


Environmental Assessment (Final) 
February 11, 2005 

 
Proposed Action: Minerals Management Service to Grant a Suspension of Production 

for Plains Exploration and Production Company’s Bonito Unit 
(Leases OCS-P 0443, 0445, 0446, 0449, 0450, 0499, and 0500)1 

 

Operator:  Plains Exploration and Production Company 2 
Area:   Southern Santa Maria Basin, 

Offshore Santa Barbara County, California 
 

Responsible   
Agency:  Minerals Management Service (MMS) 

Pacific OCS Region 
Office of Environmental Evaluation 
 

Abstract: The MMS proposed action is to grant a Suspension of Production for Plains 
Exploration and Production Company’s (PXP) Bonito Unit for a period of 18 months. A 
suspension is defined in 30 CFR §250.105 as “a granted or directed deferral of the requirement 
to produce [Suspension of Production (SOP)] or to conduct leaseholding operations [Suspension 
of Operations (SOO)]." Granting the suspension would allow PXP 18 months to revise the 
Development and Production Plan (DPP) for Platform Hidalgo and submit it to MMS for 
subsequent technical and environmental review. MMS would approve, require modification, or 
disapprove the plan. All of these administrative activities would be completed by PXP and/or 
their consultant(s) in an office setting and involve no physical activities on the unit itself. Since 
there are no impact-producing agents associated with PXP’s proposal, there would be no 
environmental impacts. 

 
 
Documents Available on the web: http://www.mms.gov/omm/pacific 
 
 
By Mail:     Minerals Management Service 
     Attn: Suspension EA’s 
     Office of Environmental Evaluation 
     770 Paseo Camarillo 
     Camarillo, CA 93010-6064 

By Phone:    800.672.2627 
 
For further information, contact: Maurice Hill, Environmental Coordinator, Minerals 
Management Service, 770 Paseo Camarillo, Camarillo, CA 93010; (805) 389-7815

                                                           
1 Only the portion of Lease OCS-P 0450 that is in the Bonito Unit is being considered for a suspension. The 
remaining portion of the lease is within the Point Arguello Unit. 
2 Effective November 8, 2004, operatorship for this unit was transferred from Nuevo Energy Company to Plains 
Exploration and Production Company (PXP). 
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Environmental Assessment (Final) 
 

Plains Exploration and Production Company 
Bonito Unit 

Leases OCS-P 0443, 0445, 0446, 0449, 0450, 0499, and 0500 

 

1 Introduction 
On June 20, 2001, the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of California (hereinafter 
referred to as the Court) issued a ruling in California v. Norton (No. C 99-4964 CW, Northern 
District of California) ordering the Minerals Management Service (MMS) to provide a reasoned 
explanation for its reliance on the categorical exclusion under the National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA) and the inapplicability of the extraordinary circumstances exceptions in granting 
certain suspensions3. MMS has decided to forego reliance on the categorical exclusion for the 
suspensions in this case in favor of preparing Environmental Assessments (EA’s). On February 
26, 2004, the Court ordered the Federal Defendants to propose a timetable for completing their 
analyses of applications for suspensions filed by the operators for nine units and one non-
unitized lease offshore southern California, and for submitting consistency determinations to the 
State of California under the Coastal Zone Management Act (CZMA). On June 28, 2004, the 
Court adopted the proposed timeline which included the time for the MMS to prepare six EA’s 
(MMS, 2005a-f) to analyze the environmental impacts of granting the suspensions. 

This EA covers the Bonito Unit operated by Plains Exploration and Production Company 
(hereinafter referred to as PXP). Effective November 8, 2004, operatorship for this unit was 
transferred from Nuevo Energy Company (Nuevo) to PXP. The Unit is located in the southern 
Santa Maria Basin, offshore Santa Barbara County (Figure 1-1) and it is described in the 
background section, below. 

