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Goals of the Forum

• To facilitate public awareness of the process to  
decommission oil and gas platforms and facilities off 
the coast of California in both state and federal waters.

• To describe decommissioning options, the costs,  
benefits, and risks of each, and constraints on choice. 

• To present an overview of the decommissioning  
process in state and federal waters.  

• To raise awareness about public involvement and  
opportunities for public engagement during the  
decision-making process.

• To invite the public to participate in and inform the 
state and federal decision-making process.



She opened by stating how fortunate we are to live in 
California which is guided by an “Eco-ethos” that is 
grounded in our unique relationship with our water 

and our diverse natural resources. She acknowledged that 
for thousands of years what has become California was in-
habited by our indigenous peoples and our native peoples 
who have maintained a constant presence and remain 
essential stewardship partners. She gave a special tribute 
to the Tongva people on whose land we are meeting and 
who fished these waters for thousands of years. Like our 
Indigenous communities who cared for the land for gen-
erations, Californians are now, more than ever, recognizing 
the spiritual, cultural, biological, and economic realities of 
our finite resources.

The State Lands Commission, which was established in 
1938, manages 4 million acres of public trust lands. It 
protects and enhances these lands and natural resources by 
issuing leases for responsible use or development ensuring 
public access, resolving boundaries between public and 
private lands, and implementing regulatory programs to 
protect state waters from oil spills and invasive species. 
Through all of their actions, the commission safeguards 
public access rights and conserves irreplaceable natural 
habitats for wildlife, for vegetation, and for biological  
communities for current and future generations.

The State Lands Commission is the lead commission for 
all decommissioning activities, including the State’s two 
nuclear generating facilities. The State’s conversation and 
controversy over oil and gas development date back to 
1921 when the first development was permitted. After 
1969 when the Santa Barbara oil spill occurred, the Com-
mission put a moratorium on new oil and gas leases in 
state waters, a moratorium that continues to this day. She 

acknowledged that the decommissioning process will be 
long, arduous, and expensive involving various stake-
holders at the public, private, legislative, executive, and 
tribal community levels. The Commission has not taken a 
formal stand on what should happen to the platforms. She 
acknowledged that some believe strongly that they be re-
moved entirely and that the oil and gas companies should 
be responsible for removing all materials and restoring 
the seafloor to its original condition. She also acknowl-
edged that these structures have become important marine 
habitat, and that removing them all could cause significant 
environmental impact.

She stated that every and any decision on the ultimate 
disposition on a state platform will be made on the best 
available science and data and after a very robust and 
comprehensive public engagement process.

Among the questions she stated that would need to be  
addressed were:

• Who will maintain the platforms?

• Who will assume the liability?

• What will become of the cost savings to the oil and gas 
companies for not having to fully remove the rigs?

• Who or what will benefit most from the modified  
platforms?

• What are the viable alternative uses?

• Will tax payers be burdened?

• What will be the benefits or challenges within the local 
surrounding economies?  

• What emerging industries can reefing support?

• How can we ensure that Californians receive the big-
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State Controller Betty Yee, chair of the 
California State Lands Commission 
gave the opening keynote address.  
This is a brief summary of her remarks.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3tRKd5Ewpk&feature=youtu.be&t=2521


gest net benefit? And, last but most significant…

• What is in the best interest when considering ocean 
health and is that in the best interest of our ocean  
species, our ocean water, and agreed upon definition 
of an ocean ecosystem going forward?

She expressed gratitude that this forum was designed to 
address many of these questions.

She then moved to put her comments in the context of the 
emerging “Blue Economy” having recently been appointed 
by the Governor to the Future of Work Commission. The 
nature of work is rapidly changing in California, the na-
tion, and around the developed world due in large part 
to technological innovation. Increasingly, automation and 
artificial intelligence are driving productivity, but also cre-
ating new areas for economic opportunity. In addition to 
the changing nature of work, climate change is the second 
“disruptor” facing our economy today. While there is great 
uncertainty about what the blue economy means to the fu-
ture of work, Controller Yee urges us all to act as “fiducia-
ries” of our limited ocean assets. The blue economy must 
not only provide jobs, but must protect marine ecosystems 
and provide social stability, and shared prosperity for 
generations to come.

Controller Yee acknowledged that the ocean will play  
a larger role in the future, and that California should 
demonstrate leadership in stewardship of these resources. 
She pointed out that she sees the blue economy as part of 
the larger green economy, and expressed pride in what 
California has accomplished.
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“…every and any decision on the ultimate  
disposition on a state platform will be made 
on the best available science and data and 
after a very robust and comprehensive public 
engagement process.”

– State Controller Betty Yee



There is lots of conjecture about what to do with  
these structures that did not exist when I was a 
child. Offshore oil and gas discovery is a relatively 

recent endeavor in the history of humans. We went to 
space to explore the moon, and discovered the Earth…  
a fragile blue marble covered mostly by ocean.

In the past half century the ocean has come into its own in 
terms of importance and vulnerability because of increased 
human understanding. We no longer believe it is a good 
repository for our wastes or that it is inexhaustible in terms 
of marine life. We know we can’t continue to put and take 
as we did in the past. Today we know what we could not 
have known when a lot of our policies were put in place. 
We keep learning.

With respect to offshore oil and gas extraction and  
extraction on land, we know that fossil fuels gave us the 
prosperity we now enjoy. They made it possible for us to 
explore the moon and see the Earth from space. But now 
we know that we have to think differently. We can see new 
possibilities thanks to the energy we have enjoyed over the 
past century or so.

