Lessons Learned from the Timor Sea Oil Spill 

Although much is still unknown about the massive spill in Australia’s Timor Sea, the blowout is a stark reminder of the risks of drilling offshore.  Shell Oil proposes to next year begin a large-scale drilling campaign in America’s Arctic Ocean, where conditions are considerably more challenging than in the warm waters of the Timor Sea.  Below are some lessons for offshore drilling in the Arctic:
1. Oil and Gas Activity is a Risky Business  

At each stage of oil development, there is a risk of oil spills.  Fuel spills can happen at any time, and blowouts can occur at exploration or development.  The Timor Sea blowout occurred from a production well, which is typically less prone to blowouts than an exploration or development well, because more information is known about the regional subsurface conditions at the production stage (e.g. pressures, geology, and fluid properties).  

Shell does not assess the impacts of a large spill.  Shell instead states “because the occurrence of a large spill from exploratory operations is not a reasonably foreseeable event, this EIA does not analyze the impact of a large spill.”
  But the company’s draft Oil Discharge Prevent and Contingency Plan (C-Plan) reports that there have been 116 offshore blowout events in the US and Norway, alone, during the period 1980-2003.
  

Shell also downplays other potential oil spill sources.  For example, while the draft C- Plan notes that the largest fuel tank could spill potentially 65,301 gallons of oil, Shell only analyzes a worst case fuel spill of 2,000 gallons because the company assumes the tanks will not be ruptured.

MMS has also not analyzed the potential impacts of a large spill from Shell’s drilling in the Arctic Ocean.  MMS’s most recent analysis of the impacts of an oil spill in the Arctic does not consider the possibility of an oil well blowout, despite the fact that the analysis of a blowout is required by both Alaska state and MMS contingency planning regulations.  Instead, the analysis assumes that at most, 4600 barrels could be spilled.  That’s less the amount of oil potentially spilled after just 3 days of the Timor Sea spill, and less than the 2006 Prudhoe Bay pipeline spill.
  

MMS regulations only require response plans to anticipate a blowout for 30 days.
  Yet the Timor Sea blowout was over twice as many days.  

Oil spills are an infrequent event, but one of the founding principles of oil spill planning is to be prepared for the unlikely, because the consequences of an unmitigated oil spill are very high. Absent a meaningful analysis of potential consequences and impacts from a worst case discharge, it is impossible to understand the potential environmental impacts of future activities within the proposed sale areas or make reasoned decisions about such activity.  

2.
American Regulations and Technology do not eliminate the Risk of an Oil Spill 
American regulations and technology don’t eliminate the threat of an oil spill from Shell’s proposed drilling.  The Australian offshore requirements include similar requirements to the US for suspending wells including: mechanical plugs, temporary cement, weighted mud/brine, and surface wellhead controls.
 As in the U.S., temporary suspension plans must be approved by the Australian authorities.
  
Shell has not disclosed any technology that could adequately clean up a spill in the Arctic Ocean.  In fall freeze-up, Shell’s proposed methods, mechanical response
 and in-situ burning,
 are both ineffective.  If a spill occurred then and continued for 30 days, over 6,000,000 gallons of crude oil could spill into the ocean with no option for recovery before sea-ice made recovery operations impossible.  

In its exploration plan, Shell does not specify the suspension procedures it would use, and its well construction plan is confidential.  Shell’s first line response, controlling the spill at the surface, depends on its drill ship remaining operational and moored to the spot at which the spill occurred.  Its second line response, drilling a relief well, depends equally on a functioning drill-ship that is able to drill such a well.  As in Australia, the rig would likely be evacuated after the blowout and it would take time to re-occupy the rig and determine whether it was operational and could be moved and used for a relief well.  Shell will be unable to effectively respond to a blowout if the blowout damages or makes unusable the single rig it intends to bring to the Arctic Ocean.  Relief well planning for this offshore location is critical, because Shell states that the more common alternative well control method, "well capping," is not technically feasible for its drillship subsea wellhead configuration, ruling out an important well control alternative.  Shell’s only other proposed option would be to ignite the well.  

3.
Areas such as the Arctic Ocean that have significant response gaps should not be developed
Despite regulations and technological advances, there are times when spills occur and oil spill response technologies are not sufficient to clean up spilled oil.  This period of time, which is referred to as a "response gap" exists in nearly all operating environments, but is perhaps most significant in the Arctic, where seasonal and dynamic ice conditions can make it unsafe or impractical to attempt to contain or clean up an oil spill.
  Even in good conditions, spill response vessels may not be able to reach these remote areas in time to prevent impacts to wildlife and ecosystems.  As the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has recently noted, “[r]ecovery rates of spilled oil in optimum situations (calm weather, in a harbor, rapid response) rarely exceed 20 percent, and response to spills in ice in remote areas is substantially more challenging.  On-sceen response efforts may take days to weeks to implement, and are rarely effective.”
  

