amount paid directly to fishermen) came from commercial fishery landings, and more than 
120,000 jobs on and off the water were supported by the state's seafood industry.50  

b. Air and Water Pollution Harm Public Health  

In addition to greenhouse gas emissions, federal offshore drilling operations contribute sizable 
amounts of air and water pollution to the surrounding environment. For example, the water 
pollution permit for the platforms in federal waters off California allows more than nine billion 
gallons of produced water (waste fluid that returns to the surface along with produced oil and 

 
44 NOAA, Oil Spills in Marshes (2013), 
https://response.restoration.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/Oil_Spills_in_Marshes.pdf. 
45 Ben-Hur, Arielle, The Chumash Heritage National Marine Sanctuary: An Exploration of Changing the 
Discourse on Conservation" 105 Pitzer Senior Theses. 45-50 (2020). 
46 Oceana 2015, Oil Spills and Tourism: They Don’t Mix, 
https://usa.oceana.org/sites/default/files/tourism_impacts_fact_sheet_9-8-15.pdf (last visited October 7, 
2021). 
47 The Impact of The BP Oil Spill on Visitor Spending in Louisiana: Revised estimates based on data 
through 2010 Q4 , Tourism Economics, prepared for the Louisiana Office of Tourism (June 2011) 
48 ITOPF 2014, Effects of Oil Pollution on Social and Economic Activities, 
https://www.itopf.org/fileadmin/uploads/itopf/data/Documents/TIPS_TAPS_new/TIP_12_Effects_of_Oil
_Pollution_on_Social_and_Economic_Activities.pdf 
49 Sumaila et al. 2012, Impact of the Deepwater Horizon well blowout on the economics of US Gulf 
fisheries, Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences, https://doi.org/10.1139/f2011-171. 
50 NOAA 2017, Fisheries Economics of the United States, https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-
09/FEUS2017-final-v1.3.pdf 
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gas, and contains the fracking chemicals originally injected into the wells), to be dumped into the 
Pacific Ocean each year.51  

In addition to conventional drilling and production, which is regulated by the general discharge 
permit, several operators in the Pacific OCS have conducted fracking and acidizing at offshore 
platforms.52 A study that examined fracking fluid determined that more than 75% of the 
chemicals in such fluids could affect the skin, eyes, and other sensory organs; 75% could affect 
the respiratory and gastrointestinal systems; approximately 40 to 50% could affect the nervous, 
immune, and cardiovascular systems; 37% could affect the endocrine system; and 25% could 
cause cancer and mutations.53 Another recent study found that oil companies use dozens of 
extremely hazardous chemicals to acidize wells in California, including known carcinogens, 
mutagens, reproductive and developmental toxins, and endocrine disruptors.. 

Oil drilling platforms, pipelines and refineries also create air pollution, including carcinogens 
and endocrine disruptors, that threatens human health. Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) 
emitted during offshore drilling include the “BTEX compounds” — benzene, toluene, ethyl 
benzene and xylene — which Congress has listed as Hazardous Air Pollutants.54  Many of these 
VOCs are associated with serious short-term and long-term effects to the respiratory, nervous or 
circulatory systems.55 Additionally, VOCs create ground-level ozone, or smog, which can 
contribute to asthma, premature death, stroke, heart attack and low birth weight.56 

The air and water pollution caused by oil and gas production in the Pacific OCS, subsequent 
refining, transport, and use, are a part of the broader health impacts from fossil fuels which 
disproportionately harm Black, Brown, Indigenous and low-income communities. Fossil fuel 
infrastructure projects, such as refineries, are very often concentrated in and directly harm 
communities of color and low-income communities that are already overburdened with air and 
water pollution, disproportionately high health risks and harms, destruction of natural resources, 
depression of property values, and other negative impacts.57 The unequal siting of dirty fossil 