These sophisticated offshore platforms that people live on, 
work on, and do remarkable things are nearing the ends 
of their useful lives, not as structures, but for the purpose 
for which they were established… so what do we do with 
them now? For quite a while the idea has been we need to 
get them out of the ocean, but as a scientist who has spent 
thousands of hours under the sea, I have come to think of 
other options, other ways of thinking about their futures. 
I see whales swim by with creatures attached to them, 
barnacles on humpback whales, our beloved grey whales 
that cruise up and down the coast of California plastered 

with critters. Many creatures in the sea like to live on 
something—on a reef, a rock, the roots of a mangrove…  
on a surface. Once there, other things grow on top of 
them, joined by still others creating an ecosystem. Things 
grow on stuff that is put into the sea. The principle is that 
life aggregates on surfaces. Sometimes ships sink, either 
accidentally or intentionally, and they become aggrega-
tors of life. They become artificial reefs. It just happens. 
Structures of all kinds in the sea, including oil and gas 
platforms, become habitats.

No two oil rigs are alike. They are in various depths 
ranging from a few hundred feet to more than a thousand 
feet. As a scientist, I see an opportunity for these struc-
tures. They are time capsules. We know when we put them 
in. We can determine what diversity of life develops over a 
given period of time. And they are vertical transects  
extending from the sea surface to the sea floor providing  
a vertical record of life in the sea.

I, and other scientists, would love to have a laboratory 
where we could have instruments constantly at sea to 
monitor conditions. These are pre-existing platforms  
that could be transformed into a different purpose— 
laboratories. I understand the issues of cost, liability,  
and insurance: Who will pay? But these rigs have been 
here for a long time, they were never intended to be  
purposeful for science. They were never intended to be 
habitats for fish and other creatures. Let’s just get rid of 
them. Most of that thinking was before we knew what  
we now know.

No two rigs are the same. Everyone should be looked at  
in terms of what it could be in its next life now that it has 
finished its useful life as an oil and gas platform. Might 
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Brief Summary of Dr. Sylvia Earle’s  
Keynote Address: “If Fish Could Talk.”  
Her full address can be found on the 
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there be potential as laboratories, as monitoring sites, as 
sanctuaries and safe havens for marine life? My colleagues 
and I explored and studied a rig in the Gulf of Mexico, and 
were impressed by the diversity and abundance of life that 
it supported. That rig was taken out following the rules 
that were made some time ago. That rig was important 
habitat. Now, it’s gone forever.

In our situation here in California, we have 27 platforms, 
27 opportunities. Maybe some should be taken out entirely. 
But, perhaps others could be given another purpose. The 
time has come to reconsider the opportunities these plat-
forms offer the ocean and society.

Imagine if some rigs might be adopted by champions, per-
haps to become the equivalent to “hope spots” in Mission 
Blue. Maybe in California, a forward-looking state, some 
creative ideas can be put forward to use these expensive, 
complicated platforms for potential new lives after their 
useful lives as oil and gas production come to an end. 
Perhaps rigs to reef, or to laboratories, or to home bases 
for research. It has happened elsewhere, not often, but we 
should look at them for lessons and use the knowledge we 
have in determining the fates of these 27 platforms.
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“No two rigs are the same. Everyone should 
be looked at in terms of what it could be in its 
next life now that it has finished its useful life 
as an oil and gas platform.”

– Dr. Sylvia Earle
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There are 27 oil and gas platforms off the coast of Califor-
nia, 23 in Federal waters and 4 in State waters (within 3 
miles of shore). The 23 platforms in Federal waters range 
in age from 28-50 years old and are in water depths of 
95 to 1,198 feet. Some of these platforms are taller than 
famous buildings such as the Eiffel Tower and the Empire 
State Building. Twelve are still producing; 11 are shut-in 
(ceased producing), and 5 of those (Gail, Grace, Harvest, 
Hermosa, Hidalgo) are in early stages of decommissioning. 
Three of the four platforms (Emmy, Eva, Esther) in State 
waters are still operating and there are currently no plans 
to decommission them. The fourth platform (Holly) is in 
the early stages of decommissioning. It is anticipated 10 
or more platforms will be decommissioned by 2030 and a 
majority of the others soon thereafter.  

What happens to the platforms once production stops? 
The potential options range from full removal to partially 
removing the upper portions of a platform jacket and 
converting the remaining structure to an artificial reef. The 
platforms could also be allowed to remain in place and 

repurposed for other uses such as aquaculture facilities, 
marine research centers, or renewable energy production 
facilities. Federal regulations allow OCS platforms to be 
converted to artificial reefs contingent on the State taking 
ownership and title to the facility and having a State ap-
proved artificial reef program in place. Federal regulations 
also allow Federal platforms to be repurposed for “alter-
nate uses” such as research facilities. 

Although the California Marine Resources Legacy Act 
was enacted in 2010 to allow federal OCS platform jackets 
to be converted to artificial reefs, California lags behind 
other coastal states in having a State approved Artificial 
Reef Program in place. Absent an approved State program, 
there is no option under Federal law to convert Federal 
platforms to artificial reefs in California. For platforms in 
State waters, the State has the ability to approve reefing or 
repurposing of platforms based on the results of the CEQA 
environmental review process and other factors.

 

Regional Context

Figure 1. Locations of all oil and gas platforms off California in both state and federal waters

COuRtESy OF JOHn SMItH

8



Table 1. Federal OCS Platforms Located Offshore California

COuRtESy OF JOHn SMItH

All four of the platforms in California state waters are 
within the ancestral homelands of non-federally recog-
nized Native American tribes. Descendants of over 40 
California Native American tribes reside within Califor-
nia’s coastal counties. The State has made a commitment to 
involve them in the decommissioning process.