1.1 Need for the Proposed Action 
MMS’s Need: Pursuant to the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act (OCSLA), as amended, the 
MMS is required to balance expeditious and orderly mineral resource development with the 
protection of the human, marine, and coastal environment. If MMS grants a Suspension of 
Production (SOP) for PXP’s Bonito Unit, it would allow the company time to update and submit 
revisions to the Development and Production Plan (DPP) for Platform Hidalgo and submit this 
information to MMS. Pursuant to 30 CFR §250.204, MMS would conduct a technical review, 
comply with the NEPA, and approve, require modification, or disapprove the DPP revision. 

PXP’s Need: PXP needs MMS to grant a suspension for the Bonito Unit to allow time to 
conduct administrative activities to update and submit revisions to the DPP for Platform Hidalgo 
to MMS. This action would allow PXP’s revisions to the DPP to undergo an MMS technical and 
environmental review and decision process during the suspension period. 

The proposed action meets both MMS’s and PXP’s needs in this case. 
                                                           
3 A suspension is defined in 30 CFR §250.105 as “a granted or directed deferral of the requirement to produce 
[Suspension of Production (SOP)] or to conduct leaseholding operations [Suspension of Operations (SOO)]." 
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PXP’s goal beyond their suspension period is to develop and produce from the Bonito Unit. DPP 
revisions approved by MMS, with review from appropriate Federal, State and local agencies, are 
needed before extended-reach drilling can occur from Platform Hidalgo into the Bonito Unit. 
This platform is located in the adjacent Point Arguello Unit. 

 
Figure 1-1. PXP’s Bonito Unit. 

1.2 Background 
The Bonito Unit is comprised of seven leases, OCS-P 0443, 0445, 0446, 0449, 0450, 0499, and 
0500, in the southern Santa Maria Basin (Figure 1-1). It should be noted that only the portion of 
Lease OCS-P 0450 that is in the Bonito Unit is being considered for a suspension. The remaining 
portion of the lease is within the Point Arguello Unit. The leases were issued in Lease Sales 53 
and RS2. Six wells were drilled on three leases and MMS issued three Producibility 
Determinations. In 1986, the leases were unitized as the Bonito Unit. The unit was held through 
November 1999, by virtue of a series of suspensions issued for a variety of reasons (e.g., 
reinterpretation of seismic data, permitting activities, etc.). A lengthy suspension ending in 1999 
was directed by MMS for the development and completion of a multi-interest study (MMS, 
1999) on the onshore constraints to offshore oil and gas development. 

On May 11, 1999, Nuevo submitted a request to MMS for an SOP for the Bonito Unit. The 
MMS granted a suspension on November 12, 1999. The November 1999 suspension decision 
was set aside as a result of the ruling by the Court in California v. Norton on June 20, 2001. As 
ordered by the Court, the MMS issued a directed SOO for the Bonito Unit. MMS stated that the 
directed SOO would terminate when the MMS acted on Nuevo’s suspension request of May 11, 
1999. 

In July 2001, MMS offered Nuevo an opportunity to update its May 1999 suspension request, 
which Nuevo submitted on August 3, 2001. On March 10, 2004, in accordance with the Court 
Order, MMS required Nuevo to submit updated information related to its suspension request. On 
April 20, 2004, Nuevo submitted an updated suspension request. On July 27, 2004, Nuevo 
modified its suspension request to exclude pre-drilling surveys from the activities to be 
conducted during the suspension period. On October 8, 2004, Nuevo further modified its request, 
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stating that DPP revisions would be pursued during a suspension time period of 18 months. On 
November 8, 2004, operatorship for this unit was transferred to PXP. On December 28, 2004, 
PXP again clarified the request, eliminating use of Platform Irene for development drilling and 
focusing solely on wells from Platform Hidalgo. 

2 Description of Alternatives Including the Proposed Action and Need for the 
Proposed Action 

The following sections include a discussion of the proposed action and alternatives. 

2.1 Alternative 1: Proposed Action—Grant Suspension 
The MMS proposed action is to grant an SOP for 18 months to PXP for the Bonito Unit. 
Assuming an MMS decision on the SOP in July 2005, the SOP would extend through January 
2007; the ending date would change proportionately if a decision is made before or after July 
2005. Granting the suspension would allow PXP time to prepare and submit revisions to the DPP 
for Platform Hidalgo to MMS. No physical activities on the unit would occur during the 
suspension period. 

