
Great Australian Bight oil drilling fact sheet 

January 2018 Key Updates: 

 BP & Chevron have abandoned their drilling programs, but still retain their leases. 

 Statoil is the remaining "Big Oil" company that has an active application to drill. 

 A total of 7 oil companies currently hold leases in the Bight  

 No stages of oil & gas development in the Bight have been approved by NOPSEMA for an extended period of time  

 6 councils in SA have passed motions that express concern or oppose drilling in the Bight: Kangaroo Island, Yankalilla, Yorke 
Peninsula, Victor Harbor, Holdfast Bay (Glenelg) and Elliston joined the list in January 2018 

 Offshore oil & gas development in the Bight threatens key industries of tourism and fisheries in SA and beyond 

 Community opposition to drilling in the Bight has continued to grow with events highlighting no social license for drilling, happening 
all along the coast of southern Australia. 

 

Environmental Statistics 

 Over 85% of known species in the Great Australian Bight region are found nowhere else in the world
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 275 species new to science and 887 species found in the Bight for the first time 
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 New research this year from Tasmania shows seismic testing can kill large swathes of plankton, the basis of the marine food chain, 
leaving the ocean dotted with plankton holes 
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Tourism statistics for SA 

 In 2016-17, the tourism activity in SA is worth a combined total of $6.3 billion to the SA economy 
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 32,100 jobs for people employed directly by the tourism industry, 24,500 indirect jobs and a total employment impact of 56,600 
people in 2013 -14 
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 In 2013-14, Limestone Coast, Kangaroo Island, Fleurieu and Eyre Peninsula’s combined total tourism output was over $2 billion with a 
total employment impact of over 11,ooo people 
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 Standout features for tourism in SA’s coastal regions: 
o Coast and seafood the cornerstones of appeal 
o Unique experiences around interaction with aquatic wildlife very appealing to visitors 
o Viewing and engaging with local wildlife (both sea and land) hold strong appeal for the Eyre Peninsula 
o Australian wildlife icons in abundance and living in their natural environment, including the beach 

 

Fisheries statistics for SA 

 In 2017, our fishing and aquaculture sectors were estimated at being worth $900 million  

 SA fishing and aquaculture industry supports more than 3,000 full time jobs, mainly in regional areas
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 The South Australian aquaculture industry is one of the largest primary production sectors in South Australia
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Background Context 
Despite BP and Chevron abandoning their drilling plans, Statoil and other oil companies remain eager to open up a new oil precinct in the 

pristine and rough waters of the Great Australian Bight, an open oceanic bay stretching along 2000 kilometres of Australia’s southern coast. 

Statoil has plans for exploration wells in the Great Australian Bight Commonwealth Marine Reserve. This is the oil companies’ southern 

hemisphere equivalent of attempts to drill for oil in the Arctic. 

The world already has enough oil reserves (let alone coal and gas reserves) to take the world global temperature rise above 2 degrees Celsius, 

well above the 1.5
o
C mark of the Paris climate agreement.
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Independent financial analyst Carbon Tracker says the Bight is likely to be a high cost field: “Allocating capital to high cost, high risk projects in 

the Australian Bight appears unwarranted in a low demand, low carbon future – shareholders should challenge whether this is the best 

strategy for the companies to create value.”
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The world’s biggest oil spill accident, BP’s Deepwater Horizon tragedy occurred in 2010, when 800 million litres of oil spewed into the Gulf of 

Mexico for 87 days after attempting to drill an exploration well. The Great Australian Bight waters are deeper, more treacherous and more 

remote than the Gulf of Mexico. Waves in the Bight in winter are six times bigger than the waves in the Gulf of Mexico around the time of BP’s 

disaster. Even in summer Bight waves are four times higher. The Deepwater Horizon was drilling in 1500 metres of water 70 kilometres off the 

coast when it exploded. In the Bight, oil companies plan to drill in waters down to 2250m depth and up to 300km offshore from Ceduna.  

