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Offshore oil and gas activity poses myriad threats to the environment and human rights
across its life cycle, from exploration and production to transportation and decommis-
sioning. Offshore, Off-Limits examines many of the relevant risks and impacts at each of
these phases. This brief in the series focuses on the risks and impacts associated with
offshore oil and gas production.

Key Takeaways

- Offshore oil and gas production platforms have outsized yet largely underreported
climate footprints due to emissions from gas flaring, methane leaks from offshore
infrastructure, and the massive amounts of energy needed to power production
operations.

- The greatest danger associated with offshore oil and gas production is the significant
potential for well blowouts, which can trigger massive and ecologically devastating
oil spills, injure and threaten the lives of platform workers, and unleash dangerous
air quality impacts.

« The deeper the well, the greater the risk of large-scale disaster from a blowout and
spill.

- Blowouts and oil spills can have devastating, long-term repercussions for affected
communities’ economies, livelihoods, and mental and physical health.

- Certain oil spill practices are largely ineffective and can exacerbate environmental
harm, underlining the need to end offshore drilling and its associated risks.
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Whatls
Offshore Production?

Producing oil and gas in the oceans involves
pumping hydrocarbon deposits from deep under
the seabed, separating their liquid and gaseous
components, and preparing them for transport
to end users. Many of the dangers of offshore oil
and gas operations with the most potential for
large-scale and/or long-term harm are associ-
ated with production phase activities.! Drilling
for and processing oil and gas at sea pose the
risk of accidental spills, uncontrolled releases
of toxic fluids and planet-warming gases from
wells, and routine discharge of wastes into the
marine environment. Moreover, the process
of extracting oil and gas from subsea wells
consumes enormous amounts of energy, leading
to significant greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
and poor air quality. The impacts of offshore
production pose numerous risks to the health and
livelihoods of local communities, marine life, and
coastal ecosystems far and wide, as well as to the
global climate.

How Is Offshore
Production Carried Out?

Installation of Production Infrastructure

The production phase begins with the installa-
tion of drilling platforms and pipelines, which
are anchored to the seafloor. Based on the water
depths where drilling occurs, the production
facilities may be fixed, floating, or subsea.? Larger,
above-water platforms — generally used in deep-
and ultra-deepwater — often employ more than
a hundred workers to keep them running.® The
risk of explosions and fires, detailed below, makes
these platforms extremely dangerous.

In areas where it is challenging or not economi-
cally viable to carry out production activities on
above-water platforms, offshore operators will
rely on subsea production systems.* In those
situations, rather than building a production
platform for an individual well, operators
transport oil, water, and gas for many miles from

multiple wells through a network of pipelines to
distant processing facilities. Marine oil and gas
pipelines are laid by ships, which move down the
pipeline route, welding together sections of steel
pipe.® During this process, cables and anchors are
dragged along the seabed, disturbing local biota.®

© num_skyman=stockiadobe:com

Recovery

Extracting oil and gas from underground
reservoirs involves using pumps, gas valves,
and motors to drive the hydrocarbon mixture to
the surface. When the pressure in the reservoir
drops, operators often resort to enhanced oil
recovery (EOR) techniques, such as injecting
liquid or gas underground to bring more oil to the
surface.” The most common EOR technique used
offshore involves injecting water produced from
the initial oil separation process back into the
well — a method known as waterflooding.® This
produced water constitutes the largest volume
of waste associated with offshore oil and gas
production activities.® It contains a litany of toxic
substances, including dispersed hydrocarbons,
heavy metals, naturally occurring radioactive
materials (NORMs), production chemicals, and
dissolved gases.?®



Processing and Export

Once at the surface, the hydrocarbon (oil and
gas) mixture is either received by a floating
production, storage, and offloading (FPSO) unit,
transported to an FPSO by short infield pipelines,
or transported directly onshore for processing via
pipeline or tanker." At an onshore refinery, the oil
and gas are converted to commodities like diesel,
petrol, and residential fuels.

Offshore oil and gas processing facilities account
for the highest rate of critical accidents in the
petroleum industry.? These incidents are very
difficult to control because processing facilities
use highly flammable, toxic chemicals at extreme
temperatures and pressures. The risks associated
with the various modes of transporting extracted
oil and gas from offshore production sites to
onshore facilities are detailed in the Transporta-
tion brief.

What Are the Risks Posed by
Offshore Production?