2.1.1 PXP’s Suspension Request 
In the current updated SOP request, dated April 20, 2004, and modified on July 27, October 8, 
and December 28, 2004, Nuevo (now PXP) requested a time period of 18 months to prepare and 
submit DPP revisions to MMS (see Appendix). The July 27 modification eliminated the pre-
drilling surveys, which were to have been conducted to collect data needed for an EP involving 
use of a mobile offshore drilling unit (MODU). The October 8 modification stated that instead of 
an EP, revisions to existing DPP’s would be prepared. Revisions would be made to the DPP for 
Platform Hidalgo and to the DPP for Platform Irene. The December 28 modification stated that 
PXP’s revisions to DPP’s would not include Bonito Unit development wells from Platform Irene. 
Their current plan is to drill all Bonito Unit development wells solely from Platform Hidalgo 
(see Appendix). PXP no longer plans to utilize a MODU, but plans to develop the unit from an 
existing platform. Therefore, the only activity during PXP’s suspension is preparation of the DPP 
revisions for Platform Hidalgo. This activity would be completed by PXP and/or their 
consultant(s) in an office setting and involve no physical activities on the offshore unit itself. The 
SOP request includes a reference to “begin EP Operations”. However, on November 1, 2004, 
MMS notified Nuevo (now PXP) that should MMS grant a suspension, the suspension period 
will not include any drilling operations (see Appendix). Pursuant to 30 CFR 250.180, drilling is 
an activity that will hold the unit, and therefore, if drilling activity is occurring, a suspension is 
not needed. Of course, any such drilling can only occur pursuant to an approved plan and permit 
to drill, as provided in the regulations. 

2.2 Alternative 2: Deny Suspension 
Under the Deny Suspension alternative, MMS would deny PXP’s SOP for the Bonito Unit in the 
southern Santa Maria Basin. Adoption of this alternative would result in the expiration of the 
leases in the Bonito Unit (other than Lease OCS-P 0450, which is producing in the Point 
Arguello Unit). The need for the proposed action would not be achieved. However, this 
alternative is available only if the applicant fails to meet established requirements (30 CFR 
§250.172-175) for obtaining a lease suspension. 
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2.3 Alternative 3: No Action 
Under the No Action alternative, MMS would take no action on the SOP application for PXP’s 
Bonito Unit in the southern Santa Maria Basin. Such action would be inconsistent with the Court 
Order in California v. Norton to implement a plan to prepare a Consistency Determination in 
contemplation of adjudicating the suspension requests. Such action would also be inconsistent 
with the MMS’s obligation to act upon applications submitted by Lessees. The need for the 
proposed action would not be achieved. 

3 Scope of Environmental Analysis and Consultation and Coordination 
3.1 Scope of Environmental Analysis 
MMS determined that the temporal scope of the environmental analysis of the proposed action 
would encompass the 18-month time period during which PXP would conduct certain 
administrative activities leading to the submission of revised DPP’s to the MMS, pursuant to 30 
CFR §250.204, for subsequent technical and environmental review and decision by the MMS 
during the suspension period. These activities are described above in Section 2.1.1. All of these 
activities would be completed by PXP and/or their consultant(s) in an office setting and involve 
no physical activities on the unit itself. The SOP does not involve any impact-producing 
activities. 

MMS is proposing to grant ten suspensions. These actions are administrative in nature. During 
seven of the suspensions under MMS review, no physical activities would occur offshore, 
therefore, no environmental impacts would occur. During the remaining three suspensions, 
operators would conduct biological and/or shallow hazards surveys. Since there is no spatial or 
temporal overlap of these surveys, and since they have insignificant impacts, they would have no 
cumulative impacts on the environment. Therefore, the cumulative impact of granting the ten 
suspensions is not expected to add to existing impacts on the environment. 

The OCSLA, as amended, provides a four-phased approach to accessing potential oil and gas 
operations on the Federal OCS: 1) program development, 2) lease sale, 3) exploration, and 4) 
development and production. At each phase, a NEPA document is prepared in accordance with 
NEPA, Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations, MMS regulations, and MMS 
NEPA compliance procedures. Subsequent to agency and public review and comment, the MMS 
must approve each phase before that activity may occur. 

