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North Slope Borough will not sue MMS
The North Slope Borough said today that despite continuing concerns regarding the impacts to migrating whales it will not join in lawsuits filed in the wake of federal approval of Shell Oil’s 2010 exploration plan for Camden Bay in the Beaufort Sea. 

“This is the first time that the Minerals Management Service (MMS) has required a shutdown of drilling activities during our fall hunt of the bowhead whale,” said borough mayor Edward Itta.  “The certainty of this protection is a positive step.  The whalers in Barrow, Nuiqsut and Kaktovik can rest assured that their fall hunt will not be interrupted by Shell’s industrial noise.”  


 The scope of exploration conditionally approved in October by MMS has been significantly scaled back from the original plan. “In some ways, this plan is an improvement over Shell’s original proposal.  I give them credit for responding to some of our concerns.”  


But a number of important permits and sticking points remain, according to Mayor Itta, including noise, air and water pollution issues and whalers’ concerns over what will happen to bowhead cow/calf pairs that will be diverted from the Camden Bay feeding area due to Shell’s industrial noise. 


“We expect a huge company like Shell to clear the bar with room to spare. We need them to provide robust protections, not just minimums,” Itta said. “That’s why we continue to engage with them and the agencies. I think we’re making some progress. I’d rather work it out this way if we can.”


Itta also called on the state and federal governments to upgrade safeguards in the Arctic. “Why should North Slope residents expect anything less than the protections afforded other Alaska residents?” he asked. “For example, the Coast Guard has a very limited Arctic presence while Southeast, the Gulf of Alaska and Southwest Alaska have ample coverage. We also need the same state-licensed marine pilots on certain vessels that they have in other Alaskan waters. These are issues all Alaskans should be concerned about.” 

In January the Science Advisory Committee (SAC) based at the University of Alaska Fairbanks will meet to advise the mayor on recommendations for reducing industrial discharge into the water. Shell recently agreed to accept the SAC’s recommendations as the company’s guidelines for discharge.


“Ocean discharge is a real bone of contention for us, and Shell’s decision to live by the SAC’s recommendations is an important step. I believe we can ultimately get to a plan that works for industry and satisfies our deepest concerns,” Itta said.
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