Figure 1 on page 8 shows the locations of all oil and gas 
platforms off California in both state and federal waters. 
Their ages and projected remaining production lifetimes 
are summarized in Table 1 below. 
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From 1987-2016, 11% of offshore decommissioning was through partial removal and conversion to reef. Source: OECD. 2019. 
Rethinking Innovation for a Sustainable Ocean Economy, OECD Publishing, Paris.
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264311053-en
For example, offshore production of seagrass and shellfish would combat ocean acidification and address food security while 
also supporting new economic development. Shellfish are a good source of low-carbon protein without using fresh water. Sea-
grasses (including kelp) can be used for sustainable bio-energy production; some species can be used as a supplemental feed to 
reduce flatulence in cows.

California’s Opportunity

California has an opportunity to be a global leader in oil 
platform decommissioning but not as the first state to 
decommission a platform or as the one to decommission 
the most. Louisiana and Texas have already decommis-
sioned 500+ platforms in the Gulf of Mexico via rig to reef 
conversion. If California is to be a leader in this space, it 
must lead in different ways. This will require a re-designed 
decommissioning process, one that is more streamlined 
and uses best available science. A participant from the UK 
involved with the North Sea stated: “To date, California is 
replicating the decommissioning process used in the North 
Sea, a process that is not based on the best science.“ If Cali-
fornia is to be a leader in the decommissioning space it will 
be by using the best science to integrate the disposition 
of these structures into the State’s efforts to achieve 100% 
clean energy by 2045 and using them, or at least some of 
them, as laboratories for marine environmental manage-

ment and research, and perhaps as platforms for produc-
tion of sustainable marine energy and/or seafood.

The importance of this opportunity should not be dis-
counted. Creative re-purposing of a few platforms could 
be the prototype for a much larger global program. Seizing 
this opportunity will require creative interpretation, or 
revisions, of the State’s laws and policies to allow State 
agencies to evaluate the full range of options to determine 
which is best for each platform for the ocean and for soci-
ety. Current regulatory frameworks do not allow this for 
platforms in federal waters. The absence of an approved 
and funded Artificial Reef Program eliminates the possibil-
ity for California to accept a rig in federal waters if offered 
by the operator. The only option is full removal.
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“Creative re-purposing of a few  
platforms could be the prototype for a 

much larger global program.”
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A platform lease expires one year after production stops, 
unless a suspension of production or suspension of opera-
tions is approved. Decommissioning is to occur within 
one year after a lease expires. BSEE in coordination with 
other federal and state agencies review and approve the 
proposed decommissioning process and option. Federal 
Law 30 CFR § 250.1730 states that the Bureau of Safety & 
Environmental Enforcement (BSEE) may grant a departure 
from the requirement to remove a platform or other facility 
by approving partial structure removal or topple in place 
for conversion to an artificial reef if the structure becomes 
part of a State artificial reef program, and the responsible 
State agency accepts title and liability for the structure, and 
if the U.S. Coast Guard navigational requirements are met. 
Twenty three of the platforms off California are in Federal 
waters.

It all starts with a request and application from the plat-
form operator to BSEE to decommission a platform. The 
request may be for full removal, partial removal, reefing, 
or repurposing a platform after the well is plugged and 
abandoned. The operator is responsible for full removal 
and restoration of the sea floor if another option is not 
requested and approved. The decision not to pursue an 
option other than full removal is at the discretion of the 
operator.

Because California does not have an approved Artificial 
Reef Program, it is not eligible to qualify for any of the 
significant potential benefits of the 23 platforms in federal 
waters once decommissioned. And, because of the absence 
of an approved Artificial Reef Program, the 23 platforms 
will be totally removed unless California changes its laws. 
To prevent total removal of these platforms which have 
been shown to serve as important reefs and could have 
other beneficial uses to the State, the State would have to 
move quickly to change the law.

Rigs-to-reef is a process where platform operators choose 
to donate the platforms to states to serve as artificial reefs 
as part of the National Artificial Reef Plan. To qualify, 
states must have an approved Artificial Reef Program and 
plan. Currently California has neither. 

The California Artificial Reef Program (CARP) was origi-
nally created in 1985 and has been unfunded since 2001. 
No defined source of continuous funding for the program 
has been identified. It was created to investigate enhance-
ment of sport fisheries in California through the use of 
artificial reefs. The program ran out of funding before an 
artificial reef plan was ever created and the program as 
described in Fish and Game Code was not intended to 
address the numerous artificial reef concepts now being 
discussed in California, including partial removal of oil 
platforms. The Marine Life Legacy Act (Legacy Act) was 
established in 2010 and authorized the concept of partial 
removal of platforms in California waters. The Legacy Act 
established key provisions such as a process for partial 
removal, a requirement for a net environmental benefit 
analysis, and a cost savings program. The Legacy Act may 
need better definition of the process, the cost savings pro-
gram, and liability before an operator decides to apply to 
the California Department of Fish and Wildlife for partial 
removal of an oil platform in federal waters.

Reefing is typically done by tipping the platform over once 
the superstructure is removed, removing the top section of 
the platform to avoid conflicts with navigation, leaving the 
platform in place, or towing the structure to an approved 
site. Platforms left in place may be re-purposed to support 
a number of activities including: offshore aquaculture, off-
shore renewable energy, research and monitoring stations.

For platforms in federal waters that have pipelines or 
infrastructure in state and local waters, California requires 
preparation of a document in accordance with the Califor-
nia Environmental Quality Act. BSEE and California may 
agree to prepare a joint EIS-EIR to satisfy both federal and 
state requirements.

Present California laws restrict the State’s opportunities 
to consider any decommissioning options other than full 
removal of platforms in federal waters.