Previously for the Bonito Unit, Nuevo received MMS approval and State CZMA consistency for 
the EP, drilled a number of exploratory wells, and received a Producibility Determination from 
MMS. Revisions to the DPP for Platform Hidalgo to develop the Bonito Unit would be reviewed 
under 30 CFR §250.204 by the MMS during the suspension period. 

Development activity occurs after PXP’s suspension period and could only occur if the revisions 
to the DPP are submitted by the operator, MMS conducts a review of the DPP revision under 30 
CFR §250.204, and MMS approves the DPP revision. This process requires a NEPA review by 
MMS. Reviews would also be conducted, as needed, by the State of California, the California 
Coastal Commission (CCC), Santa Barbara County Air Pollution Control District, Santa Barbara 
County Energy Division, NOAA Fisheries, Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary, Channel 
Islands National Park, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and U. S. 
Environmental Protection Agency. 
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3.2 Scoping Process 
As part of the NEPA review process, MMS involved the public and various private and 
government agencies in determining the scope of the EA’s for the suspension decisions. On July 
21, 2004, MMS sent a public announcement (see Appendix) concerning scoping for the EA’s to 
260 entities who previously expressed interest in the undeveloped leases. The mailing list 
included elected officials, Federal, State and local agencies, public interest groups, and 
individuals. MMS also published the announcement on its website at 

(http://www.mms.gov/omm/pacific/index.htm) 

and telephoned key public agencies. The public scoping period ended on August 26, 2004 (which 
provided about 36 days for comment). A total of 129 public scoping comments were received. 
The process also involved a review of past comments received on the undeveloped leases, 
including the CCC’s August 5, 1999, letter. 

A number of issues were raised by Federal, State, and local agencies and the public with respect 
to the scope of analysis for the suspension decisions. Primarily, the comments focused on: 

• Environmental impacts associated with exploration and development activities that 
would occur after the suspension period ends; 

• Reasonably foreseeable and connected actions; 

• Requests for MMS to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement to address the 
exploration and development activities; 

• Requests that all the resources of the Channel Islands National Park be considered; 

• Questions concerning the suspension process including diligence in developing the 
leases, the length of the suspensions, unitization, and whether the suspensions were 
undertaken according to MMS regulations and the Court decision of June 20, 2001; 
and, 

• Changed circumstances and new information should be considered in evaluating 
environmental impacts. 

Additionally, several comments were received expressing support for the exploration, 
development, and production of oil and natural gas resources offshore southern California. 

After MMS’s review of the suspension request and the scoping comments received, MMS 
prepared this EA to determine if there would be any significant environmental impacts as a result 
of granting the SOP. Other activities, including potential development, were determined to be 
outside the scope of this analysis because these activities: 1) will not occur while the Unit is 
under suspension, and 2) require separate review and approval by MMS and other appropriate 
agencies before they may occur. Specifically, exploration or development activities cannot occur 
unless: 1) the operator submits revised or new EP(’s) and/or DPP(’s) to MMS; 2) MMS 
completes technical and environmental reviews of the EP(’s) or DPP(’s); and, 3) MMS and other 
appropriate State and Federal agencies review these activities and approve them as necessary. As 
stated previously, the need for granting the suspension is to allow the operator time to prepare 
and submit the information needed by MMS and other agencies in order to conduct these 
reviews, and time for these reviews to occur. 
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3.3 Consultation and Coordination Process for Protected Species and Essential 
Fish Habitat 

This section describes the consultation and coordination process that was conducted by MMS in 
preparing this EA. The process involved: (1) MMS initial coordination with Federal, State, and 
local agencies, and (2) MMS Endangered Species Act and Essential Fish Habitat consultation 
with NOAA Fisheries and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), respectively. 