Oil spills and blowouts resulting from equipment
failure, human error when offloading and filling
tanks, cleaning operations, and poor handling
of wastes and chemicals put oceans — and the
ecosystems, communities, and global climate
that depend on them — under substantial stress.
Gas can also pose hazards during production,
from explosions to leakage of planet-warming
methane. Hydrocarbon, wastewater, and
chemical discharges from producing platforms
add to chronic marine pollution, and additional
direct physical impacts occur as subsea infrastruc-
ture is installed. The following sections detail
several of the greatest risks during production:
well blowouts, oil spills, contaminated discharges,
greenhouse gas emissions, and other forms of air,
noise, and light pollution.

Climate Risks

Offshore oil and gas platforms, which account
for 30 percent of global oil and gas production,
have outsized climate footprints. The process
of extracting oil and gas deposits from subsea
reserves is energy-intensive. It releases enormous
quantities of greenhouse gases, including carbon
dioxide (CO,), methane (CH,), non-methane
volatile organic carbon (VOC), nitrogen oxides
(NO,), and sulfur oxides (SO,).* These emissions
are attributable to the combustion of fossil
fuels needed to power the operations, as well as
leakages from wells and the venting and flaring
activities that routinely occur during production.
The treatment of produced water on oil and gas
platforms, the injection of polymers, and the
reinjection of produced water into the reservoir
require even more energy, thus increasing the
emissions released into the atmosphere.

The high concentrations of GHGs emitted during
oil and gas production do not merely contribute
to anthropogenic climate change. They also
lead to coastal erosion, warming oceans, and
other destructive ecological impacts, as well
as contribute to the degradation of the marine
ecosystem through ocean acidification. This is
caused by the deposition of excess quantities of
CO, into the ocean, which results in mass coral
bleaching and other adverse impacts.

Methane Plume from offshore infrastructure
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Offshore, Off-Limits

Existing data likely undercount total emissions
from the production phase of offshore oil
and gas, in part due to the technological and
logistical challenges of monitoring emissions at
sea. A study by Carbon Mapper utilizing remote
sensing technology revealed that shallow-water
platforms in the Gulf of Mexico have more
persistent and significantly higher methane loss
rates than typical onshore production sites (23
to 66 percent compared to 3.3 to 3.7 percent) and
thus disproportionately contribute to climate
change.”” Methane — a by-product of oil and gas
production!® — can trap 86 times more heat than
the same amount of CO, over a 20-year period
and is, therefore, a highly potent greenhouse
gas.” According to findings from the study, many
shallow-water platforms could be super-emitters
of methane.?

Another pernicious source of emissions
during production is gas flaring, the on-site
burning of natural gas that is too uneconomical
to sell and costly to store and dispose of safely. A
common industry practice, gas flaring releases a
potent planet-warming mix of methane, CO,, and
black carbon, contributing around 1 percent of
anthropogenic CO, emissions annually.”

Gas flaring emissions from the offshore oil and
gas industry have gone largely unreported.
An investigation published in 2022 revealed that
flaring in dozens of oil fields operated by some of
the world’s largest fossil fuel companies — British
Petroleum (BP), Eni, ExxonMobil, Chevron, and
Shell — had emitted 20 million metric tons of
CO, equivalent in 2021, comparable to the annual
GHG emissions of 4.4 million cars.?? As oil and gas
operations move to increasingly remote locations
at sea and ever-deeper waters, more emissions
from flaring operations may go undetected, with
little to no accountability.
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Stopping further offshore expansion is critical
if we are to avoid the worst impacts of rising
global temperatures. The best available science
has made clear that it is not possible to limit
average global temperature rise of 1.5°C or above
—which is necessary to avoid serious, irreversible
harm to oceans, the climate system, and human
rights*® — without steep and rapid reductions
in GHG emissions possible only through the
phaseout of fossil fuels.? Yet according to the UN
Environment Programme’s 2023 Production Gap
Report, governments currently plan to produce
far more oil and gas than is consistent with a 1.5°C
pathway — 29 percent and 82 percent higher,
respectively.? Ongoing and planned offshore
projects, if allowed to advance, will drive the
world faster to climate catastrophe. From drilling
to downstream fossil fuel burning and use,
ExxonMobil’s oil and gas operations off Guyana’s
coast are slated to release 125 million metric
tons of CO, into the atmosphere every year from