Decommissioning Platforms in Federal Waters

Looking up at the structure 
of oil platform Eureka off 
the coast of Huntington 
Beach, California.
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For the four platforms in California State waters—out to 
3 miles—the State Lands Commission has the lead role in 
determining their fates. They must do it in cooperation 
with other state and local governmental agencies and with 
tribal groups. The California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) directs them to evaluate different options, starting 

with removal, but ultimately any final disposition of the 
remaining platforms or islands on state land must be in the 
best interests of the State, as determined by the Commis-
sion through its regularly held public meetings. Platform 
Holly and Rincon Island are special because they are the 
first offshore oil and gas operations to be decommissioned 

14

Decommissioning Platforms in State Waters



in over 20 years and they herald the beginning of poten-
tially many decommissioning projects offshore Califor-
nia, in both state and federal waters. The oil companies 
who owned Holly and Rincon declared bankruptcy and 
walked away, leaving the State with a timely opportunity 
to explore all options ranging from full removal to leaving 

them intact and repurposing them. To seize this opportu-
nity, scientists and the public need to get involved and get 
involved quickly.
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Evaluating Options - A Quantitative Approach

Decommissioning options often are evaluated through 
a Comparative Assessment (CA) process that includes 
surveys, interviews, and other social processes. These pro-
cesses can provide valuable input, but they often do not 
adequately consider ecosystem service benefits over time, 
and often are not well grounded in science. It is important 
to document the benefits associated with different options 
along with potential risks before making a selection. The 
concept of a Net Environmental Benefit Analysis-based 
Comparative Assessment  (NEBA CA) not only consid-
ers environmental health and safety, technical, financial 
and societal factors, but also includes ecosystem service 
benefits over time. The NEBA CA model incorporates a 
variety of quantitative ecosystem service benefits and risk 
metrics to estimate how various decommissioning options 
may affect human health and the environment to inform 
decision-making. The NEBA CA model is based upon 
methods that are quantitative, scientifically defensible, 
transparent, objective, and litigation tested. The model fo-
cuses on a variety of metrics and how these metrics change 
with different decommissioning options.

It should be noted that the starting point for discussion 
of decommissioning options is distinctly different when 
comparing a NEBA-CA and a standard CA, as displayed 
in the graphic above. In the face of losses of natural hard 

reef habitat and increased commercial fishing pressures, 
will removal of subsea infrastructure adversely affect 
ecosystem service benefits and associated risks for future 
generations? NEBA-CA helps answer this question. 



Lessons From The North Sea

The biggest key to success is the overall decommissioning 
process: planning, discussion and determination of the 
desired end state, and identification of opportunities to 
reduce cost without compromising environmental stan-
dards. There might be a significant opportunity in Califor-
nia to consider all 27 platforms (4 in state and 23 in Federal 
waters) as a unit.
 
Discussions should be initiated soon with Operators, State 
Lands Commission and other state agencies, Bureau of 
Safety and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE), and Bu-
reau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) to ensure that 
the decommissioning of each platform results in the best 
solution for both the ocean and society. 

 Key actions to support this include:   

1. Development of a long-term plan based on expected 
dates for cessation of production, to produce a clear 
roadmap. California is coming late to doing this given 
the impending decommissioning time horizon.

2. Evaluation of the risks and benefits of all decommis-
sioning options for each platform from full removal to 
leaving in place, with potential repurposing. 

3. Development of a base line cost estimate for all assets. 
The UK experience in the North Sea is that once you 
have identified cost-saving opportunities, stakeholders 
are able to work together more effectively. 

4. Involvement of stakeholders early and often to gain and 
maintain public trust. Report annually on progress.  
(For the SLC work on Platform Holly this can be done  
very quickly to prove the potential.)

5. Examine the work in The Netherlands (Nexstep) on 
how to make potential use of decommissioned plat-
forms and do something similar for California, perhaps 
with a focus on food, recreational and ecological oppor-
tunities, and integration of renewable energy. 

6. Although in California there are a lot of agencies 
involved in the process to get final approval for actual 
decommissioning, a clear roadmap of what is required 
should facilitate the process. 

7. A clear roadmap would increase efficiency and reduce 
environmental and safety impacts of vessels working 
offshore by reducing days at sea. Leaving all or portions 
of platform jackets would have the same benefits. 

Execution of the above would deliver a clearly defined 
Offshore California Decommissioning Strategy in support 
of the Blue Economy for California.

Lessons From the Gulf of Mexico

The Gulf of Mexico has had a total of 7,157 offshore oil 
platforms installed to date, beginning in the late 1940s. 
The peak year for installation was 1984 when about 225 
platforms were installed. More recently, the number of re-
movals has outnumbered installations. Removals peaked 
in 2011 at about 290 per year. Almost all the new offshore 
oil and gas development today is happening in deep wa-
ter, i.e., water depths greater than 1000 feet (~300 meters). 
The Gulf experiences hurricanes which can damage and 
even destroy offshore platforms. Approximately 115 plat-
forms were completely destroyed in hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita in 2005, while over 3,100 were affected. This 
resulted in large numbers of platforms being removed in 
the subsequent years. Today there are approximately 1,870 
platforms remaining in the Gulf.

Gulf states have been leaders in converting offshore oil 
platforms to reefs. Before the 1980s reefing was on an 
ad hoc basis. In 1983 The Minerals Management Service 
(MMS) announced its support for the concept. Since then 
the concept has gained support from the National Fish-
ing Enhancement Act (1984) and the National Artificial 
Reef Plan in 1985. Louisiana, Texas, and other Gulf states 
followed with their own programs. Louisiana has the larg-
est program with more than 450 platforms reefed to date. 
Texas is second with more than 150 platforms reefed. Ap-
proximately 10% of all Gulf platforms are reefed, but more 
than 85% of platforms in depths greater than 200 feet (60 
meters) get reefed. Later this year Louisiana is expected to 
accept the largest and deepest reef to date with ExxonMo-
bil’s Lena Guyed Tower in 1000 feet (~300 meters) depth.
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About half of the world’s 6000-7000 off-
shore oil platforms, 2,700, are located in U.S. 
federal waters and in the Gulf of Mexico, 
perhaps another 1,000 in U.S. state waters. 
Extensive studies of the structures off California have been 
conducted using SCUBA, submersibles, and ROVs by sci-
entists from the University of California at Santa Barbara, 
Cal State Polytechnic University at Pomona, Cal State 
University, and others.

