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The environmental impacts of offshore fracking are not well understood and, to date, little data 
has been collected. 

The most significant potential impact is the discharge of fracking wastewater. Fracking fluids 
contain a host of chemical ingredients, some toxic, some benign, but the effects of these 
chemicals, in many cases, are not known. 

According to the Center for Biological Diversity, oil and gas operators have federal permits to 
dump more than nine billion gallons of fracking wastewater into California’s ocean waters each 
year. 

The limited information available indicates fracking fluids were directly discharged into the 
ocean in proximity to the Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary off the coast of Santa 
Barbara. 

“There are oil leases that are immediately adjacent to the sanctuary and some that actually 
cross into the sanctuary with known fracking,” stated Sean Herron from the Resource Protection 
team at the Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary. 

The Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary was established in 1980 to protect the rich and 
diverse array of marine species and cultural resources surrounding the Channel Islands in the 
Santa Barbara Channel. 

The sanctuary encompasses both state and federal waters. Discharging fracking wastewater 
into the ocean is prohibited in state waters; it is however, practiced at a number of platforms in 
federal waters. 

“Under the National Marine Sanctuaries Act no discharges are allowed in sanctuary waters 
without a permit, and federal agencies, if their actions may injure a sanctuary resource, must 
consult with the sanctuary,” said Sean Herron. 

“We have no idea of any potential discharge that may be occurring at this time from fracking due 
to a lack of studies and a lack of transparency. We have not been consulted by any federal 
agencies involved in the permitting processes for these oil leases,” Herron continued. 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulates the discharge of drilling wastewater 
through the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit under the Clean 
Water Act. 

In federal waters there are currently 23 offshore platforms. Thirteen of the platforms discharge 
their wastewater directly into the ocean. The other 10 platforms either re-inject or combine their 
wastewater with one of the platforms that does discharge. 

The EPA is required to reauthorize this permit every 5 years. The California Coastal 
Commission reviews the permit for consistency with the California Coastal Act as part of that 
reauthorization process. 

The California Coastal Commission, a state agency, which has quasi-judicial regulatory 
oversight over both state and federal waters, was unaware in 2013 that fracking was taking 
place offshore California and that fracking wastewater was being discharged into the ocean. 
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“We need to launch an investigation in offshore fracking here in California. We do not 
understand the extent of fracking in federal and state waters, nor fully understand its risks,” 
Alison Dettmer Deputy Director of the commission said in a meeting to concerned citizens. 
Marine Protected Areas and oil drilling platforms in the Santa Barbara Channel.  
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Discharges from the Santa Barbara Channel offshore platforms have been regulated with the 
NPDES permit since 1984. The permit limits the volume of various discharges including drilling 
fluids, drill cuttings, and produced water. 

In August 2013, the EPA issued a more recent revision of the permit. During the permit process 
officials at the EPA were also largely unaware that fracking was occurring, and concluded that 
fracking fluids were considered “well completion fluid” and regulated under a general NPDES 
permit. 



What the permit didn’t consider is that fracking conducted today relies upon a new generation of 
“fracking fluids” containing hazardous and carcinogenic chemical constituents. 
Thus, federal regulators exempted the chemical fluids from clean water laws allowing 
companies to release fracking fluid into the ocean without filing a separate environmental impact 
report or statement looking at the possible effects. 

In December 2013, in response to concerns about fracking, the EPA added a requirement to the 
existing NPDES permit. Operators that discharge well treatment fluids must keep an inventory 
of the specific chemicals used and the type of operation that generated the discharge. This 
information is to be reported quarterly in the platforms discharge monitoring reports that are sent 
to the EPA and the California Coastal Commissions. They are also made available to the public. 

“This is an important first step, [but] we believe that the chemical inventory requirement alone is 
not sufficient to ensure consistency with the marine protection policies of the coastal act,” said 
Alison Dettmer. 

To address this deficiency, commission staff recommended the EPA require operators that plan 
to discharge wastewater to submit individual federal consistency certifications to the Coastal 
Commission for review. 

“Our authority out in federal waters is very complicated,” said Dettmer. “It’s going to be a case-
by-case determination, and we are going to have to research each situation and then apply the 
law to those facts.”