Endangered Species Act and Marine Mammal Protection Act Consultation 
The MMS conducted a telephone conversation on August 5, 2004, with Ms. Monica DeAngelis 
of NOAA Fisheries’ Southwest Regional Office, Division of Protected Species to describe the 
proposed action and to convey its determination that the action is expected to have no effects on 
marine mammal and sea turtle species listed as endangered or threatened under the U.S. 
Endangered Species Act and that no marine mammals would be ‘taken,’ as defined by the 
Marine Mammal Protection Act. Since the proposed action is administrative, and does not 
involve any offshore activities, NOAA Fisheries concurred with the MMS conclusion. 

Also on August 2, 2004, MMS contacted Mr. Greg Sanders at the FWS Ventura Field Office by 
telephone to describe the proposed action and to inform him of its determination that the action 
would not affect federally listed species under the purview of the FWS. Since the proposed 
action is administrative, and does not involve any offshore activities, FWS concurred with the 
MMS conclusion. 
Essential Fish Habitat Consultation 
On August 24, 2004, MMS contacted Mr. Bryant Chesney of NOAA Fisheries’ Southwest 
Regional Office, Division of Habitat Conservation to describe the proposed action and to convey 
its determination that the action is expected to have no effects on species managed by the Pacific 
Fishery Management Council or on Essential Fish Habitat. Since the proposed action is 
administrative, and does not involve any offshore activities, NOAA Fisheries concurred with the 
MMS conclusion. 

3.4 Consultation and Coordination Process for Federal Consistency 
In compliance with CZMA §1456(c)(1) and its implementing regulations, and in compliance 
with the Court’s Order of June 28, 2004, the MMS will provide the CCC with a Consistency 
Determination for the suspension decision for PXP’s Bonito Unit by April 6, 2005. MMS has 
had ongoing discussions with Ms. Alison Dettmer and Mr. Mark Delaplaine of the CCC 
concerning consistency and the MMS suspension decisions. 

3.5 Public Review of Draft Environmental Assessment 
As part of the NEPA review process, on November 15, 2004, the MMS distributed for public 
review and comment, a draft of this EA, and five other draft EA’s, to 352 interested parties. 
These six draft EA’s addressed suspensions for a total of nine units and one non-unitized lease. 
The MMS also posted the six draft EA’s on the internet and requested comments electronically. 
The review period lasted from November 17, 2004 to December 16, 2004. A total of 110 
commenters provided both electronic and written input to the MMS. These comments were 
received from a broad cross-section of the public, including elected officials, State, Federal, and 
local agencies, environmental interest groups, oil industry, other interest groups, and the general 
public. 
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The draft of this EA was revised based on the comments received specifically on this EA, as well 
as comments which generally applied to all six of the draft EA’s. 

The primary issue raised in the comments for this EA concerned the approach MMS has taken in 
the NEPA process and included requests that an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) be 
prepared. As stated in Section 3.2 of this EA, potential exploration and development were 
determined to be outside the scope of this analysis because these activities: 1) will not occur 
while the Units and the non-unitized lease are under suspension, and 2) require separate review 
and approval by MMS and other appropriate agencies before they may occur. Specifically, 
exploration or development activities cannot occur unless: 1) the operator submits revised or new 
EP(’s) and/or DPP(’s) to MMS; 2) MMS completes technical and environmental reviews of the 
EP(’s) or DPP(’s); and, 3) MMS and other appropriate Federal and State agencies review these 
activities and approve them as necessary. As stated in the EA’s, the need for granting the 
suspensions is to allow the operator time to prepare and submit the information needed by MMS 
and other agencies in order to conduct these reviews, and time for these reviews to occur. Where 
there are separate, successive stages of regulatory review over a single project, agencies have the 
discretion to “stage” their consideration of environmental factors to coincide with the 
development of sufficient definiteness to permit the environmental evaluation. MMS requested 
the operators to revise and submit information for their suspensions. And, it is premature to 
review, for the purposes of NEPA, exploration and development activities that are at this point 
hypothetical. 

Specific issues are summarized below. 