The Great Australian Bight’s pristine waters are a haven for 36 species of whales and dolphins, including the world’s most important nursery 

for the endangered southern right whale as well as many humpback, sperm, blue and beak whales. It’s also Australia’s most important sea 

lion nursery. The Bight also supports seals, orcas, giant cuttlefish, great white sharks, some of Australia’s most important fisheries, and 

migratory seabirds Australia has international obligations to protect. 

The Great Australian Bight is backed by the longest line of sea cliffs in the world, stretching hundreds of kilometres and reaching 60 metres 

high, the height of a 20-storey building. 



BP’s own oil spill modelling showed a spill from a deep-water well-blowout in the Great Australian Bight could impact anywhere along all of 

southern Australia’s coast, from Western Australia right across to Victoria through Bass Strait to NSW and around Tasmania. A spill would be 

devastating for South Australia’s $442 million fishing industry
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 and its tourism industries in coastal regions, worth more than $2 billion.
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The two industries employ more than 11,000 full-time positions. 

In BP’s emergency plan, the oil-well containment response system was to be located on the other side of the world in Houston
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 with other 

capping stack options potentially coming from Norway or Singapore. There is no established offshore oil and gas industry in South Australia to 

deal with a disaster. More than 6800 boats were involved in the Gulf cleanup but the South Australian Oyster Growers Association says that SA 

and neighbouring states don’t have that many vessels and probably only 20 could operate safely in the waters where BP plans to drill.
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Australia’s offshore oil and gas authority, NOPSEMA, sent back BP’s first application twice to drill in the Bight and said BP need a 

comprehensive risk assessment and oil pollution emergency plan. BP subsequently submitted a new application to drill at just two sites in its 

leases, but then abandoned their drilling program in October 2016. Chevron abandoned plans 12 months later. 

Oil spill modelling 

BP’s own modelling
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 revealed that an oil spill from an uncontained blowout from its proposed Stromlo-1 well is guaranteed to impact the 

South Australian coast. Furthermore, anywhere across all of southern Australia’s coast could be impacted, from Western Australia across to 

Tasmania and NSW. The NSW coast has a 41 per cent chance of getting hit by a spill if it occurred in winter, while Apollo Bay and Wilsons 

Promontory in Victoria would have a 91 per cent chance of being hit by a spill in April-May.  

BP’s spill modelling shows: 

 97% chance of spill hitting Adelaide in April-May, 86% chance in winter, 58% in summer 

 100% chance of hitting Port Lincoln in April-May, 98% chance in winter, 91% in summer 

 100% chance of hitting Kangaroo Island in April-May, 95% chance in summer, 94% winter 

 97% chance whales getting hit in Great Australian Bight Marine National Park in winter 

 Apollo Bay and Wilsons Promontory (Vic) have a 91% chance of being hit by spill in April-May 

 NSW coast has 41% chance of being impacted in winter 

 Esperance (WA) has 64% chance of being hit in winter 

 Tasmania has a 66% chance of being hit in April-May 
 
BP modelled a 149-day spill (the time it would take to drill a relief well to permanently stop a blowout), but even if it could cap a well in the 35 

days it claims it would still have a high chance of impacting Adelaide, Port Lincoln and Kangaroo Island.  

BP’s Deepwater Horizon blowout spilled 800 million litres of oil into the Gulf of Mexico for 87 days. The Stromlo-1 well would be at a depth 

750m deeper than BP’s Deepwater Horizon well. 

 Spill could hit Adelaide in 20 days 

 Spill could hit Port Lincoln and Kangaroo Island in 15 days 
 
The modelling shows impacts on wildlife, but does not actually model the more far reaching impacts that could be expected on fisheries, which 

could be closed if affected by much lower concentrations of oil. The results are for oil concentrations that will harm coastline wildlife such as 

seals and sea lions (100 grams per square metre), which is 10 times the concentration that will impact marine life in the sea (10g/m
2
). It’s also 

10,000 times the concentration that will require the closure of fisheries (US standard 0.01 g/m
2
). Impacts forcing the closures of fisheries will 

spread further and faster. 
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