The vertical elements of the platforms and their complex-
ity provide a large amount of habitat on small footprints, 
especially in depths greater than 150 feet. Their open 
structures provide easy mobility for fish in and around 
the structures. Ecologically there are four main vertical 
zones under the platforms: shallow/surface, mid-waters, 
bases, and shell mounds. The shallow/surface zones of 
the platforms are covered with millions of sessile and 
motile invertebrates that decrease in number with depth. 
In the mid-water zones, smaller adults, older juveniles, 
and seasonally, hundreds of thousands of young-of-the-
year rockfish dominate. Where the base of the platform 
structures meet the seafloor, larger adult fish species 
including rockfish, lingcod, sand dabs, and scorpion fishes 
dominate. Fish assemblages in different depth zones are 
similar across platforms. Certain species have preferences 
for depth at different life stages, often moving down the 
platforms as they age.

Over decades these platforms have accumulated large 
masses of invertebrates. Because of the heights of the plat-
forms, particularly the taller ones, life is zoned vertically. 
Over the years, invertebrates have been harvested from 
platforms for human consumption and for bait.

More than 90% of the fish under the platforms are rockfish. 
The number and size at maturity are greater and larger, 
respectively, than rockfish of the same age at natural reefs. 
On average there is 27 times more fish production under 
platforms than on natural rocky reefs in the region. Fish 

are most abundant around the bases of the platforms, 
followed by mid-waters, on shell mounds, and on natural 
reefs. It is likely that the California platforms play a signifi-
cant role as nursery grounds for a variety of fish, particu-
larly for rockfish.

In 2006 the Pacific Fishery Management Council recom-
mended that 13 platforms be designated as Habitat Areas 
of Particular Concern as part of Essential Fish Habitat. 
Cleaning of the platforms and storms dislodge clumps 
of bivalves and invertebrates that fall to the seafloor and 
create mounds that support a diverse community of fishes, 
sea stars and commercially important shellfish. 

Some have expressed concern that fish around the plat-
forms might have elevated levels of contaminants, but 
studies have shown that contaminant levels are no higher 
in these fish than in shoreline populations of the same spe-
cies.

The California platforms are among the most produc-
tive ecosystems for fish globally. In some years more than 
100,000 young-of-the-year rockfish are found at a single 
platform and their presence at several platforms can con-
tribute 20% of average yearly abundance of some rock-
fish species throughout their entire range. Adult rockfish 
demonstrate strong site fidelity to their “home platform”, 
returning home after being transplanted to other areas.

Studies have shown that removal of only the top portion 
of platforms would have relatively little impact on rockfish 
biomass and production since most rockfish live in deeper 
waters.
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Platforms as Habitat
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“On average there is 27 times more  
fish production under platforms than  
on natural rocky reefs in the region.”



Commercial fishers from Santa Barbara recognize the value 
of platforms as fish aggregators and producers, and also 
that they represent a loss of fishing grounds for them. The 
rigs also represent a source of jobs and funding for com-
mercial fishers for safety gear. Because of the uncertainties 
associated with full removal, they favor leaving  

the platforms in place. Partial removal is their least favorite 
option because it snags their nets. Keeping the top decks in 
place aids in navigation and provides new opportunities 
for fishing, particularly of shellfish. Their contribution to 
cleaning the waters is also important.

Perspective of Some Recreational Fishers

There are more than 250,000 recreational fishers in the 
Southern California Bight. The oil platforms are among 
their favorite fishing spots because that’s where the fish 
are. They tend to fish in shallower waters around the reefs 
that have more pelagic, transient species. Rockfish domi-
nate in deeper waters and are inaccessible to most recre-
ational fishers. If the rigs were to be removed, important 
habitat that attracts and multiplies fish would be lost.
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Perspective of Some Commercial Fishers



Since 2010, California law allows partial decommissioning 
of platforms in federal waters if the state accepts title and 
liability and if U.S. Coast Guard navigational requirements 
are met – meaning that the platforms must be removed to 
85 feet below the surface. Consistent with state law, envi-
ronmental groups believe that decommissioning decisions 
must be based on the best available science, and must 
consider the impacts and benefits of full versus partial 
removal in terms of protection and productivity of fish 

and marine life, adverse impacts to biological resources 
and water quality, and benefits to the marine environment.  
As part of this analysis, the state should consider (1) how 
removal of the top of the platform will affect the marine 
ecosystem; (2) impacts to water quality from debris and 
toxic chemicals surrounding platforms; (3) presence of 
non-native species; (4) impacts of allowing fishing at the 
platforms; and (5) safety and liability concerns.
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Perspective of Some Environmental Groups 

Nearly one-third of the Native American Tribes in what  
is now known as California maintain active ties to 
ancestral coastal lands and waters. These tribes have 
been the caretakers of the ocean and land for millennia 
and continue to advocate on behalf of California’s coast 
today. Offshore and onshore oil and gas extraction have 
caused substantial harm to the ancestral homelands of 
coastal tribes. Recent policies have interfered with tribal 
stewardship and sovereignty and diminished their role as 
decision-makers regarding what happens in their ancestral 

lands and waters. The oil platform decommissioning 
process is an opportunity to uplift tribes’ role in ocean 
stewardship via respectful government-to-government 
consultation with tribal leaders representing all California 
Native American Tribes along the coast. Each tribe has 
their own ideas and philosophies regarding the oil rigs 
and all of these perspectives must be respected to support 
and uplift tribal communities as the original caretakers of 
California’s coast.