• An expansion of the Need for the Proposed Action is needed; 

• A reasonable range of alternatives is needed, including energy conservation and 
efficiency, and renewables; 

• The retention of the leases as active over many years was illegal due to the lack of 
due diligence in exploration and development; 

• The current and previous administrations should have notified the current lessees that 
the tracts were not actually able to be developed; 

• Insufficient scientific information exists to justify allowing exploration and 
development on these leases; MMS has collected little scientific information to meet 
the recommendations of the National Research Council report of 1991; and MMS has 
disregarded the 2004 recommendations of the President’s U.S. Commission on Ocean 
Policy; and, 

• The implications of delineation drilling impacts on all West Coast OCS Planning 
Areas on which congressional moratoria have been placed. 

Generally, in response to the comments, revisions were made to the draft of this EA to ensure 
that the proposed suspension activities were properly described, appropriate alternatives were 
considered, the affected environment was adequately described, and the impact analysis was 
complete. Other comments were considered to be outside the scope of the EA, and, therefore not 
applicable. 
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4 Environmental Impacts of Alternative 1: Proposed Action—Grant Suspension 
In the current, updated SOP request, dated April 20, 2004, and modified on July 27 and October 
8, 2004, Nuevo (now PXP) requested a time period of 18 months to prepare and submit DPP 
revisions to MMS. The July 27 modification eliminated the pre-drilling surveys, which were to 
have been conducted to collect data needed for an EP involving use of a mobile offshore drilling 
unit (MODU). The October 8, 2004, modification stated that instead of an EP, revisions to an 
existing DPP would be prepared. A MODU would not be used, and the Unit would be developed 
from existing platforms. Revisions would be made to the DPP for Platform Hidalgo and to the 
Point Pedernales DPP for Platform Irene. The December 28 modification stated that PXP’s 
revisions would not include Bonito Unit development wells from Platform Irene. Their current 
plan is to drill all Bonito Unit development wells solely from Platform Hidalgo (see Appendix). 
Therefore, the only activity during PXP’s suspension is preparation of the DPP revision for 
Platform Hidalgo. This activity would be completed by PXP and/or their consultant(s) in an 
office setting and involve no physical activities on the offshore unit itself. Since there are no 
physical activities on the offshore unit itself from the granting of the SOP, there would be no 
environmental impacts. MMS would submit PXP’s DPP revision to a technical and 
environmental review and decision process during PXP’s suspension period. Drilling may only 
occur subsequent to the suspension period and if separate approval from MMS is received per 
the regulatory process governing DPP’s (30 CFR §250.204). 

Since there are no environmental impacts, there is no incremental impact of the proposed action 
when added to existing cumulative impacts. 

5 Environmental Impacts of Alternative 2: Deny Suspension 
Under the Deny Suspension alternative, MMS would deny the SOP for  the Bonito Unit only if 
the applicant fails to meet established requirements (30 CFR §250.172-175) for obtaining a  
suspension. Adoption of this alternative would result in the expiration of the leases in  the Bonito 
Unit in the southern Santa Maria Basin. No environmental impacts would result from the denial 
of the suspension. 

6 Environmental Impacts of Alternative 3: No Action 
Under the No Action alternative, MMS would take no action on the SOP for PXP’s Bonito Unit 
in the southern Santa Maria Basin. Such action would be inconsistent with the Court Order in 
California v. Norton to implement a plan to prepare Consistency Determinations in 
contemplation of adjudicating the suspension requests. Such action would also be inconsistent 
with the MMS’s obligation to act upon applications submitted by Lessees. No environmental 
impacts would occur under this alternative. 

7 List of Preparers (in alphabetical order) 
Joan Barminski  Chief, Office of Reservoir Evaluation and Production 

Nollie Gildow-Owens  Program Analyst, Office of the Regional Manager 

Maurice Hill   Environmental Coordinator, Office of Environmental Evaluation 

John Lane Chief, Environmental Analysis Section, Office of Environmental 
Evaluation 

Drew Mayerson  Geophysicist, Office of Reservoir Evaluation and Production 
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David Panzer   Oceanographer, Office of Environmental Evaluation  

Fred Piltz Senior Environmental Scientist, Office of Environmental 
Evaluation  

Allan Shareghi Geologist, Office of Reservoir Evaluation and Production 

John Smith   Physical Scientist, Office of Environmental Evaluation 
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APPENDIX 
1. Nuevo Energy Company letter to MMS requesting suspension, dated April 20, 2004 

