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September 2, 2022 

 

Submitted via Regulations.gov, Docket No. BOEM-2022-0036. 

 

Amanda Lefton, Director  

Bureau of Ocean Energy Management  

1849 C Street, NW  

Washington, D.C. 20240 

 

Re: Comments on Gulf of Mexico Wind Energy Areas, Docket No. BOEM-2022-0036 

 

Dear Ms. Lefton: 

 

Sierra Club is the nation’s oldest grassroots environmental advocacy organization, with 

more than 832,000 members nationwide, including more than 87,000 members in the Gulf 

region, dedicated to the protection of public health and the environment. One of Sierra Club’s 

priority national campaigns involves promoting energy policies and practices that help transition 

our national economy from fossil-fuel resources to clean energy, thereby decreasing pollution 

and reducing overall energy costs, and promoting safe and sustainable jobs. To that end, Sierra 

Club appreciates the opportunity to submit these comments on the Bureau of Ocean Energy 

Management’s (“BOEM”) analysis and recommendations in its Preliminary Wind Energy Areas 

(“WEA”) in the Gulf of Mexico Area.  

 

Sierra Club strongly supports responsibly-sited offshore wind energy as an emissions-free 

power source, and the responsible development of the Gulf of Mexico’s significant renewable 

energy potential is a key step in combating the climate crisis. We generally support the analysis 

and conclusions reached in BOEM’s Preliminary Wind Energy Areas memorandum. 

Responsible leasing and permitting of offshore wind energy, however, must be conducted in a 

way that avoids, minimizes, mitigates, and monitors adverse impacts on marine and coastal 

wildlife and their habitats, in addition to coastal communities; reduces negative impacts on other 

ocean uses; includes robust consultation with Native American tribes, stakeholders, and nearby 

environmental justice communities; and uses the best available scientific and technological data 

to ensure science-based and stakeholder-informed decision making. To achieve those goals, we 

offer the following comments and recommendations.  

 

I. RESPONSIBLY-SITED OFFSHORE WIND DEVELOPMENT IS KEY TO 

ACHIEVING THE NATION’S CLEAN ENERGY GOALS. 

In the United States and around the world, we are already feeling the impacts of a 

changing climate. Over the past several years alone, we have seen historic droughts and wildfires 

in the West, unprecedented storms and flooding in the Southeast, and record heatwaves across 

the country. Communities along the Gulf coast bear a disproportionate burden of those impacts, 

in addition to a long history of increased air pollution and oil spills from fossil fuel extraction 

and processing. Indeed, relative sea level rise along the Texas Gulf Coast is, and will continue to 
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be, twice that of the global average—1 to 4 feet or more—between now and 2100, which will 

make communities even more vulnerable to hurricane storm surge.1 Texas alone will see an 

additional 1,300 deaths per year due to higher temperatures and as much as $21 billion in 

flooded coastal property by 2030.2  

 

To avoid the worst impacts of the climate crisis, it will be necessary to transition our 

economy to net-zero global emissions by 2050.3 Moreover, as the Biden Administration has 

recognized, one of the most cost-effective ways to meet that goal will be achieving a 100% 

carbon pollution-free electricity system by 2035.4  

 

Offshore wind development will be critical to meeting those clean energy objectives. The 

Gulf of Mexico, in particular, has an enormous potential for clean, offshore energy generation. 

The National Renewable Energy Laboratory estimates that the Gulf of Mexico has a potential of 

1,556 terawatt-hours per year,5 more than one-third of the entire nation’s electricity generation.6 

A recent analysis published by the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy indicates that Gulf-coast 

power companies could harness thousands of megawatts of offshore wind by 2035, making 

substantial progress towards the nation’s 100% clean energy goals.7 Clean, renewable wind 

energy, paired with energy storage, efficiency and grid technologies, can be rapidly scaled up to 

meet U.S. and global energy needs many times over, while providing 100 percent energy access 

in a just transition.8 

 
 

1 USGCRP [U.S. Global Change Research Program], Climate Science Special Report: Fourth 

National Climate Assessment, Volume I [Wuebbles, D.J. et al. (eds.)], U.S. Global Change 

Research Program, Washington, D.C. (2017) 992, 996, available at: 

https://science2017.globalchange.gov/. 
2 Id. at 1012. 
3 United States Department of State and the United States Executive Office of the President, The 

Long-Term Strategy of the United States: Pathways to Net-Zero Greenhouse Gas Emissions by 

2050 (Nov. 2021), https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/US-Long-Term-

Strategy.pdf. 
4 Id. at 14. 
5 Walt Musial, National Renewable Energy Laboratory (June 15, 2021). “Offshore Wind in the 

US Gulf of Mexico: Gulf of Mexico Data Information Resources and Ocean Users.” 

https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/renewableenergy/state-activities/National-

Renewable-Energy-Laboratory-Walt-Musial.pdf. 
6 U.S. Energy Information Administration. Electricity Data Browser. 

https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/browser/.  
7 Southern Alliance for Clean Energy (2021). Achieving 100% Clean Electricity in the 

