
 

Suit: Feds ignore risk of huge spills to
endangered species

October 21 2020, by Janet McConnaughey

Environmental groups asked a federal court Wednesday to throw out the
Trump administration's assessment of oil and gas activity's likely effects
on endangered species in the Gulf of Mexico, saying it dismisses the
chance of another disastrous blowout like the BP spill of 2010.

The National Marine Fisheries Service's moving into deeper waters,
which increases the possibility of a catastrophic well blowout and
extremely large oil spill."

The study also failed to consider the increased frequency, due to climate
change, of hurricanes that can severely damage oil and gas facilities, nor
did it take into account recent research about the danger of underwater
landslides that can cause extremely large oil spills, the lawsuit said.

In addition, it said, the analysis left out the BP spill's effects on the
corals and other animals and their habitats, using population estimates
and other information from before the spill.

The groups asked a federal court in Maryland to make the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's fisheries service write a new
report, called a biological opinion.

The fisheries service does not comment on pending litigation,
spokeswoman Allison Garrett said.

The federal agencies that regulate offshore oil operations are required by
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the Endangered Species Act to insure that their actions aren't likely to
jeopardize endangered or threatened species or damage their critical
habitat. Offshore oil regulators asked the National Marine Fisheries
Service for a new analysis on June 30, 2010, while BP's well was still
gushing.

Ten years later, the result is "just another hand out to Big Oil," Marcie
Keever, legal director at Friends of the Earth, said in a news release.

Larry McKinney, chair for Gulf strategies at Texas A&M Corpus
Christi's Harte Research Institute for Gulf of Mexico Studies, called the
NOAA Fisheries analysis one of the most detailed he's ever seen.

"Overall, I think they did as good a job as you can do with something
like that," McKinney said.

He predicted the litigation will be lengthy because both the report and
suit cover a huge area and many species.

It will be largely a battle of experts, he said, but allegations about
ignoring large spills are a strength of the suit. "That's a straightforward
question: Did you do that or not? Then you can have debate about
whether it's important," he said.

slow spill that has continued since a hurricane in September 2004 caused
an undersea mudslide at at a group of wells owned by Taylor Energy off
Louisiana.

Lois Epstein, a civil engineer at the Wilderness Society who served on a
government advisory committee after the BP spill, wouldn't comment on
the lawsuit but faulted the federal study for not considering the
likelihood of spills like Taylor's.
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However, Epstein said the government's 30-day capping estimate seemed
reasonable: "There are capping devices that we didn't have" in 2010.

Eaton of Earthjustice said in a news release Wednesday, "This
administration is convinced that if they ignore something, it will go
away. It's not working for the climate crisis and it's not going to work for
oil spills."

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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