2025 to 2040 — roughly equivalent to the climate
footprint of 15 large coal-fired power plants. This
is on top of the additional tens of millions of tons
of GHG emissions it will produce through gas
flaring.?¢ In the North Sea, licensing new offshore
exploration and developing already-licensed oil
and gas fields could unleash 10.3 billion metric
tons of CO,, which is 25 times the UK’s annual
emissions at current levels.?” Conversely, studies
show that globally halting the expansion of
offshore drilling and phasing down production
from existing subsea wells could cut emissions by
6.3 billion metric tons of CO, equivalent per year
by 2050, which is around 13 percent of the total
emissions reductions needed to keep warming
under 1.5°C.%8
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Stopping new offshore development projects
from moving forward while shutting down
existing production is thus essential to
ensuring a safe climate and livable planet.
In light of this reality, legal challenges to
new offshore oil and gas projects increas-
ingly highlight the incompatibility of States’
climate commitments with the authorization,
financing, and support of these projects, given
their massive climate impacts. In a decision
from January 2024, a court in Norway invali-
dated the permits for three new oil and gas fields
in the North Sea, finding that the Breidablikk,
Tyrving, and Yggdrasil fields were approved
illegally. In reaching that conclusion, the Oslo
District Court cited the Norwegian government’s
failure to assess the global climate impacts that
would stem from the downstream use of the oil
and gas produced from the fields and exported
for consumption abroad.? Similarly, in June
2024, the UK’s highest court ruled that planning
applications for new oil and gas extraction
projects must consider the environmental impact
of emissions generated not only from drilling but
also from the burning of fossil fuels.*° The ruling
casts doubt on the future of the UK government’s
plans to develop large offshore oil fields in the
North Sea.® The Norway and UK cases are just
two of a growing list of legal challenges that have
leveraged climate arguments to protect oceans —
and the planet — from the many dangers posed by
the offshore oil and gas industry’s expansion.3?

Environmental and Biodiversity Risks

Well Blowouts

By far, the greatest danger associated with
offshore oil and gas production is the significant
potential for well blowouts, which can have
devastating impacts on rig workers and the
environment. A blowout is an uncontrolled
release of crude oil, fossil gas, and/or other fluids
from a well caused by a sudden surge in pressure.*
Though offshore facilities are normally equipped
with blowout preventers designed to seal off wells
and avoid such emergencies, human error and
mechanical failings are not uncommon. The 2009

Montara blowout and accompanying oil spill off
the coast of Western Australia, discussed below,
was reportedly the result of technical failures and
a series of human errors.?* However, blowouts are
not unique to the production phase, and they can
also occur during exploratory drilling, as was the
case when a system failure at BP’s Macondo well
led to the Deepwater Horizon disaster. However,
because the ecological and human rights impacts
of blowouts and accompanying oil spills are
similar across the four phases, they are discussed,
along with lessons drawn from Deepwater
Horizon, below.

Blowouts of o0il production wells can also
generate massive spills capable of inflicting
widespread and lasting damage to entire
ecosystems, economies, and communities. As
discussed below, when drilling takes place in
deep ocean waters with uncontrolled currents
and volatile conditions, the possibility of a spill,
the danger and difficulty stopping it, and the
risks to surrounding life and the environment
are magnified.
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Methane released by ruptured wells has been
observed to contribute to oxygen-depleted
hypoxic zones that cannot support marine life.
Such “dead zones” were observed in the aftermath
of the BP Deepwater Horizon spill, which resulted
in “astonishingly high” concentrations of
methane in areas of the Gulf of Mexico —in some
cases 100,000 times normal levels.3* While there
may be multiple causes or contributing factors to
dead zones, including agricultural runoff,* some
scientists speculate that this phenomenon can
occur when the accumulation of methane results
in increased populations of microbes that break
down the methane but also deplete oxygen levels
in the process, driving out other marine life.%"
While more research is needed to establish the
relationship between offshore methane emissions
and hypoxic marine conditions, there is reason
to presume that leaking wells can potentially
increase the risk of ocean deoxygenation and the
myriad risks it poses to marine life.

