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	Research Needs to Support Offshore Oil and Gas Leasing in Alaska’s Bristol Bay and Southeast Bering Sea: Priority Study Profiles Identified at the North Aleutian Basin Information Status and Research Planning Meeting, November 2006 

Page numbers cited below are from the meeting’s published proceedings available online as two separate pdf files, see Appendix C in the second link for study profiles: http://www.mms.gov/alaska/reports/2007rpts/2007_031/2007_031a.pdf  and http://www.mms.gov/alaska/reports/2007rpts/2007_031/2007_031b.pdf   



	Priority Studies Identified by Category
	Timing
	Study in Progress or Planned for Future?

	· Oceanography, ecosystems, and fate and effects of oil spills
	
	

	1. Implementation of a meteorological buoy

	In conjunction with meteorological modeling. (p. 181)
	

	2. Mesoscale meteorological modeling (need for oil spill trajectory analysis) 
	Leads circulation modeling by six months. (p. 183) 
	

	3. Physical oceanography field program
	Post-lease (p. 178) 
	

	4. Modeling of circulation
	Phase 1 needed for EIS and before exploration. Phase 2 needed for sale. (p. 177) 
	Yes, Rutgers University; 2007-2009

	5. Characterization of sediments
	Needed for EIS and before exploration. (p. 185) 
	

	6. Characterization of benthic communities
	Needed for EIS and before exploration. (p. 187)
	

	7. Intertidal community characterization
	Needed for the EIS and before exploration. (p. 193) 
	

	8. Identification and characterization of eelgrass communities
	Needed for EIS and before exploration. (p. 191) 
	

	9. Determination of sea ice edge productivity
	Needed for EIS. (p. 189) 
	

	• Socioeconomics and subsistence
	
	

	10. North Aleutian Basin socioeconomics
	Needed for EIS and prior to exploration. (p. 197)
	

	11. North Aleutian Basin subsistence
	ASAP, needed for NEPA analysis and EIS. (p. 199) 
	Yes. Idaho State University, 2008-2011 but only includes communities directly adjacent to the proposed lease sale area and none for northern Bristol Bay or the Yukon-Kuskokwim. 

	• Fish and fisheries
	
	

	12. North Aleutian Basin nearshore forage fish seasonal distribution and spawning survey
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance identified 2007-2009. (p. 203) 
	Planned for FY 2008 but study not underway as of September 08.

	13. Seasonal distribution and condition of juvenile Pacific salmon and young of the year Pollock in the North Aleutian Basin
	Needed for EIS. Performance period identified as 2008-2010. (p. 207) 
	Planned for FY 2008 but study not underway as of September 08.

	14. North Aleutian Basin ichthyoplankton and zooplankton monitoring
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance identified as 2007-2010. (p. 209)
	

	15. Compilation of historical information on seismic surveys and fisheries in the North Aleutian Basin

	Prior to lease sale EIS. Period of performance 2007. (p. 213) 
	

	16. Evaluation of potential for space-use conflicts between fishery activities and oil and
	Prior to lease sale EIS. Period of performance 2007. (p. 215) 
	

	17. gas development activities within the Sale 92 Area
	
	

	18. Nearshore distribution of juvenile flatfishes in the eastern Bering Sea
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2009. (p. 217)
	

	19. North Aleutian Basin fishing communities
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2010. (p. 219) 
	

	20. Bering Sea fish catalog
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2010. (p. 221) 
	

	21. Bering Sea seasonal fish migration
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2010. (p. 223) 
	

	• Birds
	
	

	22. Spatial and temporal distribution of Steller’s eiders and other waterbirds
	Highest priority of bird studies identified; needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2011. (p. 227) 
	

	23. Spatial and temporal distributions of birds at sea 
	Necessary for NEPA analyses, EIS, and Section 7 ESA consultations. Period of performance 2007-2011. (p. 229) 
	

	24. Seabird colony census and diet
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2011. (p. 231). 
	

	25. Aerial remote sensing of distribution and abundance of eelgrass
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2008-2010. (p. 233) 
	

	26. Estuarine systems – Izembek and Port Moller Lagoons
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2007-2010. (p. 235) 
	

	27. Spatial and temporal patterns of bird movements
	Prior to completion of any development and production plan EIS. Period of performance 2007-2011. (p. 237) 
	

	• Marine mammals
	
	

	28. Distribution, abundance, and habitat use of North Pacific right whales 
	Needed for EIS. Performance period 2007-2010. (p. 241) 
	Yes, NOAA Marine Mammal Laboratory; 2007-2010

	29. Seasonal acoustic monitoring of right whales and other endangered cetaceans
	Needed for EIS, final report needed by September 2010. Performance period 2007-2010. (p. 245) 
	

