
INTRODUCTION:
In 2010, British Petroleum’s (BP) Deepwater Horizon oil spill sullied the 
Gulf of Mexico with some 4.9 million barrels of oil. The results were 
devastating for Gulf Coast communities. Oil fouled beaches and marshes, 
shut down fisheries and scared tourists away from resort communities. In 
January 2015, the federal government announced a plan that would open 
Georgia’s coast to offshore oil exploration, potentially exposing coastal 
communities to similar environmental disasters.  

THE WATER BODY:
Along our nation’s Atlantic seaboard, Georgia’s coastline is unparalleled. 
Georgia holds 378,000 acres of saltwater marshes, the second largest 
amount among the country’s coastal states, and 33 percent of the 
remaining salt marsh on the Atlantic coast. Stretching from Savannah 
to St. Marys and four-to-eight miles wide at any given point, Georgia’s 
salt marsh systems keep coastal waters clean and support a $700 million 
commercial and recreational fishing industry. Mixed within these salt 
marshes are Georgia’s 14 barrier islands, 100 miles of pristine beaches and 
3,400 miles of tidal shoreline. These natural systems support a thriving 
tourism industry along the coast that employs some 18,000 people and 
pumps $2 billion into the Georgia economy each year.  

THE DIRT:
When BP’s Deepwater Horizon well exploded in the Gulf of Mexico, 
it spread oil over a thousand miles of the Gulf Coast shoreline. Were 
a similar disaster to occur on the Atlantic coast, communities from 
Boston to Brunswick could be impacted. Yet despite this threat, 
and despite the U.S. having an ongoing surplus of oil, the federal 
government earlier this year announced plans to open the Eastern 
Seaboard from Virginia to Georgia to offshore oil exploration, a prize 
the oil industry has coveted for decades. 
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Unfortunately, the federal government has turned a deaf ear to the 
outcry from Georgia communities. Tybee Island, St. Mary’s, Savannah 
and Brunswick, representing more than 150,000 residents, have all seen 
their elected officials pass resolutions opposing offshore drilling or 
exploration. These cities have joined more than 70 other communities 
along the East Coast in opposing the federal plan.

Offshore drilling is a messy and dangerous business. In fact, every 
continent in which oil exploration has been permitted has suffered 
a major oil spill. In the Gulf of Mexico where most of the country’s 
offshore oil rigs are located, a spill of more than 100,000 gallons has 
occurred at least every two years since 1964. 

Oil spills contaminate plankton that form the base of the marine food chain. Ultimately, these contaminants end 
up in the seafood we eat. Oil escaping to the ocean also kills birds and mammals, poisons sea turtles and fish and 
decimates clams, oysters, shrimp and crabs. 

On shore, pipelines, refineries, roads, railroads 
and ports necessary to support these off-shore 
rigs could destroy Georgia’s coastal landscape, 
changing picturesque marshlands and barrier 
islands into industrial eyesores—a calamity 
that could cost coastal communities millions in 
lost tourism.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
The Interior Department’s Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management five-year plan for 
governing oil and gas exploration from 2017 
to 2022 could be approved as early as  
Spring 2016. 

To protect Georgia’s coast and the $2 billion 
tourism industry and $700 million commercial 
fishery it supports, coastal communities and state 
officials must send a clear message: The threat of 
oil spills combined with the unjustified goal of 
providing fuel for export is unacceptable. Georgia 
should demand that the state be removed from 
the risk-laden federal plan to open our coastal 
waters to oil and gas drilling.
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Top: Oil spills like this one in the Gulf of Mexico could threaten Georgia’s coast if the 
federal government opens up the region for oil and gas drilling. Top left: An oil-soaked 
pelican in the Gulf of Mexico. Above: Georgia’s scenic coast and barrier islands support a 
$2 billion tourism industry. 