Southeast, 2021 Report. https://cleanenergy.org/blog/report-achieving-100-clean-electricity-in-

the-southeast/. 
8 Anthony Lopez et al., U.S. Renewable Energy Technical Potentials: A GIS-Based Analysis, 

National Renewable Energy Laboratory (2012), https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy12osti/51946.pdf; 

Sven Teske & Sarah Niklas, Fossil Fuel Exit Strategy: An orderly wind down of coal, oil and gas 

to meet the Paris Agreement (2021), https://fossilfueltreaty.org/exit-strategy; see also Carbon 

Tracker Initiative, The Sky’s The Limit: Solar and wind energy potential is 100 times as much as 

global energy demand (2021), https://carbontracker.org/reports/the-skys-the-limit-solar-wind/.  

https://science2017.globalchange.gov/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/US-Long-Term-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/US-Long-Term-Strategy.pdf
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/renewableenergy/state-activities/National-Renewable-Energy-Laboratory-Walt-Musial.pdf
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/renewableenergy/state-activities/National-Renewable-Energy-Laboratory-Walt-Musial.pdf
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/browser/
https://cleanenergy.org/blog/report-achieving-100-clean-electricity-in-the-southeast/
https://cleanenergy.org/blog/report-achieving-100-clean-electricity-in-the-southeast/
https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy12osti/51946.pdf
https://fossilfueltreaty.org/exit-strategy
https://carbontracker.org/reports/the-skys-the-limit-solar-wind/
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Taking advantage of just a fraction of the technically-feasible offshore wind energy in the 

Gulf of Mexico would not only further the nation’s clean energy goals, but it will help build a 

better economy, create millions of good-paying jobs, clean our waters and air, and ensure that 

communities across the Gulf region can live healthier, safer, stronger lives. Indeed, the Biden 

Administration has recognized that “a thriving offshore wind industry will drive new jobs and 

economic opportunity up and down the Atlantic Coast, in the Gulf of Mexico, and in Pacific 

waters.” To that end, the Biden Administration has established a goal of doubling offshore wind 

development by 2030, and has directed federal agencies to “prioritize action on climate change 

in their policy-making and budget processes,”9 while also coordinating with states and the 

private sector to create good jobs and ensuring robust protection for our lands, waters, and 

biodiversity. Offshore wind could enrich communities in the nearby states by not only building a 

new industry that rivals oil and gas in its economic benefit to workers and ratepayers, but also by 

slashing the carbon emissions that are causing extreme heat, pollution, and grid instability, like 

seen in Texas over the last several years. 

 

II. TRANSITIONING TO RENEWABLE ENERGY AND AWAY FROM 

FOSSIL FUELS IS NECESSARY, BUT MUST BE DONE IN A MANNER 

THAN PROTECTS THE COMMUNITIES AND SPECIES THAT RELY 

ON THE GULF OF MEXICO. 

While offshore wind development is key to achieving the nation’s clean energy goals, it 

must be done responsibly so that development can occur without unnecessary negative impacts 

to the environment or communities. We urge BOEM to consider the following recommendations 

to ensure that development of offshore wind is conducted in a manner that meets the energy 

needs of the United States, while protecting human health, wildlife, environmental resources, and 

ensuring that the 12 factors required for leasing on the Outer Continental Shelf are met. 43 

U.S.C. § 1337(p)(4)(A)–(L).  

 

A. BOEM Must Consider Nearby Proposed Deepwater Ports in its Assessment 

of Suitability of the Identified Wind Energy Areas. 

 

Prior to leasing these areas, BOEM must ensure that operation of these WEAs will not 

have adverse cumulative impacts when operated near the deepwater ports proposed to be located 

nearby. While there is currently only the Louisiana Offshore Oil Port (“LOOP”) in the Gulf of 

Mexico, as described in the Gulf of Mexico Call Area Environmental Assessment,10 several 

additional deepwater ports have been proposed and are in the licensing and permitting processes, 

including multiple very large crude carriers (VLCCs) near the proposed WEAs.11  

 

Four oil export facilities and one gas export facility have pending license applications 

with MARAD, and one LNG project has been approved and is pending license issuance. These 

projects are proposed to be built off the coasts of Texas and Louisiana from 10.5 to 40.8 nautical 

 
9 Executive Order 14008, ‘‘Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad’’ (Jan. 27, 2021). 
10 Commercial and Research Wind Lease and Grant Issuance and Site Assessment Activities on 

the Outer Continental Shelf of the Gulf of Mexico Draft Environmental Assessment, BOEM, B-

107 (July 2022). 
11 Id. 
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miles in water depths from 57 to 115 ft (17.4 to 35 m).12 The Sea Port Oil Terminal (SPOT) and 

Texas GulfLink VLCCs are both proposed off the coast of Freeport, Texas, near the Galveston 

WEA. The Blue Marlin VLCC would involve the construction and operation of a deepwater port 

off the coast of Cameron Parish, Louisiana, with associated onshore infrastructure in Jefferson 

County, Texas, near the Lake Charles WEA. These projects combined will have the capacity to 

export over 1.8 billion barrels of crude oil per year.13  

 

When conducting further analysis under both OCSCLA and the National Environmental 

Policy Act (NEPA) prior to auctioning these areas for leasing, the cumulative impacts from both 

concurrent construction and operation of these projects must be considered.  