The deeper the well, the greater the risk of
large-scale disaster in the event of a blowout.
According to one study, for every 100 feet (ft)
deeper a well is drilled, “the likelihood of a
company self-reported incident like a spill or
an injury increased by more than 8 percent.”*
Before disaster struck, BP’s Deepwater Horizon
was in the process of drilling what was one of the
deepest offshore oil and gas wells ever drilled,
the Tiber well, in water over 4,000 ft deep and
with a wellbore 35,000 ft below the seafloor.4°
When the nearby ultra-deepwater exploratory
well Macondo blew out, it produced the largest
offshore spill in the history of the United States,*
releasing 3.19 million barrels of crude oil (134
million gallons) across sensitive marine ecosys-
tems and polluting more than 57,500 square miles
(m?) of the Gulf of Mexico.*? Today, there are
ultra-deepwater drilling rigs capable of drilling
down to 40,000 ft, which is 11,000 ft deeper than
Mount Everest is tall.*?

Center for International Environmental Law
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Even spills from blowouts in shallower waters are
challenging to stop. The 2009 Montara blowout
occurred in relatively shallow waters at just over
70 m (238 ft) in the East Timor Sea. Yet, it still
took ten weeks for personnel to control the spill.*
In the meantime, the blowout released 80,000
gallons of oil into the sea every day, contaminating
Indonesian waters as far as 150 nautical miles
(240 km away).* Such spills’ social, economic, and
environmental consequences can be devastating.

Oil spills in shallow waters are also especially
harmful to sensitive habitats such as coral reefs,
mangroves, and seagrass meadows. For instance,
three decades after a 1986 oil spill in Bahia de
las Minas, Panama, coral reefs still have not
returned to their pre-oil spill conditions. This is
largely due to several factors, including recurring
human-induced perturbations such as chronic
oil pollution from frequent ship traffic in the area
and the activities of local refineries, as well as
climate change.* Currents can also bring contam-
inants from deep-water installations to shallower
waters, such as what was experienced in the
Chandeleur Islands, Louisiana, in the aftermath
of the Deepwater Horizon disaster.*

Oil Spills

Where there is oil production, there are oil
spills. Despite improved safety regulations in
some countries and technological advancements
in recent decades, offshore spill incidents during
production and other phases have increased
over the last thirty years.® Spills vary in size,
severity, frequency, and duration, but they are
always harmful to the environment. Spills can
stem from transport vessels, pipelines, refineries,
and storage facilities, but the risk of larger and,
therefore, more severe oil spills is higher from
drilling as the potential amount of oil that could
be released is far greater.*

The aggregate environmental consequences
of even routine, smaller-scale oil spills should
not be minimized. Leaked oil, whatever its
source, can enter marine and coastal ecosystems
in a number of ways, each presenting grave risks
to health and life:

«  Surface slicks endanger wildlife on the sea
surface — such as sea birds, dolphins, sea
turtles, and whales.’®* Wind and currents can
cause slicks to spread further and contami-
nate an increasingly larger geographic area.*

- Dissolved oil can harm plankton and larval
stages of fish and invertebrates that live in
the upper water column. In fish and inverte-
brates specifically, the toxic components of
oil can damage organs, gills, and reproductive
systems,*? endangering marine food webs
and, for local human populations, their food
security and livelihoods.

+  Shoreline oiling not only creates an eyesore
and a mess that is difficult to clean up and
financially devastating for tourism,* but it can
also smother beaches, mangroves, wetlands,
estuaries, and other coastal ecosystems that
are important habitats for fish and inverte-
brates during their early developmental
stages.* Birds and mammals that come into
contact with the contaminated shorelines
and feed on oiled animals and vegetation face
serious health risks.%

Some oil spill cleanup practices commonly
employed by operators can be largely ineffective
and exacerbate environmental harm, underlining




the need to end offshore drilling and its associated
risks. Even with the best available technologies —
which have undergone little improvement since
the 1960s — marine cleanup efforts recover only
a small fraction of oil spilled.* In the aftermath
of the Deepwater Horizon disaster, only about
25 percent of the 200 million gallons of crude oil
spilled in the Gulf of Mexico could be recovered
by skimming the oil, siphoning it at the wellhead,
and burning it.5” Most of the oil ended up on the
bottom of the ocean floor, evaporated into the
atmosphere, dissolved into the water, polluted
beaches, or remained on or just below the water’s
surface.®® Ironically, certain chemicals used in
oil spill response plans can actually make oil
spills three- to 52 times more toxic, depending
on the marine organism.* Chemical dispersants
also do not actually remove oil from the water;
they merely break it down and displace it into
the water column, where it remains toxic to
marine life.