2. MMS Public Announcement requesting scoping comments, dated July 21, 2004 

3. Nuevo Energy Company letter to MMS eliminating pre-drilling surveys and use of a 
MODU from its suspension request, dated July 27, 2004 

4. Nuevo Energy Company letter to MMS clarifying that instead of using a MODU, 
revisions to the Platform Irene and Platform Hidalgo DPP’s will be submitted to MMS, in 
lieu of EP revisions, dated October 8, 2004 

5. MMS letter to Nuevo Energy Company clarifying suspension action, dated November 1, 
2004 

6. PXP letter to MMS clarifying that revisions will only be made to the Platform Hidalgo 
DPP, dated December 28, 2004 
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PUBLIC ANNOUNCEMENT 

 
 

Request for Scoping Comments 
For Preparation of Environmental Assessments 

For Granting Lease Suspensions on 36 Undeveloped OCS Leases 
July 21, 2004 

       
Agency Action                
On February 26, 2004, the Court in California v. Norton, No. 99-4964 (CW) N.D. Cal. ordered the 
Federal Defendants to propose a timetable for completing their analyses of applications for lease 
suspensions filed by the operators of 36 undeveloped leases offshore California, and submitting 
consistency determinations to the State of California under the Coastal Zone Management Act 
(CZMA).  On June 28, 2004, the Court adopted the proposed timeline which included the time to 
prepare six environmental assessments to analyze the environmental impacts of granting the lease 
suspension requests. 
  
The MMS action is to grant, deny, or take no action on each of the operator’s suspension requests. 
A suspension is defined in 30 CFR §250.105 as “a granted or directed deferral of the requirement to 
produce [Suspension of Production (SOP)] or to conduct lease holding operations [Suspension of 
Operations (SOO)]." A suspension provides an extension of a lease in certain circumstances (see 30 
CFR 250.172-175). In certain instances, operators have proposed to conduct geohazards or other 
surveys to assist in the preparation of their revised Exploration Plans. These surveys will be 
addressed in the EAs that MMS is preparing and would be conducted after the suspension is 
granted. The granting of a suspension will not authorize any exploration or development and 
production operations.  
 
Description of the Suspension Requests and Location of the 36 Undeveloped Leases  
Refer to the table and maps on the following pages.  
 
NEPA Process and Public Scoping  
Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (42 U.S.C. 4321 et seq.) an Environmental 
Assessment (EA) serves as an information document for government decision makers and the 
public. The purpose of an EA is to: help decision makers base their decision on an understanding of 
environmental consequences; identify ways that environmental effects can be mitigated or avoided; 
identify alternatives that would avoid or reduce effects to the environment by requiring changes in 
the proposal when feasible; and to disclose to the public the environmental information and 
analyses upon which Federal decisions will be based. 

Scoping is the process used to help determine the appropriate content of an EA. Public input is an 
important part of the scoping process. The purpose of soliciting input is to properly identify as many 
relevant issues, alternatives, mitigation measures, and analytical tools as possible so they may be 
incorporated into the EA. The scoping comments assist in determining the breadth and depth of the 
analysis. 



Based on the information received during the initial scoping effort and other information, such as 
the location of sensitive natural resources, time of year, projected oil and gas activity, alternatives to 
the proposal are identified that might reduce possible impacts. In addition, reasonable mitigation 
measures that could reduce or eliminate possible impacts are considered for analysis in the EA. 

Detailed information concerning NEPA may be found at http://ceq.eh.doe.gov/nepa/nepanet.htm. 
Frequently asked questions about compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
are provided at http://www.epa.gov/compliance/resources/faqs/nepa/index.html . 

MMS’s Environmental Assessment (EA) Preparation Schedule  
 
1. Public Scoping Comments Due: 8/26/2004 
2.  Draft EAs Available for Public Comment: 11/17/2004 
3. Draft EAs’ Public Comment Period Closes: 12/16/2004 
4.  MMS Finalizes EAs: 2/13/2005 
 
Submittal of Scoping Comments 
Comments may be sent to MMS by email or by mail and must be received by MMS no later than 
August 26, 2004. All comments should include the name and mailing address of the person 
commenting. It is the practice of MMS to make comments, including names and home addresses of 
respondents, part of the public record. Individual respondents may request that we withhold their 
home address and/or identity from the record. We will honor such requests to the extent allowable 
by law. If you wish for us to withhold your name and/or address, you must state this prominently at 
the beginning of your comments. We will not consider any anonymous comments.  
 
