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INCREASED SAFETY MEASURES FOR ENERGY DEVELOPMENT ON THE OUTER CONTINENTAL 

SHELF 

 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Overview   

 

On April 20, 2010, an explosion and fire erupted on an offshore drilling rig in the Gulf of 

Mexico called the Deepwater Horizon, which had just completed an exploratory well 52 miles 

from shore in 4,992 feet of water.  Eleven members of the crew are missing and presumed dead.  

The remainder of the crew abandoned the rig and was rescued by a nearby supply vessel, the 

Damon Bankston.  The fire destroyed the rig, which sank on April 22, 2010.  The resulting oil 

spill has been declared ―a spill of national significance‖ and could become one of the oil 

industry’s gravest disasters.  Crude oil continues to flow from a broken pipe on the seafloor, has 

spread across thousands of square miles, and is damaging local economies, sensitive coastlines 

and wildlife throughout the Gulf region.  On April 30,
 
2010, the President directed the Secretary 

of the Interior to conduct a thorough review of this event and to report, within 30 days, on ―what, 

if any, additional precautions and technologies should be required to improve the safety of oil 

and gas exploration and production operations on the outer continental shelf.‖  This report 

responds to the President’s directive. 

 

Recommendations 

 

The Secretary recommends a series of steps immediately to improve the safety of offshore oil 

and gas drilling operations in Federal waters and a moratorium on certain permitting and drilling 

activities until the safety measures can be implemented and further analyses completed.  

 

The report recommends a number of specific measures designed to ensure sufficient redundancy 

in the blowout preventers (BOPs), to promote the integrity of the well and enhance well control, 

and to facilitate a culture of safety through operational and personnel management (see Table 

ES-1).  Recommended actions include prescriptive near-term requirements, longer-term 

performance-based safety measures, and one or more Department-led working groups to evaluate 

longer-term safety issues.  The recommendations take into account that drilling activities 

conducted in the deepwater environment create increased risks and challenges.    

 

Key recommendations on BOPs and related safety equipment used on floating drilling operations 

include:  

 

 Mandatory inspection of each BOP to be used on floating drilling operations to ensure 

that the BOP: meets manufacturer design specifications, taking into account any 

modifications that have been made; is compatible with the specific drilling equipment on 

the rig it is to be used on, including that the shear ram is compatible with the drill pipe to 

be used; has not been compromised or damaged from previous service; is designed to 

operate at the planned operating depth.  Certification of these requirements will be made 

publicly available.   
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 Requirement of new safety features on BOPs and related backup and safety equipment 

including: a requirement that BOPs have two sets of blind shear rams spaced at least four 

feet apart to prevent BOP failure if a drill pipe or drill tool is across on set of rams during 

an emergency; requirements for emergency back-up control systems; and requirements 

for remote operating vehicle capabilities.  The Department will develop new surface and 

subsea testing requirements to verify reliability of these capabilities. 

 

 Overhaul of the testing, inspection and reporting requirements for BOP and related 

backup and safety equipment to ensure proper functioning, including new means of 

improving transparency and providing public access to the results of inspections and 

routine reporting.   

 

Key recommendations on well control systems include: 

 

 Development of enhanced deepwater well-control procedures. 

 

 Verification of a set of new safeguards that must be in place prior to displacement of kill-

weight drilling fluid from the wellbore.   

 

 New design, installation, testing, operations, and training requirements relating to 

casing, cement or other elements that comprise an exploratory well.   

 

 A comprehensive study of methods for more rapid and effective response to deepwater 

blowouts. 

 

Key recommendations on a systems-based approach to safety: 

 

 Immediate, enhanced enforcement of current regulations through verification within 30 

days of compliance with the April 30, 2010, National Safety Alert. 

 

 Enhanced requirements to improve organizational and safety management for companies 

operating offshore drilling rigs.  

 

 New rules requiring that offshore operators have in place a comprehensive, systems-

based approach to safety and environmental management. 

 

The Secretary also recommends temporarily halting certain permitting and drilling activities.  

First, the Secretary recommends a six-month moratorium on permits for new wells being drilled 

using floating rigs.  The moratorium would allow for implementation of the measures proposed 

in this report and for consideration of the findings from ongoing investigations, including the 

bipartisan National Commission on the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and Offshore Drilling.   

 

The Secretary further recommends an immediate halt to drilling operations on the 33 permitted 

wells, not including the relief wells currently being drilled by BP, that are currently being drilled 

using floating rigs in the Gulf of Mexico.  Drilling operations should cease as soon as safely 
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practicable for a 6-month period.  

 

The recommendations contained in this report have been peer-reviewed by seven experts 

identified by the National Academy of Engineering.  Those experts, who volunteered their time 

and expertise, are identified in Appendix 1.  The Department also consulted with a wide range of 

experts from government, academia and industry. 

 

Relationship to Ongoing Investigations 

 

This 30-day review has been conducted without the benefit of the findings from the ongoing 

investigations into the root causes of the explosions and fire on the Deepwater Horizon and the 

resulting oil spill (collectively ―BP Oil Spill‖) including if there were any violations of existing 

safety or construction law, gross negligence, or willful misconduct.  In the coming months, those 

investigations will likely suggest refinements to some of this report’s recommendations, as well 

as additional safety measures.  Nevertheless, the information currently available points to a 

number of specific interim recommendations regarding equipment, systems, procedures, and 

practices needed for safe operation of offshore drilling activities.   

 

Furthermore, because the purpose of this review is to recommend immediate measures to 

improve the safety of offshore drilling activities, nothing in this report should be used to 

influence or prejudice any ongoing investigations, or impact any current or future litigation. 
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Table ES-1. Recommendations for Increased Safety Measures  

Recommendations Key Components (with implementation plan) 

Blowout Preventer (BOP) 

Equipment and Emergency 

Systems 

 Order re-certification of subsea BOP stacks (immediately) 

 Order BOP equipment compatibility verification 

(immediately) 

 Establish formal equipment certification requirements 

(rulemaking) 

New Safety Equipment 

Requirements and 

Operating Procedures 

 Develop new BOP and remote operated vehicle (ROV) 

testing requirements (immediately) 

 Develop new inspection procedures and reporting 

requirements (immediately) 

 Develop secondary control system requirements (emergency 

rulemaking) 

 Establish new blind shear ram redundancy requirements 

(emergency rulemaking) 

 Develop new ROV operating capabilities (rulemaking) 

Well-Control Guidelines 

and Fluid Displacement 

Procedures 

 Establish new fluid displacement procedures (immediately) 

 Establish new deepwater well-control procedure 

requirements (emergency rulemaking) 

Well Design and 

Construction – Casing and 

Cementing 

 Establish new casing and cementing design requirements – 

two independent tested barriers (immediately) 

 Establish new casing installation procedures (immediately)  

 Develop formal personnel training requirements for casing 

and cementing operations (rulemaking) 

 Develop additional requirements for casing installation 

(rulemaking) 

 Enforce tighter primary cementing practices (rulemaking) 

 Develop additional requirements for evaluation of cement 

integrity (immediately) 

 Study Wild-Well intervention techniques and capabilities 

(immediately) 

Increased Enforcement of 

Existing Safety Regulations 

and Procedures 

 Order compliance verification for existing regulations and 

April 30, 2010, National Safety Alert (immediately) 

 Adopt safety case requirements for floating drilling 

operations on the Outer Continental Shelf (emergency 

rulemaking) 

 Adopt final rule to require operators to adopt a robust safety 

and environmental management system for offshore drilling 

operations (rulemaking)  

 Study additional safety training and certification 

requirements (rulemaking) 
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