
 

US lifts Gulf of Mexico deepwater drilling
ban
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Oil rigs are seen in the Gulf of Mexico in August 2010. The United States lifted
a ban on deepwater drilling in the Gulf of Mexico imposed after the BP oil spill,
but set operators tough new safety conditions, officials said.

The United States lifted a ban on deepwater drilling in the Gulf of
Mexico imposed after the BP oil spill, but set operators tough new safety
conditions, officials said.

"We have decided it is now appropriate to lift the suspension on
deepwater drilling for those operators that are able to clear the higher bar
that we have set" for safety, Interior Secretary Ken Salazar said.

President Barack Obama ordered a six-month freeze on deepwater 
offshore oil drilling in the Gulf of Mexico shortly after a blowout on the
BP Deepwater Horizon undersea well that killed 11 rig workers and
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sparked the worst oil disaster in US history.

  
 

  

A photo taken in April 2010 shows fire boat crews battling the blazing remnants
of the BP operated off shore oil rig Deepwater Horizon in the Gulf of Mexico.
President Barack Obama ordered a six-month freeze on deepwater offshore oil
drilling in the Gulf of Mexico shortly after a blowout on the BP Deepwater
Horizon well that killed 11 rig workers and sparked the worst oil disaster in US
history.

The moratorium was due to expire at the end of next month.

The new rules, which were laid out by the Interior Department two
weeks ago, toughen up companies' obligations on drilling and workplace
safety, well containment and spill response, said Salazar.

Key among the tough new rules is an obligation for the CEO of any
company wishing to drill in deep water to "certify that the rig has
complied with all new and existing rules," he said.

Executives from the companies involved in the BP-leased well that blew
out have blamed each other for the accident which happened some 50
miles (80 kilometers) off the coast of Louisiana.
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But even if the moratorium was being lifted, deepwater drilling was not
expected to resume soon, said Michael Bromwich, director of the
Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement
(BOEM).

Oil and gas companies need time to implement the new rules and draw
up applications for offshore leases "and it will obviously take us time to
review those applications and do due diligence," said Bromwich.

American Petroleum Institute president Jack Gerard welcomed the
lifting of the drilling ban but worried that "a de facto moratorium could
be created by delays in the processing and approval of permits, which
will reduce production, government revenues and American jobs."

Billy Nungesser, president of Plaquemines Parish in Louisiana, where
residents were hard hit by the moratorium on drilling, was relieved that
the ban had been lifted, but voiced concern that a slow-moving
permitting process would end up smothering the local oil and gas
industry.

"We hope that the new regulations and new policies will make drilling
safer for both the people working offshore and the environment in the
future.

"At the same time, we hope the regulations will not delay the permitting
process for deepwater or other drilling, which ends up smothering the
industry," Nungesser said.

Republican Congressman Darrell Issa also urged the government to
"avoid a de facto moratorium-by-regulatory-delay ... that would be just
as damaging to the Gulf economy as a blanket moratorium."

A study in July estimated that a six-month moratorium would cost more
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than 8,000 jobs in Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas
and wipe out nearly 2.1 billion dollars in economic activity in the Gulf
states.

Louisiana Democratic Senator Mary Landrieu, who has called the
moratorium a "reckless" move that endangered the environment and
jobs, welcomed Tuesday's announcement as "a step in the right
direction."

"But it must be accompanied by an action plan to get the entire industry
in the Gulf of Mexico back to work," including an acceleration of the
permitting process, she added.

Environmental groups, meanwhile, said the ban had been lifted too soon.

"Scientists haven't even assessed the full ecological impact of the BP
disaster and yet the government is in a rush to allow oil companies to get
back to drilling. It is irresponsible to say the least, reckless at worst," said
Greenpeace USA director Phil Radford.

Peter Lehner, executive director of the Natural Resources Defense
Council, said the moratorium should have stayed in place.

"To ensure a disaster like this never happens again, we must know what
caused it in the first place. We’re still waiting for that answer and until
we get it, the moratorium should remain in place," he said.

The Sierra Club said the moratorium had been only a temporary fix, and
the real solution was to wean the United States off oil.

"The only way to make sure we don’t see another drilling disaster is to
end our dependence on oil," said Sierra Club president Michael Brune.
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"The BP disaster was a wake up call, but our leaders keep hitting the
snooze button," he said.

(c) 2010 AFP
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