	30. Abundance, distribution and seasonal movements of humpback whale, fin whales, and other cetaceans
	Needed for EIS. Performance period 2007-2010. (p. 247)
	

	31. Health assessment of stranded marine mammals
	Needed during exploration and development. Performance period 2008-2011. (p. 249) 
	

	32. Monitoring Steller sea lion  seasonal distribution and diet
	Needed for EIS, Section 7 ESA consultations. Performance period 2008-2010. Surveys would needed to be initiated in spring (March) 2008 for ESA Section 7 consultations. (p. 251-2)
	

	33. Steller sea lion seasonal habitat use
	Needed for EIS and Section 7 ESA consultations. Performance period 2008-2010. (p. 255) 
	

	34. Seasonal abundance, movements, and marine habitat use of harbor seal and spotted seal seasonal distribution
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2008-2011. (p. 257) 
	

	35. Seasonal distribution, abundance, and habitat use patterns of Pacific walrus
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance. (p. 261)
	

	36. Seasonal distribution, abundance, and habitat use patterns of Northern sea otter 
	Needed for EIS. Period of performance 2009-2011. (p. 263) 
	


Additional studies not included: University of Alaska-Fairbanks, Coastal Marine Institute: ecosystem productivity in the North Aleutian Basin and vulnerability to climate change. 
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Scientists have expressed great concern over the ability to evaluate potential environmental impacts of offshore oil and gas operations in Bristol Bay and the southeast Bering Sea due to the tremendous information gaps that exist with regards to important species of fish, marine mammals, and waterbirds that inhabit the region. Despite these warnings by numerous experts, the federal Minerals Management Service (MMS) continues to move forward on a 2011 offshore oil and gas lease sale while only a initiating a handful of studies to fill the data gaps. Successful mitigation of impacts and proper protection of the region’s tremendous renewable fisheries resources and other species cannot occur in the face of such scientific uncertainty. 





National Marine Fisheries Service Comments on Leasing in Bristol Bay 





The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) Alaska Region stated in their comments on the Draft Proposed 5-Year OCS Program that with regards to the North Aleutian Basin planning area (Bristol Bay and the southeast Bering Sea), the “proposed leasing schedule was unrealistically ambitious and would not allow for necessary environmental research to support National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analysis or MMS’ leasing process.”¹ 





NMFS recommended deletion of the North Aleutian Basin planning area from the 5-year leasing plan and initiation of a comprehensive research program.





North Aleutian Basin Science Meeting





In November 2006, the Minerals Management Service (MMS) held the North Aleutian Basin Information Status and Research Planning Meeting in Anchorage to address study priorities for the region. At this meeting, experts identified a large number of information gaps for fish, marine mammal, and seabird species related to items such as abundance, habitat usage, and distribution in Bristol Bay and the southeastern Bering Sea. Based on these information gaps, these experts also concluded that the necessary biological and ecological data for species that occur in the Bristol Bay region is not sufficient to adequately meet the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) nor the Endangered Species Act (ESA).²





The experts present warned, “A full range of updated multidisciplinary scientific information will be needed to address oceanography, fate and effects of oil spills, marine ecosystems, fish, fisheries, birds, marine mammals, socioeconomics, and subsistence in the Basin.” Participants assisted in developing 35 study profiles to fill “high priority information needs” in a variety of disciplines. 





Since that time, MMS has initiated only 3 studies that address those study needs and none of those studies address information gaps for the tremendously valuable fisheries in the region. The studies in progress are related to the endangered North Pacific right whale, subsistence, and ocean circulation modeling. One additional study not identified as a priority by the experts at the meeting on ecosystem productivity and vulnerability to climate change is in progress through the University of Alaska-Fairbanks Coastal Marine Institute. Two other studies on the distribution of forage fish and salmon were intended to start in Fiscal Year (FY) 2008 but are not yet in progress.³                                                                   





Leasing Should Not Proceed Under High Scientific Uncertainty 





Proceeding with an oil and gas lease sale under these conditions of scientific uncertainty would violate key U.S. environmental conservation laws and preclude proper protection for the locally, nationally, and globally important fish, marine mammal, and seabird species that occur within the productive waters and along the coastline of Bristol Bay. The conclusions as to information needed to support leasing were reached by a variety of experts at a meeting sponsored by MMS itself. The agency must not go forward with the planned 2011 lease sale given the significant data gaps that have not been addressed. Doing so will only result in a highly-inadequate environmental impact statement and will put at risk the rich resources of the region. 
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Experts Warn Lack of Scientific Data Precludes Adequate Impact Analysis for Bristol Bay Offshore Drilling 
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