Perspective of Some Native Americans
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This Is What I Heard

These are some of the take-away messages from the closing panel and 
from the audience.

• We know a great deal about the roles these platforms play in  
supporting ocean life. Each platform is a living reef.

• Abundance of life on and under these platforms is greater than  
with any natural reef system. They serve both as attractors and as 
generators.   

• Platforms provide unique three-dimensional structures that func-
tion as mini-marine protected areas with the 500m radius restricted 
area around each platform. 

• The decommissioning process is deeply rooted in the State’s public 
trust doctrine and the State’s responsibility for managing coastal 
resources for the best interest of the public now and in the future. 
The pillars of the public trust doctrine are set in laws that have been 
made over the years, but it is forward looking. Decisions should 
be made on the best science and current societal values, and those 
values change over time.

• A recurrent theme was the need for having a well-informed public 
and having them actively involved in the decommissioning process. 
This includes engagement of tribal communities.

• The options for decommissioning platforms in federal waters are 
constrained by existing laws and policies. Present laws prevent 
anything but full removal of all platforms in federal waters. Laws 
can be changed, but one should not underestimate the difficulty or 
the time to do it. Once removed, the benefits of these platforms are 
gone forever.

• California can choose any decommissioning option for the four 
platforms in State waters. The choice will depend upon science, 
societal values, and who shows up at public meetings.

• California’s regulatory process is complex, costly, and prolonged.
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Appendix A  

Offshore Oil Platform
Decommissioning Forum
Aquarium of the Pacific 
Ocean Theater
January 12- 14, 2020

Co-Sponsored by:
Aquarium of the Pacific (AoP)
California Ocean Protection Council (OPC)
California State Lands Commission (CSLC)
Honda Marine Science Foundation (HMSF)
Dr. Allen and Charlotte Ginsburg
In Partnership With:
Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM)

Goals: 

• To facilitate public awareness of the process to decommission oil and gas  
platforms and facilities offshore California

• To provide information about decommissioning options and the  
environmental review process

• To raise awareness about public involvement and opportunities for public 
engagement during the decision-making process

• To invite the public to participate in and inform the state and federal decision-
making process

Sunday, January 12
Forum Kick-off
6:30 pm - 9:00 pm
Free Evening Event

Student Poster Session Viewing

Welcome, Jerry Schubel
Mark Gold, Ocean Protection Council Program Manager, 
Deputy Secretary for Ocean and Coastal Policy California Natural Resources
The Blue Economy’s Role in California’s Ocean Future

Keynote Addresses
California State Controller, Betty Yee, Commissioner, State Lands Commission
Some Observations on California and the Blue Economy
& Dr. Sylvia Earle, “If Fish Could Talk…” 
 
Monday, January 13, 2020
8:45 Welcoming Remarks. Setting the Stage… Goals of Forum
 Jerry Schubel, President and CEO, Aquarium of the Pacific,  

Marina Voskanian, Division Chief, Mineral Resources Management  
Division, California State Lands Commission and Jessalyn Ishigo,  
Environmental Business Development American Honda Motor Co., Inc.

9:00 The California Situation (Number and locations of platforms; what we  
know about life on and around them; age and status of platform, etc.): 
An overview. (90 minutes including Q & A)
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• State Offshore Field Abandonments – South Elwood and Rincon Fields   
Steve Curran, Senior Petroleum Drilling, CSLC

• California OCS Platform Decommissioning Outlook and Challenges 
John Smith, OCS Decommissioning Consultant

• Life Beneath California Platforms  
Ann Scarborough Bull, Project Scientist, Marine Science Institute,  
University of California, Santa Barbara

• California’s Offshore Platforms Function as Fish Habitat 
Jeremy Claisse, Associate Professor, California State Polytechnic University, 
Pomona

10:30  Break

10:45 California Stakeholder Panel  90 min including Q & A

• Platform Decommissioning: Enhancement or Restoration 
Tom Raftican, President, The Sportfishing Conservancy

• Platform Decommissioning: Restoring the Marine Environment 
Linda Krop, Chief Counsel, Environmental Defense Center

• How is the Commercial Fishing Community Affected by Rig  
Decommissioning? 
Kim Selkoe, Executive Director, Commercial Fishermen of Santa Barbara

• Robust Assessment of Environmental Impacts and Operational Safety Evan  
Zimmerman, Executive Director, Offshore Operations Committee (OOC) 

12:15  Lunch Break
1:50 The US Experience:  An Overview  40 minutes including Q & A

• Gulf of Mexico OCS Decommissioning Experiences and Reefing Process 
Robert Byrd, Senior Consultant, TSB Offshore, Inc.

• California Decommissioning Project Experience 
Simon Poulter, founding Principal and Vice President, Padre Associates, Inc.