Operational Contamination

The release of wastewater from offshore oil
and gas platforms is a continuous source of
contaminants to marine ecosystems.® According
to known estimates, over 700 million metric
tons of produced water is discharged annually
into the marine environment worldwide.%
As noted before, produced water can contain
compounds that are hazardous chemicals and
known carcinogens, such as polycyclic aromatic
hydrocarbons (PAHs). PAHs can lethally affect fish
species in several ways, inducing DNA damage,
cardiac function defects, embryotoxicity (which
interferes with normal growth, homeostasis,
and development of a fetus), and oxidative stress,
which reduces the ability of a species to detoxify
readily.®? Produced water also contains alkylphe-
nols (AP), endocrine disruptors that can prompt
abnormal hormonal changes in fish.®

The impacts of discharging contaminated water
in surrounding ecosystems are most evident
in bottom habitats near the seabed, where
organisms can become smothered by oil and other

Turbine exhaust Fuel exhaust

Cuttings piles

contaminants. Injecting produced water back into
the ocean and flooding the well with polymers
for EOR can alter the density, biomass, and
diversity of various marine organism communi-
ties, including corals.® This can have damaging
effects on the marine food web. Declines in the
populations of the most vulnerable benthic
species (those that live at the bottom of the sea),
particularly smaller crustaceans, have been
detected at distances of up to 10 km from produc-
tion platforms, in part due to the discharge of
produced water.®

Noise and Light Pollution

The significant light and noise pollution from
offshore rigs can cause ecosystem disturbances
and harmful behavioral and physiological
changes in marine and coastal wildlife. Gas
flaring contributes to light pollution that disturbs
fish, turtles, birds, and other wildlife,® impacting
marine food webs on which coastal populations
depend. For example, certain species of seabirds,
such as storm petrels, can be attracted to offshore
production platforms, drilling rigs, and support
vessels and become disoriented by their attraction
tolight sources.” This attraction can be lethal due
to flames from gas flares, collision with infrastruc-
ture,% and exposure to oil. Such episodic events
are known to cause the death of hundreds or even
thousands of birds.® The hammering sounds of
drills also contribute to noise pollution detectable
by various taxa of marine organisms,” which in
turn can disturb physiological processes, cause
behavioral disruptions, affect mating patterns,
and lead to tissue damage, physical injury, and
even death in a wide range of species.”

Center for International Environmental Law
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The Lasting Legacy of a Blowout

An offshore blowout and accompanying spill can leave a legacy of harm and precipitate
legal challenges years later when the long-term implications for surrounding ecosys-
tems and communities become evident. Although BP’s Deepwater Horizon catastrophe
has become synonymous with the dangers of offshore drilling, the 2009 Montara spill
— which occurred only one year prior — is considered one of Australia’s worst environ-
mental disasters. The blowout occurred off the northern coast of Western Australia at
the Montara Wellhead Platform, which was operated by an Australian subsidiary of
Thailand’s PTT Exploration and Production (PTTEP), spilling an estimated 30,000 barrels
into the Timor Sea over 47 days. The resulting slick covered an estimated 90,000 km? —an
area larger than Tasmania — devastating the fishing grounds and seaweed crops on which
thousands depended for income and their way of life.”

In 2016, 8 years after the disaster, 15,000 Indonesian seaweed farmers filed a class action
suit against PTTEP Australia, claiming negligence under common law and seeking
compensation for lost livelihoods and opportunities.”™ Notably, the plaintiffs alleged that
not only the oil spill but the toxic chemical dispersants used for cleanup efforts ruined
their seaweed crops. In 2021, the Federal Court of Australia found that PTTEP Australia
had breached its duty of care to the farmers by failing to properly seal the well, creating a
“very high risk of blowout,” and ordered the company to pay lead plaintiff Daniel Sanda
around $17,500 for lost income.™ PTTEP appealed the decision and, as of early 2022, Sanda
had not received any payments — and thousands of other plaintiffs were still awaiting
compensation.” Then, in November 2022, PTTEP agreed to pay $127.4 million in compen-
sation in an out-of-court settlement, a significant step forward in the seaweed farmers’
long and challenging fight for justice.™