The need to improve mechanical recovery capabilities in ice is cited repeatedly in published literature.  However, the literature also notes a low confidence in the ability to improve mechanical response in ice, acknowledging that technological "improvements likely to be incremental, resulting in modest increases in recovery effectiveness."
  
MMS needs to more directly address the challenges of Arctic and subarctic spill before proposing further oil and gas development in Alaska.  No further sales or permitted activity should occur until MMS: 

1. Performs response gap analyses for lease sales, exploration and development plan that use historical and/or modeled environmental and climate conditions to quantify the percentage of time during which local conditions exceed the demonstrated limits of spill response systems.  This analysis should consider the possibility for local ice conditions and climate to change over the life of the project and should address the potential changes to the response gap.
2. Determine an acceptable threshold for response gaps. The process of setting these thresholds must involve local governments and stakeholders, as well as natural resource managers.  
3. Establish operational limits as lease stipulations to acknowledge these limits where the existence or magnitude of a response gap is found to create an unacceptable level of risk.   For example, exploration and production activities could be prohibited during the broken ice seasons.  
The “Arctic has high sensitivity to oil spill impacts and the least capacity for natural recovery.   During much of the year and under many conditions, response capabilities and methods are limited by environmental conditions, lack of resources capable of responding in a timely manner, and limited technologies for responding to oil spills in ice conditions.”





Arctic Council, 2009





"No current cleanup methods remove more than a small fraction of oil spilled in marine waters, especially in the presence of broken ice" (National Research Council 2003).





"Today there is no proven response method for recovery of large-scale oil spills in ice-infested waters." (Evers et al. 2006).





"Adverse weather conditions sometimes preclude any response at all and require a 'wait until thaw' approach." (Oskins and Bradley 2005).








� Shell Beaufort Sea 2010 Exploration Plan at 332.  The company responsible for the ongoing Timor Sea oil spill also said a spill would not happen: “There are elaborate monitoring systems to detect potential blowouts and such events can occur only if all the monitoring systems fail. . . In almost 30 years of operation, the oil and gas industry in Australia has drilled over 1500 exploration and development wells and produced over 3,500 million barrels of oil. … There have been no blow-outs in Australia since 1984, which is evidence of the technological and procedural improvements that have occurred over the last two decades.”  Impact Assessment for Montara Well. 


� Since 1983, MMS has investigated 18 blowouts and 13 "loss of well control" incidents � HYPERLINK "http://www.gomr.mms.gov/homepg/offshore/safety/acc_repo/accindex.html" �http://www.gomr.mms.gov/homepg/offshore/safety/acc_repo/accindex.html�


� Draft OCPDP Table 2-1. 


� The Timor Sea spill is estimated to be spilling between 400 and 2000 barrels of oil per day


� 30 CFR 254.26(d)(1)





� The Petroleum (Submerged Lands) Act 1967, Schedule: Specific Requirements as to Offshore Petroleum Exploration and Production – 1995; November 2005 Electronic Consolidation, Section 514, 515. 





� The Petroleum (Submerged Lands) Act 1967, Schedule: Specific Requirements as to Offshore Petroleum Exploration and Production – 1995; November 2005 Electronic Consolidation, Section 513.





� "Mechanical recovery is extremely difficult in ice-infested waters, and is not an effective response option for large scale oil spills above 30% ice coverage". (DeCola, Robertson, Fletcher, Harvey 2006).





� "In-situ burning has not been demonstrated in actual field tests to be effective in ice coverage above 30% or below 70%. Above 70% coverage, sea ice may provide natural containment, although the sea ice may transport oil great distances so that it is unavailable for response once spring break up occurs. At higher ice concentrations, significant logistical, technical, and safety challenges remain in tracking, accessing, and igniting the oil slicks and recovering burn residues. " (DeCola, Robertson, Fletcher, Harvey 2006).





� 2009 Arctic Council Offshore Oil and Gas Guidelines: “The Arctic has high sensitivity to oil spill impacts and the least capacity for natural recovery. During much of the year and under many conditions, response capabilities and methods are limited by environmental conditions, lack of resources capable of responding in a timely manner, and limited technologies for responding to oil spills in ice conditions.” 





� NOAA Comments to Draft Proposed Five Year OCS Lands Act Program, 2010-2015 (Sept. 21, 2009) at 6.  





� Advancing Oil Spill Response in Ice Covered Waters (Dickins 2004) at 11. 