All interested persons, organizations and agencies wishing to provide scoping comments on the 
proposed actions may do so by sending them in time to reach MMS by August 26, 2004 to the 
appropriate address below:  
 
By Email: Suspension-EA@mms.gov 
 
By Mail: Minerals Management Service  

 Attn: Suspension – EA Comments 
  Office of Environmental Evaluation 
  770 Paseo Camarillo 
  Camarillo, CA 93010-6064 
 
The Draft EAs will be available for public review starting November 17, 2004. Draft EAs will be 
mailed to government agencies and elected officials. A digital copy will be posted on the MMS, 
Pacific Region homepage (http://www.mms.gov/omm/pacific/ ). Members of the public, who are 
not able to access the Region’s website, and want to receive the Draft EAs, need to submit a written 
request to MMS at the mailing address given above. Requests for copies of the Draft EAs should 
specify whether “paper” or “CD” copy is preferred. 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION: Questions concerning the Draft EAs should be directed to 
Mr. Maurice Hill, Office of Environmental Evaluation, Pacific OCS Region, Minerals Management 
Service, 770 Paseo Camarillo, Camarillo, California 93010-6064; phone 805.389.7815.  

Questions concerning the operators’ suspension requests should be directed to Ms. Joan Barminski, 
Office Reservoir Evaluation and Production, Pacific OCS Region, Minerals Management Service, 
770 Paseo Camarillo, Camarillo, California 93010-6064; phone 805.389.7707. 

http://ceq.eh.doe.gov/nepa/nepanet.htm
http://www.epa.gov/compliance/resources/faqs/nepa/index.html
mailto:Suspension-EA@mms.gov
http://www.mms.gov/omm/pacific/
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1 Aera provided a range of suspension lengths because the actual approval date for their request is unknown at this time and because preliminary activities on the Pt. Sal and Purisima Pt. Units require offshore 
surveys that need to be scheduled to avoid conflicts with marine mammal migration, fishing seasons, and rough weather.  If MMS grants their suspension, it would not be for a range of dates; it would be for a 
finite length.   
 
2 Aera would plan the surveys for the Fall to avoid interactions with commercial fishing seasons, marine mammal migrations, and weather.  Year-to-year variability in the size and exact location of the 
commercial salmon fishery may allow surveying earlier than the Fall, but that is generally not known until after the salmon season opens in the Spring. 
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1 Aera provided a range of suspension lengths because the actual approval date for their request is unknown at this time and because preliminary activities on the Pt. Sal and Purisima Pt. Units require offshore 
surveys that need to be scheduled to avoid conflicts with marine mammal migration, fishing seasons, and rough weather.  If MMS approves their suspension, it would not be for a range of dates; it would be for a 
finite length.   
2 Aera would plan the surveys for the Fall to avoid interactions with commercial fishing seasons, marine mammal migrations, and weather.  Year-to-year variability in the size and exact location of the 
commercial salmon fishery may allow surveying earlier than the Fall, but that is generally not known until after the salmon season opens in the Spring. 
3 At the present time, Nuevo is undecided as to whether to bring in a Mobile Offshore Drilling Unit (MODU) to drill delineation wells after the suspension period ends, necessitating a 17 month suspension, or to 
proceed to development from the existing facilities at the Point Arguello Field, necessitating a 10 month suspension.  Therefore, their proposed activities during the suspension period differ, depending upon the 
alternative eventually decided upon. 
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1 Geophysical surveys would be planned for the Fall to avoid interactions with commercial fishing seasons, marine mammal migrations, and weather.  Year-to-year variability in the size and exact location of the 
commercial salmon fishery may allow surveying earlier than the Fall, but that is generally not known until after the salmon season opens in the Spring.   
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