 
51EPA 2013, CAG280000: General Permit: Southern California Offshore Oil and Gas Exploration, 
Development and Production Operations, available at https://www.epa.gov/npdes-permits/cag280000-
general-permit-southern-california-offshore-oil-and-gas-exploration. 
52 See Envtl. Def. Ctr. e al. v. Bureau of Ocean Energy Mgmt. et al, 2018 U.S. LEXIS 196437 (C.D. Cal. 
2018) (challenge to BOEM’s proposal to allow the use of fracking and acidizing in oil production off the 
coast of California).  
53 Colborn, T. et al. 2011. Natural gas operations from a public health perspective. Human and Ecological 
Risk Assessment 17: 1039- 1056. 
54 42 U.S.C. § 7412(b). 
55 Colborn, supra note 53.  
56 Jerrett, M. et al. 2009. Long-term ozone exposure and mortality. N Engl J Med 360:1085-1095. 
57 See Robert D. Bullard et al., Toxic Wastes and Race at Twenty: 1987-2007 (2007), 
http://www.ejnet.org/ej/twart.pdf; Adrian Wilson et al., Coal Blooded: Putting Profits Before People, 
NAACP, Indigenous Environmental Network & Little Village Environmental Justice Organization 
(2012), https://naacp.org/resources/coal-blooded-putting-profits-people; U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, EJ Screening Report for the Clean Power Plan 
(2015), https://archive.epa.gov/epa/sites/production/files/2016-04/documents/ejscreencpp.pdf; Emanuele 
Massetti et al., Environmental Quality and the U.S. Power Sector: Air Quality, Water Quality, Land Use 
and Environmental Justice, ORNL/SPR-2016/772 (2017), 
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fuel infrastructure and its resulting pollution has led to disproportionate and serious health harms 
particularly to communities of color.58 For example, Black people in the U.S. have 1.54 times the 
exposure to particulate matter59 compared to the overall population, while populations of color 
have 1.28 times higher burden than the general population.60 The extraction of oil and gas from 
federal waters thus perpetuates the systemic racism and energy violence entrenched in the 
nation’s fossil fuel energy system.61 

c. Oil Infrastructure on the Pacific OCS Is Old and Primed for Failure 

Beyond the risks inherent in any offshore drilling, the infrastructure in federal waters off 
California is especially susceptible to causing another disaster due to its age and condition. The 
23 platforms in federal waters, some built over 50 years ago, have been operating well beyond 
their anticipated lifespan. Reports indicate these platforms are corroded, increasing chances of a 
potential spill.62 Furthermore, hazards from climate change, such as increased severity of storms 
and sea level rise, increase the risk of oil spills and other accidents from these aging platforms.   

Pipelines used to transport oil are similarly aged and pose hazards of their own. Offshore, or 
subsea, pipelines in the Pacific Ocean increase the threat of an oil spill given the significant age 
of the pipeline systems and the added stressors inherent in the ocean environment. 
 
For example, the Plains pipeline that ruptured in 2015 was built in 1987. The environmental 
impact statement that was prepared for the construction and operation of the Plains pipeline in 
1985 by the Bureau of Land Management and California State Lands Commission acknowledged 
that spills happen, and determined that the risk of a spill more than doubles as the pipeline aged 
from 20 to 40 years.63 Many of the offshore pipelines in the Pacific Ocean have reached 40 years 
of age. 
 

 
https://info.ornl.gov/sites/publications/files/Pub60561.pdf; PSE Healthy Energy, Natural gas power plants 
in California’s disadvantaged communities (April 2017), https://www.psehealthyenergy.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/04/CA.EJ_.Gas_.Plants.pdf. 
58 Tim Donaghy & Charlie Jiang, Greenpeace, Gulf Coast Center for Law & Policy, Red, Black & Green 
Movement, and Movement for Black Lives, Fossil Fuel Racism (2021), 
https://www.greenpeace.org/usa/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Fossil-Fuel-Racism.pdf. 
59 Air pollutants including particulate matter are linked to a wide variety of health harms including 
respiratory conditions, heart attacks, and premature death. See U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
Health and Environmental Effects of Particulate Matter (PM), https://www.epa.gov/pm-pollution/health-
and-environmental-effects-particulate-matter-pm (last visited Aug. 30, 2021); see also K. Vohra et al., 
Global mortality from outdoor fine particulate pollution generated by fossil fuel combustion: Results from 
GEOS-Chem, 195 Envtl. Research 110754 (2021). 
60 Ihab Mikati et al., Disparities in distribution of particulate matter emission sources by race and poverty 
status, 108 American Journal of Public Health 480 (2018), 
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304297. 
61 Donaghy & Jiang, supra note 58. 
62 Hayden, T., Inspection Reports Detail Corrosion, Leaks on Exxon Platforms, Santa Barbara 
Independent (May 24, 2019).   
63 California State Lands Commission & Bureau of Land Management, Draft Environmental Impact 
Report/ Environmental Impact Statement for the Celeron/All American And Getty Pipeline Projects (Aug. 
1984) at 4-166. 
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According to scientists, aging poses risks of corrosion, erosion and fatigue stress to subsea 
pipelines.64 Subsea pipeline corrosion appears to accelerate over time,65 and can act 
synergistically with fatigue stress to increase the rate of crack propagation.66 Marine 
environments are especially known to produce significant corrosion on steel surfaces, and when 
a steel structure is at or beyond its elastic limit, the rate of corrosion increases 10 to 15%.67 One 
offshore pipeline study found that after 20 years the annual probability of pipeline failure 
increases rapidly, with values in the range of 0.1 to 1.0, which equates to a probability of failure 
of 10% to 100% per year.68 Another study covering 1996 to 2010 found that accident incident 
rates, including spills, increased significantly with the age of infrastructure.69 
 
