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Abstract 
 
The Arctic Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) has seen a resurgence of leasing activity. Over the past 5 years industry has spent over $2¾ 
billion in high bids in acquiring Federal Arctic leases in the Beaufort and Chukchi seas. The most recent published resource assessment by 
the Mineral Management Service (MMS) in 2006 indicates mean undiscovered technically recoverable oil and gas resources in these two 
areas exceed 42 billion barrels of oil equivalent. 
 
Industry has a long history of activity in the Arctic offshore. There has been seismic activity in these waters for over forty years though 
activity levels have varied widely over time. Activity peaked in the mid-1980s when more than 30,000 miles of 2D data were acquired in a 
single year. This was followed by a fifteen-year period with little seismic activity. Recently 3D seismic data has been acquired in areas of 
high interest. 
 
Since 1979 there have been thirteen Arctic sales that resulted in awarding 1794 leases. Currently there are almost 700 active leases. The 
majority of the leasing occurred in two periods, the 1980s or during the past five years. During this 30-year period there have been 35 
exploration wells drilled in Arctic OCS waters, 30 of these in the Beaufort Sea and 5 in the Chukchi Sea. No drilling has occurred on the 
leases acquired in the past five years. Two recent attempts to drill in the Beaufort and Chukchi Seas were postponed due to litigation. 
 
Oil has been produced from the Federal/State unit at the Northstar field since 2001 and a Federal/State development at Liberty Field is 
continuing to move forward. Two new drilling plans for 2010 open‐water season have been submitted, one in the Beaufort and one in the 
Chukchi. Additional plan(s) are anticipated for 2011. 
 
Several future events will impact Arctic OCS Oil and Gas activities. A decision to build a natural gas pipeline from the North Slope will 
provide an outlet for OCS gas production. An oil discovery would help fill the unused capacity in the Trans Alaskan Pipeline, currently 
flowing at only 1/3 of its capacity. Property tax revenue from onshore infrastructure and pipeline tariffs would add significantly to North 

Copyright © AAPG. Serial rights given by author.  For all other rights contact author directly.



Slope and State government receipts. The challenging physical, technical and legal environment of the Arctic OCS suggests long lead times 
until first production from any discoveries. 
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Activity
Up

Seismic Activity up
Recent Leasing up [$2 ¾ billion in last three sales, 2005-08]
Exploratory drilling in the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas

*Drilling is the next step*
Gas Line up & down

Down
TAPS down
Slowed down by Legal Challenges
2007-2012 Plan >>remaining sales cancelled



694 recent leases
•~ 42 Billion BOE resources
•0 OCS Developments
•35 Wells
•One proposed rig

•3900 recent leases
•~ 79 Billion BOE resources
•1,288 OCS Fields
•Cumulative production 12/31/2006

• 15.08 billion barrels of oil
• 166.8 trillion cubic feet of gas.

•68 active commercial rigs

The same amount of oil has come through TAPS as from 
the Gulf of Mexico

80% the GOMR area
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Prudhoe Bay-13,700 Mmbo
Kuparuk-2,900 Mmbo

Alpine-536 Mmbo

Lisburne-192 Mmbo

Tarn-126 Mmbo
Endicott-571 Mmbo Northstar-196 Mmbo

FIELD ACRES RESERVES (Mmbo)                      
Kuparuk           170,000                2,900
Prudhoe Bay   150,000               13,700
Alpine                40,000                    536
Lisburne            30,000                    192
Tarn                    11,800                    126
Endicott               8,800                    571
Northstar             7,500                    196

Statistics for Untested Prospects:
12 Prospects > 150,000 Acres
24 Prospects > 100,000 Acres 
95 Prospects >   40,000 Acres 

ARCTIC OFFSHORE PROSPECTS
Prospect Areas Compared to Pool Areas for Selected North Slope Fields

Sherwood\...\Beaufort & Chukchi-Ranked Prospect Areas.cdr

Rank by Prospect Areas (n=1,129 [Chukchi, 856; Beaufort, 273])
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“The United States oil industry is not running out of ideas. However, 
to find something significant, it is driven to search in the arctic offshore.   
The Minerals Management Service (MMS) is under pressure to cut back 
on Outer Continental Shelf acreage in upcoming lease sales.  Exploration is 
prohibited in whole sections of the country.  Today, through much of the 
OCS is relatively unexplored, it appears that the US is running out of new 
places to search. ”

and

“ In Alaska and in the US Congress, environmental groups are trying 
to block access to the arctic offshore—one of the last areas in North 
America to offer potential for significant discovery.  Can the country 
afford not to explore it?”

How have some in Industry viewed  
Arctic Activity



Jerry L. Dees, ARCO Alaska presented at the OTC 
in Houston Texas May 8th 1991
[printed in the Leading Edge September 1991]



Resources will not keep the lights on



60 Years in the Arctic 

30 years of OCS activity

Expect 12-24years to 1st production

ARCTIC OCS 
DRILLING 4 7 7 3 7 4 2 1 2?

LEASING       
[# of leases] 24 121 227 552 85 29 28 34 117 90 487
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Activities

• Seismic
• Leasing
• Wells
• Production



Alaska OCS 2D Seismic Coverage
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MMS 2D seismic inventory is an
estimated 442,000 line miles
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Past OCS Seismic Activity

OCS 2D Seismic Activity Levels in the Arctic
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Beaufort Sea -- ION Geophysical 2D Seismic 
-- Proposed dates 9/15/10-12/15/10 

Chukchi Sea -- Statoil USA E&P 3D Seismic 
-- Proposed dates 7/15/10-11/30/10

Pending G&G Permit Applications

http://www.mms.gov/alaska/re/recentgg/RECENTGG.HTM



Wells/yr [1-6]

One Arctic well since 1997

Arctic Lease Activity and Oil Price
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“The Administration strategy supports 
exploratory drilling in the Chukchi and Beaufort 
Seas in the Arctic Ocean, which could begin as 
early as this summer, to develop critical 
information.”

Secretary Salazar Announces Comprehensive Strategy for Offshore Oil and Gas 
Development and Exploration  3/31/2010



Shell leases 
only

Shell leases 
only

TAPS

http://www.mms.gov/alaska/cproject/cproject.htm
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Successful drilling increases resources
1995-2005

•Drilling is necessary to upgrade resources to reserves

•Unsuccessful drilling in the Navarin Basin (9 wells) caused a decrease 
(to 20%) in the post-drilling resource estimate.

•Successful drilling not only upgrades resources to reserves but will 
likely increase updated resource estimates.

•Successes in the frontier deepwater Gulf of Mexico resulted in a 10 
fold increase in oil resource estimates compared to the National
Assessment from 10 years earlier.



Summary
• Seismic and Leasing have increased 
• Drilling is the next necessary step to move 

resources to reserves 
• The Arctic has seen over 40 years of safe seismic 

and drilling activity but prior activity peaks did 
not lead to production

• Expect 12-24 years before 1st production




