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and claimed that its plans included confidential information that BOEMRE could not share with 
the public.    
 
In early December 2010, BOEMRE announced that it would prepare an environmental assessment 
(EA) of Shell’s Beaufort EP.  A short public comment period was then opened for comments on 
what little information was publicly available about Shell’s plan, but, at that time, no EA was 
released for review. At the same time, BOEMRE opened a parallel comment period on the oil spill 
response portion of Shell’s plans.  Thousands of comments addressing the proposed plans’ 
substantial inadequacies were submitted. In February 2011, Shell decided not to move forward with 
its plans for 2011 Beaufort Sea drilling. 
 
In March 2011, Shell announced plans to use two drill ships to simultaneously drill up to ten wells 
over multiple years in the Chukchi and Beaufort seas starting in 2012. In May, the company 
submitted exploration plans to BOEMRE for its proposed 2012 drilling. 
 
In early August 2011, BOEMRE approved Shell’s exploratory drilling plan without an approved 
oil spill plan that could demonstrate Shell’s ability to clean up an oil spill in the Arctic’s icy waters. 
 

The Deepwater Horizon disaster has shown us what can happen if oil companies are allowed to 
proceed with risky drilling without adequate forethought, and without adequate environmental 
analysis and proven oil spill response plans. As oil companies push to drill in this new Arctic 
frontier, they will face challenges and risks never contemplated in the Gulf.  
 
Specific problems with Shell’s plans: 

 Shell’s plans include a glorified mop, bucket and brush brigade to respond to oil spilled in broken ice 
conditions, which brings to mind the “keystone cops” response seen in the first days of the Gulf 
spill.i 

 Shell’s spill response plans contain unproven assumptions – such as Shell will remove upwards of 90 
percent of an oil spill in the open water through mechanical recovery – a number that has never 
come close to being achieved in practice (offshore mechanical containment and recovery rates for the 
Deepwater Horizon spill were 3 percent, and for the Exxon Valdez spill were 8-9 percent. Both spills 
were in calmer waters close to infrastructure.) 

 Shell’s plans don’t adequately address an uncontrolled blowout under their worst case scenario, 
despite what happened in the Gulf.  

 Shell developed a worst case scenario based on conditions in August – a month that tends to have 
optimal conditions in the Arctic. Yet, Shell requested authorization to operate through the end of 
October, when temperatures are lower, weather is less predictable and sea ice is forming.  What’s 
more, they assume that if an oil spill is not contained before winter freeze-up, they will just leave that 
oil uncontained until spring.  

 While Shell proposes burning spilled oil, their plans do not address the impacts of ice on the 
proposed burning. It is well-known fact that ice can severely hamper burning because the oil can get 
trapped underneath ice and in its cracks and crevices. Furthermore, even if Shell’s proposed burning 
was successful, their plans do not say anything about the potential environmental impact of that 
burning.   

 Shell’s exploration plans do not address the impacts of ice breakers on bowhead whales – specifically 
the vulnerable bowhead cows and calves. 

 Shell’s prototype Arctic containment structure has not yet been tested under Arctic conditions – 
even after the containment structure failed in the Gulf. 
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 Shell’s plans don’t adequately address the impacts of air quality from drilling operations and 
increased vessels, which would emit many tons of carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, 
particulate matter, sulfur dioxide and black carbon. 

 

The Bottom Line 
Hastily-made decisions that expedite oil drilling plans could lead to permanently destructive 
consequences for the Beaufort Sea marine environment.  Shell must be required to submit a new oil 
spill contingency plan for the Beaufort Sea that adequately describes and proves how Shell expects 
to clean-up a very large oil spill in the Arctic’s adverse conditions.   
         
For more information: Contact Leah Donahey at Alaska Wilderness League at 202-544-5205 or leah@alaskawild.org 

www.AlaskaWild.org 
                                                 
i See Shell Beaufort Sea spill response plan at Secs. 1.6.6, 1.6.7, and 1.6.13, which cross references the Alaska Clean Seas 
Manual for details on mechanical recovery.  The Alaska Clean Seas Manual addresses mechanical recovery methods for 
broken ice in Tactic L-6 (page 161 of 185 – rope mop and drum brush) and in Tactic R-31 (page 80 of 185 – illustrating 
skimming methods).   
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