
INTRODUCTION:
In response to opposition from coastal communities and other factors, 
earlier this year, the federal Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 
(BOEM) agreed to exclude the Atlantic Ocean from offshore oil and 
gas drilling until 2022.  But, that good news for Georgia’s tourism and 
fisheries dependent coastal economy has been tempered by BOEM’s 
decision to continue to allow seismic testing by private companies 
searching for the now-off-limits-oil. These tests devastate marine fish 
and animals and can contribute to significant declines in economically-
important commercial fisheries. Particularly caught in the cross hairs of 
seismic tests is Georgia’s state marine mammal, the federally endangered 
North Atlantic right whale which gives birth to its young off the  
Georgia coast.  

THE WATER:
Georgia’s 100-mile coast is a destination. Home to some 650,000 residents, 
it hosts an estimated 15 million visitors annually, bound for the state’s 
beautiful beaches and historic cities. These natural amenities support 
24,000 tourism and fisheries jobs for Georgia citizens. Wildlife also flocks 
to the Georgia coast. Federally endangered North Atlantic right whales 
use Georgia’s coastal waters as their birthing suite each winter, while 
threatened sea turtles clamber up the state’s beaches to lay eggs during 
the spring and summer. Meanwhile from the sky, millions of migratory 
and shore birds refuel and refuge in the area’s 368,000 acres of salt marsh. 
Recognized as a globally significant ecosystem, Georgia’s coast is one of 
the state’s signature calling cards.  

THE DIRT:
Off-shore fossil fuel exploration and drilling poses a clear and present 
danger to Georgia’s beaches and marshes, and by association, poses a 
clear and present danger to the coast’s tourism industry. Local leaders 
recognize this connection and that’s why during recent years, the 
cities of Brunswick, Hinesville, Kingsland, Savannah, St. Marys, Tybee 
Island and Porterdale, representing 250,000 residents, have adopted 
resolutions opposing offshore drilling and testing. 
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Yet despite this strong local opposition and BOEM’s own decision to prohibit 
offshore drilling until 2022, the federal agency continues to consider issuing 
permits to allow private companies to conduct seismic testing to find oil and 
natural gas. 

In this testing, air guns are used to blast sound down to the seabed to detect the 
location of oil and gas deposits. Those blasts can disturb marine wildlife more than 
100 miles away. A 2014 environmental study by BOEM estimated that 138,000 
marine animals will be harmed from seismic testing, resulting in disruptions to 
their migration, feeding or other behavioral patterns. 

Most at risk is the federally endangered North Atlantic right whales which travel 
to Georgia’s coast each winter to give birth. Scientists believe that fewer than 400 
of these animals still exist, and whale experts have warned that seismic testing 
could lead to the extinction of these 40-foot-long, 150,000-pound mammals. 

Seismic testing can also impact smaller marine 
mammals like dolphins as well as sea turtles and 
even commercially important fishes. In other areas 
where seismic testing has occurred, commercial 
catch rates have plummeted by as much as 80 
percent. Such a decline could pose a serious threat 
to Georgia’s $1 billion seafood industry and the 
more than 7,000 jobs it provides. 

Most troubling for coastal communities, their 
elected representatives in Washington with 
oversight over BOEM decisions have failed to 
hear the cry to protect Georgia’s coast. Despite 
widespread local opposition to offshore drilling 
and seismic testing, Senators Johnny Isakson and 
David Perdue and Rep. Buddy Carter continue to 
support big oil’s push to open Georgia’s coastal 
waters to oil exploration.  

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
BOEM must cease considering permits to 
allow seismic testing on the Georgia coast. 
Citizens should contact their U.S. senators and 
representatives and insist that they join local 
leaders and their constituents in opposing seismic 
testing and offshore drilling. 

Jennette Gayer, Environment Georgia  
404-370-1764, jennette@
environmentgeorgia.org

For More Information Contact:

Top: Some 15 million people visit the Georgia coast annually to enjoy the area’s 
marshes, barrier islands and beaches. Top left: Iconic symbols of the Georgia coast, 
shrimp boats greet the dawn. Above: Federally endangered right whales give birth to 
their young each winter off the Georgia coast. Scientists believe that fewer than 400 
right whales still exist. 
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