2:30 The International Experience:  An Overview 
60 minutes including Q & A

• North Sea Decommissioning Experience (Miller project) 
Win Thornton, VP of Decommissioning, BP Exploration and Production (UK)

• North Sea Perspective  
Nils Cohrs, Former Head of Decommissioning, Oil and Gas Authority,  
United Kingdom

• Leave or Retrieve, Offshore Platform Steel Jackets and Pipelines? 
Joe Nicolette, expert on Net Environmental Benefits Analysis (NEBA)  
Vice President, Planning and Ecosystem Services, Montrose Environmental 
Group

3:30 Break

4:00 The State Agencies Review and The Decision Making Process
 60 minutes 

• The Legal and Policy Challenges of Offshore Decommissioning in  
State Waters 
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Seth Blackmon, Senior Staff Counsel, California State Lands Commission

• Coastal Commission Jurisdiction and Review Process 
Cassidy Teufel, Senior Environmental Scientist,  
California Coastal Commission 

• The California Department of Fish and Wildlife Role in Platform  
Decommissioning 
Eric Wilkins, Senior Environmental Scientist Specialist -  
California Department of Fish and Wildlife Marine Region

• California’s Rig-to-Reefs Law 
Chris Potter, Environmental Scientist, California Ocean Protection Council

5:00  Q & A with Audience
 
Tuesday, January 14, 2020
9:30 Observations from Monday, January 13, 2020

10:00 Summary Panel: “This is What I Heard” Moderated by Jerry Schubel
 and Chris Potter  Environmental Scientist, California Ocean Protection 

Council

• Jennifer Lucchesi, Executive Officer, California State Lands Commission

• Cassidy Teufel, Sr. Environmental Scientist, California Coastal Commission

• John Zorovich, Deputy Director, SBC Energy Division

• Don Kent, President and CEO, Hubbs SeaWorld Research Institute

• Robert Grove, (Retired) Southern California Edison

11:30 Q & A and Concluding Remarks 
12:30 Adjourn

 

Appendix B

Offshore Oil Platform Decommissioning Forum Speakers

Seth Blackmon is a Senior Staff Counsel with the California State Lands  
Commission, specializing in the Commission’s offshore oil and gas leasing  
operations. 

Ann Bull, PhD  is a career employee for the U.S. Department of the Interior in 
environmental research and assessment. She worked for the Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management (BOEM), in the Gulf of Mexico Region, 1988-2000, and in 
the Pacific Region, 2001-2016.  She retired at the end of 2016 as the BOEM Chief 
of Environmental Sciences, Pacific Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) Region. 

Robert Byrd is retired a Vice President of TSB Offshore, Inc. (formerly  
Twachtman Snyder & Byrd, Inc.). He continues to serve as a Senior Consultant  
to the company. He has over 40 years’ experience in the offshore oil & gas  
industry and since 1993 has focused on offshore oil and gas facility  
decommissioning.  

Jeremy Claisse is an Associate Professor of Quantitative Marine Ecology at Cal 
Poly Pomona. His research interests include life history and ecology of marine 
organisms associated with reef ecosystems, including kelp forest systems here in 
California, coral reef systems in Hawaii, and manmade reef habitats (e.g.,  
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artificial rocky fishing reefs and breakwaters, submerged structures of oil  
platforms and offshore renewable energy developments), with a particular  
emphasis on marine conservation, fisheries management, and marine  
protected areas.

Nils Cohrs
Nils was the Head of Decommissioning for the Oil and Gas Authority (OGA) 
in the UK from October 2017 for 2 years. He had an international career of over 
30 years (UK, Tunisia, Oman, Syria, Libya, Germany, The Netherlands and 
Iraq-KRG) in Operations Management for Operators such as Shell, Wintershall, 
Centrica and TAQA. This included work in the North Sea as OIM on Shell’s 
Brent A platform, for Wintershall as Operations Manager in the Dutch sector and 
Centrica Storage as Operations Director. 

Steve Curran is a Senior Petroleum Drilling Engineer with the State Lands  
Commission’s Minerals and resource Management Division. Steve works in the 
Engineering section and is responsible for issues and projects involving field 
development, drilling/redrill applications, remedial well work and field  
abandonments. 

Sylvia A. Earle is Explorer in Residence at the National Geographic Society, 
Founder of Mission Blue/Sylvia Earle Alliance, Founder of Deep Ocean  
Exploration and Research (DOER), a Founding Ocean Elder, Chair of the  
Advisory Council for the Harte Research Institute and former Chief Scientist  
of NOAA. 

Mark Gold was recently appointed by Governor Newsom as Deputy Secretary 
for Oceans and Coastal Policy and Director of the Ocean Protection Council at 
the California Natural Resources Agency. He formerly served as President of the 
environmental group Heal the Bay. 

Robert Grove is an Assistant Professor at the ArtCenter College of Design  
where he has taught Ocean Science for 19 years. He previously held the  
position of Senior Research Scientist and worked on marine issues for the  
Southern California Edison Company. 

Don Kent is President and CEO of Hubbs-SeaWorld Research Institute. He 
has led the Institute since 1998. Don was instrumental in initiating the Ocean 
Resources Enhancement and Hatchery Program (OREHP), a partnership with the 
recreational and commercial fishing communities and the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife created to counteract the depletion of California’s coastal 
marine fisheries through stock replenishment. 

Linda Krop is the Chief Counsel at the Environmental Defense Center, a non-
profit public interest environmental law firm headquartered in Santa Barbara, 
California. She represented the conservation community on the Channel Islands 
National Marine Sanctuary Advisory Council from 1998 – 2013 and teaches 
Environmental Law at the University of California at Santa Barbara. Linda has 
worked on platform decommissioning issues since 1996, when EDC represented 
clients seeking removal of the 4-H platforms offshore Summerland.

Thomas Liu is currently the Deputy Regional Director for the Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management’s Pacific Region. He has had a variety of experiences in the 
government and in the private sector. In the government, he has served as a  
policy analyst for the White House Council on Environmental Quality, as the 
White House Office of Management & Budget’s program examiner for the  
Department of the Interior’s energy programs, and as the Chief of Concessions 
for Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Park

Jennifer Lucchesi has been the Executive Officer California State Lands 
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Commission since 2012. Prior to her appointment as Executive Officer, she served 
as the Commission’s Chief Counsel. She began her career at the Commission in 
1999, working primarily with ports and harbor districts to facilitate waterfront 
redevelopment. 

