
Offshore drilling is the process used to obtain oil and gas from beneath the seabed 
in coastal waters. It requires a variety of technologies and infrastructure including 
seismic testing for exploration, drilling wells and rigs for oil and gas recovery, and 
pipelines for transport. 

1. What is offshore drilling?

2. What is seismic testing?
Seismic testing is the first step in oil and gas exploration. Devices known as 
seismic airguns are towed behind ships and send loud blasts of compressed air 
through the water into the seabed. These airwaves reflect information back to 
the ship about the location of oil and gas deposits. These blasts are harmful to 
marine mammals, fish, and other wildlife. They disrupt mating and feeding, kill fish 
eggs and larvae and result in marine mammal death. They have been shown to 
decrease catch rates of certain species of fish by 40 to 80 percent.

3. How much untapped oil is there offshore?
Supporters of offshore drilling believe that unexplored regions, such as areas 
in the Atlantic Ocean, have abundant, untapped reserves. Yet the majority of 
projections have found minimal resources in these regions.

4. Is it still profitable to extract this untapped oil? 

No. Offshore drilling is not only a high risk activity, but it is also exceptionally 
expensive and time consuming. Electrification is swiftly moving forward and 
renewables, such as wind and solar, have become cost competitive with the oil 
industry. For the same reason, industry giants - like Chevron and BP - are investing 
billions in renewables. 

5. What harm does offshore drilling have?
While drilling does occasionally bring drilling-specific jobs to coastal communities,
it often hurts jobs depending on clean and healthy coastlines such as fishing or 
tourism. The environmental damage from daily offshore drilling operations includes pollution from onshore infrastructure 
(pipelines, refineries, powerlines, etc.) and harm to marine life from seismic exploration. In addition, pursuing offshore 
drilling increases the risk of oil spills like Deepwater Horizon (2010) or Exxon Valdez (1989). 
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6. What is the current state of offshore drilling in the US?
Only a few days into his presidency, President Biden signed a sweeping executive order halting all new offshore drilling 
in federal waters. The executive order also included protecting 30% of our oceans and doubling offshore wind energy 
by 2030. Multiple bills have been introduced in Congress to permanently restrict offshore drilling in every major body of 
water bordering the United States, including the Atlantic, Pacific, and Arctic oceans, as well as parts of the Gulf of Mexico. 
To date, 16 states have considered legislation to restrict offshore drilling, 10 have passed legislation opposing offshore 
drilling, and 5 states are currently considering such legislation. To learn more, please visit NCEL’s website.
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https://oceana.org/seismic-airgun-blasting-overview
https://oceana.org/seismic-airgun-blasting-overview
https://oceana.org/sites/default/files/offshore_energy_by_the_numbers_report_final.pdf
https://www.cbf.org/issues/offshore-drilling/index.html#:~:text=The%20dangers%20posed%20by%20offshore%20drilling%20are%20unacceptable%20and%20include,barrels%20of%20oil%20every%20year.&text=Toxic%20Pollution%3A%20Normal%20offshore%20drilling,into%20the%20air%20and%20water.
https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/061115/how-do-average-costs-compare-different-types-oil-drilling-rigs.asp#:~:text=The%20average%20cost%20for%20offshore,rigs%20is%20approximately%20%24650%20million.
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/u-s-is-shifting-to-green-energy-away-from-oil-and-gas-dependence-regardless-of-election-winner-the-difference-is-how-fast-11603414892
https://www.worldoil.com/news/2020/9/16/the-pandemic-and-green-energy-leave-oil-s-supermajors-at-a-crossroads
https://www.worldoil.com/news/2020/9/16/the-pandemic-and-green-energy-leave-oil-s-supermajors-at-a-crossroads
http://www.beachapedia.org/Offshore_Oil_Drilling
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/27/executive-order-on-tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/27/executive-order-on-tackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad/
https://www.ncelenviro.org/issue/offshore-drilling/