Health, Livelihood, and Cultural Risks

Blowouts are extremely dangerous and endanger
life and limb. The violent explosions that
accompany blowouts can cause immediate and
severe damage to offshore infrastructure and
inflict life-threatening injuries and death.”
Blowouts can also result in raging fires fueled
by releasing explosive gases that accumulate
and form highly flammable and toxic clouds,™
with deadly and costly results. The 1988 Piper
Alpha platform explosion offshore the UK, for
instance, killed 167 platform workers, injuring
and traumatizing many more.™ Considered the
world’s deadliest offshore oil disaster, the incident
affected 10 percent of UK oil production and led to
financial losses of an estimated GBP 2 billion (the
equivalent of $5 billion today).®° Decades later, in
2010, the catastrophic blowout and resulting fire
that destroyed BP’s Deepwater Horizon rig in the
Gulf of Mexico killed 11 workers and injured 17
others.® While serious design flaws and systems
failures contributed to the Deepwater Horizon
and Piper Alpha disasters, as the Institution
for Chemical Engineers acknowledges, “even
perfectly engineered ‘hardware’ can always be
operated incorrectly.”#?

Blowouts can also present air quality issues
and consequent health implications for on-site
personnel and downwind coastal populations.8
Research by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) revealed that the quantity
of air pollutants in the atmospheric plume
generated by the Deepwater Horizon blowout was
comparable to that of a large city.*

Exposure to crude oil from blowout-related spills
can be dangerous to human health. People can
become exposed to oil-based toxins that remain
in the water and/or collect in the tissues of marine
life and other species, eventually making their
way up the food chain in progressively larger
quantities. For instance, chemical components
of crude oil (PAHs) — which can persist in the
environment and animal tissues for months
or even years — have been linked to cancers of
the skin, lungs, bladder, and gastrointestinal
system.®

Oil spills jeopardize coastal livelihoods. The BP
Deepwater Horizon disaster demonstrated just
how devastating a blowout and oil spill can be for
the health of a region dependent on fisheries and
tourism. Studies estimated that the accident led
to a loss of $8.7 billion and over 20,000 jobs.%¢ But
such risks are not unique to the Gulf of Mexico. Ifa
similar event were to happen in the Caribbean Sea
— which in recent years has become a hotspot for
offshore development — the livelihood impacts
could be even more severe. The Caribbean is more
dependent on tourism for income than any region
in the world, with the sector contributing more
than $60 billion to the region’s gross domestic
product (GDP) in 2022.%” Another economically
significant industry, fisheries, employs over
400,000 people in the Caribbean directly and
indirectly (per 2019 figures). In fact, according
to environmental groups, in Trinidad alone, at
least 50,000 fisherfolk would be affected by a
large-scale 0il spill.? In ocean-dependent regions
such as the Caribbean, tourism and fisheries
rely on healthy coral reefs and coastal areas. An
offshore oil spill could jeopardize these sectors.
Moreover, the economic hardships associated
with oil spills can compound the mental health
impacts that such disasters can have on affected
communities, causing lasting harm.%

Center for International Environmental Law
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On top of climate impacts, emissions from gas
flaring can also cause a number of serious health
problems. The practice releases harmful pollut-
ants such as particulate matter (PM2.5), ozone,
nitrogen dioxide (NO,), and benzo[a]pyrene
(BaP), which have been linked to strokes, cancer,
asthma, and heart disease at high concentrations
and prolonged exposure.” Moreover, black carbon

cause respiratory disease, heart disease, and
stroke.®? In the oil-producing regions of Nigeria,
regular gas flaring has resulted in debilitating
and deadly diseases among the local populations,
including bronchitis, asthma, cancer, and blood
disorders.”* In the US, in 2019 alone, exposure to
black carbon from gas flaring caused dozens of
premature deaths.®

(also called soot) can impede lung function and

Conclusion

From the dangers of a well blowout or oil spill to massive and underreported emissions from
leaks, venting, and flaring, offshore oil and gas production threatens oceans, ecosystems, and
the communities and climate that depend on them. Where there is oil production, there are oil
spills. The transboundary reach and lasting impacts of spills on marine life, coastal ecosystems,
and dependent populations mean that a single project can put many countries at risk. Response
measures remain largely ineffective and pose their own environmental risks, including the
toxicity of chemical dispersants. Given the outsized climate footprint of offshore operations,
which account for nearly one-third of global oil and gas production, stopping offshore expansion
and accelerating the phaseout of existing operations is critical to avoiding catastrophic warming.
The risks and impacts of other phases of offshore oil and gas activity are explored further in the
other briefs in the Offshore, Off-Limits series, which can be found on CIEL’s website.
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