Angela Mooney D’Arcy, Acjachemen Nation, Juaneno Band of Mission Indians
Founder & Executive Director, Sacred Places Institute for Indigenous Peoples. 
Angela has been working with Native Nations, Indigenous Peoples, grassroots 
and nonprofit organizations, artists, educators and institutions on environmental 
and cultural justice issues for nearly twenty years. She is the Executive Director 
and Founder of Sacred Places Institute for Indigenous Peoples, an Indigenous-
led, grassroots environmental justice organization dedicated to building the ca-
pacity of Native Nations and Indigenous Peoples to protect sacred lands, waters, 
and cultures.

Joe Nicolette is Vice President, Planning and Ecosystem Services, Montrose 
Environmental Group.  He has over 35 years of experience in the environmental 
field with a focus on net environmental benefit analysis (NEBA) as it pertains 
to environmental decision-making. Heco-authored the first formalized NEBA 
framework recognized by the USEPA, the USEPA Science Advisory Board, and 
NOAA. 

Chris Potter is Environmental Scientist with the California Natural Resources  
Agency/California Ocean Protection Council. He joined the California Natural  
Resources Agency in 1996 to assist in implementing the state’s Wetlands  
Conservation Policy. His current duties and responsibilities include: coordinator 
of the California Marine Renewable Energy Work Group, state co-chair of the 
California Coastal Sediment Management Workgroup, and co-convener of the 
California Interagency Decommissioning Work Group.

Simon Poulter has over 30 years of experience as a project manager and  
environmental scientist responsible for the preparation of physical, biological 
and cultural resource assessments for inland, coastal, and outer continental shelf 
projects. Mr. Poulter is a founding Principal of Padre Associates, Inc. and  
currently manages the firm’s Environmental Sciences group

Tom Raftican is a lifelong recreational boater, angler and diver. He has been 
actively involved in the leadership of Sportfishing conservation, education and 
promotion since the nineteen eighties. 

Jerry Schubel has been president and CEO of the Aquarium of the Pacific since 
2002. He works at the science-management-policy interfaces on ocean issues. He 
is widely published and has served on and chaired numerous federal and state 
advisory panels. 

Kim Selkoe is the Executive Director of Commercial Fishermen of Santa Barbara, 
a non-profit port association focused on enabling California’s fishing communi-
ties to produce sustainable seafood while adapting to climate change, globalized 
markets and gentrification of coastlines. 

John B. Smith is an OCS Decommissioning Consultant with more than 35 years 
of experience in administering OCS oil and gas and renewable energy leasing 
and development programs. Since retiring from federal service with the U.S. 
Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) in 
March 2017, he has been serving as an independent consultant

Cassidy Teufel has worked for the California Coastal Commission since 2004. 
Prior to his work for the State of California. He reviews and manages projects 
statewide involving oil and gas development and facility decommissioning, 
aquaculture, marine protected areas, coastal power plants, federal agency  
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activities, and marine habitat restoration.  Since 2017 Cassidy has represented  
the Coastal Commission on the Interagency Decommissioning Working Group, a 
collaboration of local, state, and federal regulatory agency staff.

Win Thornton has over 40 years’ experience in offshore construction and decom-
missioning projects working as an Operator (BP, Chevron, OXY), Contractor 
(B&R, WorleyParsons) and Entrepreneur (TST, WINMAR). His global experience 
includes offshore decommissioning and reuse projects in the Gulf of Mexico, 
North Sea, West Africa, California, Alaska, Southeast Asia and South America. 
Championed for 30+ years the environmentally sound and cost-effective disposal 
of obsolete platforms through placement in state sanctioned “Rigs-to-Reefs” 
programs.

Marina Voskanian for the past 8 years has been Division Chief, Mineral Resources 
Management CA State Lands Commission. In this role, she manages the State’s 
lands diverse mineral resources and renewable energy potential, while assuring 
safe and environmentally sound operations for recovering the resources on these 
lands. Marina has been with State for 33 years, and prior to that, worked 12 years 
with oil and gas industry. Marina holds graduate degrees in Petroleum Engineer-
ing from USC. She is Registered Petroleum Engineer (P.E.) in California and is a 
Distinguished Member and Distinguished Lecturer for several years within the 
Society of Petroleum Engineers.

Eric Wilkins is a Senior Environmental Scientist with the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife’s Marine Region (CDFW). Since 2012, he has worked for 
CDFW on a wide range of issues including artificial reefs, desalination, power 
plant once-through cooling, aquaculture, and water quality impacts. 

Betty Yee is the State Controller and was elected in November 2014, following 
two terms of service on the California Board of Equalization. As Controller, she 
continues to serve the Board as its fifth voting member. Reelected for a second 
term as Controller in 2018, Ms. Yee is only the tenth woman in California history 
to be elected to statewide office. As the state’s chief fiscal officer, she chairs the 
Franchise Tax Board and serves as a member of the California Public Employ-
ees’ Retirement System (CalPERS) and the California State Teachers’ Retirement 
System (CalSTRS) Boards.

Evan Zimmerman has over two decades of experience in offshore related  
engineering, technology development and risk management. He has held senior 
technical and management roles in the offshore energy sector in the United 
States, North Sea and Australia.
 
John Zorovich has over 25 years of experience with Santa Barbara County’s  
Planning & Development Department. He is currently the Deputy Director of 
the Energy, Minerals and Compliance Division which is responsible for oversee-
ing the onshore oil and gas facilities that support offshore oil and gas activities, 
onshore oil and gas development, surface mining and renewable energy projects. 
He also oversees permit processing for new oil and gas development and facility 
decommissioning, permit compliance and enforcement, and implementation of 
mitigation programs.
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