The U.S. Department of Transportation itself found that offshore pipelines can be more 
vulnerable than onshore pipelines. They have a greater vulnerability to severe weather conditions 
than onshore pipelines, especially during hurricane events. And massive wave action can alter 
the pipeline stability, causing gradual displacement, especially in small diameter pipelines.70 
Offshore pipelines can also face more corrosion than onshore pipelines due to higher temperature 
and pressure conditions that occur during the laying of these pipelines.71 
 
Consistent with these findings, a report published in 2010 found that the number of oil spills 
from offshore rigs and pipelines between 2000 and 2009 more than quadrupled the rate of spills 
in prior decades.72 In particular, from the early 1970s through the 1990s, offshore rigs and 
pipelines averaged about four spills per year of at least 50 barrels (or 2,100 gallons). The average 
annual total skyrocketed to more than 17 from 2000 to 2009, and averaged 22 per year from 
2005 to 2009 alone.73 And the number of spills, as well as the quantity of spilled oil, grew 

 
64 Petroleum Safety Authority Norway. 2006. Material Risk – Ageing offshore installations. Prepared by 
Det Norske Veritas on request from Petroleum Safety Authority Norway. Available at 
http://www.psa.no/reportarchive/category1033 html. 
65 Mohd, M.H. and J.K. Paik. 2013. Investigation of the corrosion progress characteristics offshore oil 
well tubes. Corrosion Science 67:130-141. 
66 PSA Norway 2006, supra note 64. 
67 Mohd, M.H. and J.K. Paik (2013) Investigation of the corrosion progress characteristics of offshore 
subsea oil well tubes. Corrosion Science 67: 130-141; A. Igor, R.E. Melchers, Pitting corrosion in 
pipeline steel weld zones, Corros. Sci. 53 (12) (2011) 4026–4032; R.E. Melchers, M. Ahammed, R. 
Jeffrey, G. Simundic, Statistical characterization of surfaces of corroded, Mar. Struct. 23 (2010) 274–287. 
68 Bea, R., C. Smith, B. Smith, J. Rosenmoeller, T. Beuker, and B. Brown. 2002. Real-time Reliability 
Assessment & Management of Marine Pipelines. 21st International Conference on Offshore Mechanics & 
Arctic Engineering. ASME. 
69 Muehlenbachs, et al. 2013. The impact of water depth on safety and environmental performance in 
offshore oil and gas production. Energy Policy 55:699-705. 
70 U.S. Department of Transportation: Federal Highway Administration. Impacts of Climate Change and 
Variability on Transportation Systems and Infrastructure: The Gulf Coast Study, Phase 2. 2015. 
71 Keuter, J. (2014). In-line Inspection of Pipes Using Corrosion Resistant Alloys (CRA). Rosen 
Technology and Research Center GmbH, Rosen Group, Germany; Standard Oil Company (1981) Drilling 
fluid bypass for marine riser. U.S. Grant. US4291772 A. 
72 Alan Levin, Oil Spills Escalated in this Decade, USA Today, June 8, 2010, available at 
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/nation/2010-06-07-oil-spill-mess_N htm. 
73 Id. 
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significantly worse even when taking increased production in account.74 In other words, another 
oil spill in California’s ocean environment is not a question of if, but a question of when. 
 
Conclusion 

The Platform Elly pipeline oil spill that dumped crude oil into the environment highlights why 
dirty fossil fuel development should not be allowed in federal waters, and why offshore oil and 
gas leases in these areas must be suspended and cancelled. Until they are, the crude oil extracted 
from aging platforms and pumped though offshore pipelines every day poses threats to our 
climate, and the people, wildlife, and coastal environment of California. 

BOEM has the authority under OSCLA to suspend and then cancel all leases on the Pacific OCS 
and must do so immediately. Oil extraction from these leases drives climate change, and thus 
threatens national security, and poses serious threats to wildlife and the coastal environment. 
BOEM must not wait until another devastating oil spill before it acts. Now is the time to 
immediately end offshore drilling in California’s federal waters, in conjunction with a phase out 
of all fossil fuel extraction on public lands and waters nationwide.  
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