
 
 
 
 
 
Stop the Drilling Before it Starts 

5 Reasons to Withdraw the U.S. Arctic and Atlantic Oceans from All Future 
Leasing 

 
 
 
The U.S. Arctic and Atlantic Oceans are held in trust for the benefit of all Americans. 
These vibrant seas are still undeveloped and undamaged by the oil industry. The Arctic 
Ocean is home to a vast array of wildlife yet already facing severe threats from climate 
change. The Atlantic Ocean supports a rich web of life and thriving coastal economies. 
Oil production in these oceans—if feasible at all—would take decades to come online, 
arriving after the transition to cleaner fuels must already have taken place if we are 
going to avoid the worst impacts of climate change. We must ensure that the U.S. helps 
to ramp down extraction of fossil fuels—fuels we don’t need and can’t afford to burn—by 
no longer dedicating our publicly-owned lands and waters to new development. 
Withdrawing the Arctic and Atlantic from all future oil and gas leasing will grant these 
waters the permanent protection they so richly deserve and send a powerful global 
signal that the U.S. is taking steps to get out of the dirty energy business. 
 
 

Power of the Pen 
 

 With the stroke of a pen the President can help protect the climate and 
ensure the fate of our spectacular, undeveloped Arctic and Atlantic oceans 
is decided now and not left to an uncertain future. 
 

 The Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act bestows Presidential authority to withdraw 
permanently any marine area from eligibility for all future oil and gas leasing.i  
 

 Presidents from Eisenhower to Obama have used this same authority to preserve 
millions of ocean and coastal acres from oil and gas exploitation, and to protect their 
natural and community values.ii 
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Some Fossil Fuels Must Be Kept in the Ground Permanently 
 

 To benefit the climate, we must take the Arctic and Atlantic’s unproven 
reserves off the table—forever. Science tells us it is not enough to leave 
these fossil fuels undeveloped for only five years--the time frame of the 
offshore oil and gas leasing program being developed by the Bureau of 
Ocean Energy Management. 
 

 Proven fossil fuel supplies already far exceed what the science says we can afford to 
burn, to limit warming to 2°C or less.iii  Recent analysis also indicates that phasing-out 

federal fossil fuel extraction would contribute to global emissions reductions.iv  There is 
simply no room in a rational carbon budget for any Arctic or Atlantic offshore oil, 
essentially all of which is classified as unproven.v 
 

 Drilling in these oceans would trigger “carbon lock-in” that promotes fossil fuel use far 

beyond what the science indicates is justifiable. Lock-in occurs when an industry has 

major sunk costs in an enterprise because it has strong incentives to keep operating to 

eke out marginal income.vi This investment “lock-in” effect is particularly strong for 

offshore oil and gas in undeveloped areas like the Arctic and Atlantic because of the 

huge new infrastructure required.vii 

 Exploiting oil and gas reserves just in the U.S. Arctic Ocean has the potential to release 
as much as 15.8 billion tons of CO2 into the atmosphere when burnedviii—equivalent to 
the emissions from all U.S. transportation modes over a 9 year time period.ix 

 
 

Clean—Not Dirty—Energy Must Power the Future  
 

 Opening the Arctic and Atlantic to drilling—ever—is a vote against clean 
energy and our ability to make even moderate progress on combating 
climate change. 
 

 To meet the Paris commitments all countries must significantly cut emissions in the 
next three decades, with the U.S. and other industrialized countries showing even 
greater leadership.x As a result, the U.S. car fleet must be largely transitioned away 
from oil no later than 2050, with extensive cuts achieved in this sector over the next 
two decades.xi 
 

 The long-lead times and massive infrastructure development required means oil 
production in the Arctic and Atlantic—if feasible at all—would take decades to reach 
the pump, arriving after the transition to cleaner fuels must have already taken place. 
 

 The writing is on the wall for oil as banks and other financial institutions increasingly 
warn against investing in long-term, high-cost fossil fuel ventures.xii xiii  In fact, oil 
companies themselves—including Shell—already have relinquished existing leases in 
the Arctic.   
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 Clean energy is already growing faster than any prediction, fueling job growth across 
the country. Last year, 70% of new power generation was renewable. Domestic 
gasoline consumption is below its 2007 peak despite vehicle miles being at record high 
levels.xiv The development and demand for low-carbon technologies—like electric 
vehicles—are outpacing every prediction.xv 
 

 Just one quarter of our nation's offshore wind potential would match our nation's 
entire existing fossil fuel-based electricity generating capacity.xvi Smart transportation 
policies could save the U.S. nearly 4 billion barrels of oil annually by 2035, nearly the 
same amount of oil, in a single year, as the Interior Department estimates can ever be 
recovered from drilling all our offshore waters from Florida to Maine.xvii 
 

 Proponents of the massive investment needed to open the Arctic and Atlantic to 
drilling are ignoring both clean energy’s growth and our climate commitments. They 
are betting against clean energy and against winning on climate change – and they 
want the federal government to do so too.  

 
 

Offshore Drilling Runs Clear, Severe, Unnecessary Risks 
 

 Offshore drilling would put 
the Arctic and Atlantic’s 
communities and ecosystems 
at grave risk of devastating oil 
spills.  
 

 The Department of Interior’s own 
assessment finds there is a 75% 
chance of one or more oil spills of 
greater than 1,000 barrels should 
oil production move forward in the 
Arctic’s Chukchi Sea.xviii  
 

 The three primary oil spill response methods in the Arctic–mechanical containment 
and recovery, in situ burning, and dispersants–would likely be even less effective (and 
more damaging) than in much less harsh and remote conditions.xix xx 
 

 In the Atlantic, a spill equivalent to the BP Gulf oil disaster could coat beaches 
stretching from Savannah to Boston.xxi A spill off Virginia’s coast would threaten the 
Jersey Shore. The region’s established tourism, recreation and fishing industries - 
worth over $40 billion annually—are reliant on clean and healthy ocean waters. A 
single big spill would risk over 244,000 seafood-supported jobs and more than $650 
million in annual seafood catches.xxii  
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Setting the Global Model 
 

 U.S. leadership would once again demonstrate we intend to meet our 
global commitments and are aligning the use of our federally owned 
oceans with a clean energy future—not industry predictions of global 
climate failure.  
 

 The mandate from Paris is clear that we must use every tool in the toolbox to 
accelerate the transition to a low carbon world. 
 

 Withdrawing the Arctic and Atlantic would model for other countries the importance 
of disentangling national resources from investment in future fossil fuel development.  
 

 In contrast, if world governments continue to flood markets with fossil fuels in a race 
for market share, we will continue to encourage investment in polluting energy instead 
of clean energy solutions. xxiii 
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