 

B. BOEM Must Ensure That the Identified Gulf of Mexico Wind Energy Areas 

Avoid and Minimize Adverse Impacts on Marine and Coastal Habitats and 

Wildlife. 

 

Continued consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and the National 

Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) is necessary to ensure that the preliminary WEAs do not 

adversely impact migratory birds, bats, and marine species. BOEM must use the best available 

scientific and technological data to ensure science-based and stakeholder-informed decision 

making, which may require ongoing review as new data becomes available related to threatened 

and endangered species within and nearby the proposed WEAs.  

 

1. Rice’s Whale 

 

As noted in the WEA memorandum, there are numerous constraints that reduce 

compatibility for certain areas within the Gulf of Mexico, including proximity to endangered 

species habitat such as for the Rice’s whale (Balaenoptera ricei). The Rice’s Whale is the only 

year-round resident baleen whale found in the Gulf of Mexico, occurring primarily along the 

northeastern shelf break near De Soto Canyon, and has a population estimated at approximately 

50.14 Using a 100 to 400 meter buffer for the Rice’s Whale, complete avoidance of the species 

was ultimately recommended when identifying WEAs due to availability of less conflicted 

areas.15 While BOEM removed certain areas within the Gulf of Mexico from consideration due 
 

12 Id.  
13 Deepwater Port License Application: Blue Marlin Offshore Port, LLC (BMOP), 85 Fed. Reg. 

70707 (Nov. 5, 2020); Deepwater Port License Application: Texas GulfLink LLC, 86 Fed. Reg. 

53144 (Sep. 24, 2021); Deepwater Port License Application: SPOT Terminal Services LLC, 86 

Fed. Reg. 60093 (Oct. 29, 2021).  
14 Soldevilla et al, Rice’s whales in the northwestern Gulf of Mexico: call variation and 

occurrence beyond the known core habitat, ENDANG. SPECIES RES. 48:155-174, 156 (2022), 

available at: https://doi.org/10.3354/esr01196. 
15 Memorandum from Michael Celata (Regional Director, Gulf of Mexico Regional Office) to 

Amanda Lefton (Director, BOEM), Request for Concurrence on Preliminary Wind Energy Areas 

for the Gulf of Mexico Area Identification Process Pursuant to 30 C.F.R. § 585.211(b), 11-12 

(Jul. 20, 2022), available at: 

https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents//Draft%20Area%20ID%20Memo%20GOM

%20508.pdf.  

https://doi.org/10.3354/esr01196
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Draft%20Area%20ID%20Memo%20GOM%20508.pdf
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/Draft%20Area%20ID%20Memo%20GOM%20508.pdf
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to proximity to this habitat, the agency must ensure that further analysis is conducted as new data 

becomes available.  

 

Energy development in the Gulf of Mexico has caused serious damage to the species, 

even from projects located outside of the species’ core habitat. The Deepwater Horizon spill, 

which occurred outside of the Rice’s Whale habitat, decreased the species population by 22 

percent.16 Though wind energy is not considered a primary threat to the species, impacts from 

energy infrastructure development could impact the species range and recovery.17  

 

Recent data provides evidence of the persistent occurrence of some Rice’s Whales over a 

broader distribution in the Gulf of Mexico than previously understood, with verified sightings 

occurring as far west as Corpus Christi, Texas.18 BOEM must ensure that the areas identified for 

wind leasing remain suitable in light of this new information. 

  

2. Migratory Birds 

 

The Gulf of Mexico serves as a critical pathway for migratory birds.19 We appreciate the 

decision to implement a 20 nautical mile buffer for migratory birds along the coastline. However, 

there is continued concern regarding impacts to migratory birds. BOEM should proactively 

consider new monitoring information to ensure that bird species that are expected to forage 

within the preliminary WEAs, and that are highly vulnerable to collision and displacement, are 

also protected. 

 

C. Shrimping and Fishing Communities Deserve Consideration in Siting and 

Operations 

 

As BOEM implements any future leases related to the two WEAs, we call on BOEM to 

assure that BOEM also considers the impacts of transmission lines on marine life, birds, 

endangered species, and other economic interests, such as commercial fishing and shrimping. 

We call on BOEM to consider in its future leasing the prevention and remediation of a range of 

potential adverse impacts on shrimp fishing grounds and operations. Among issues that should 

be considered are the siting of transmission lines and associated equipment both at sea and in 

port; ensuring wind energy companies have sufficient financial means to clean-up debris from 

facilities inevitably damaged or destroyed by increasingly frequent category 5 hurricanes; and 

 
16 Rice’s Whale, NOAA Fisheries, https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/rices-

whale#:~:text=The%20Deepwater%20Horizon%20oil%20spill,population%20decreased%20by

%2022%20percent..  
17 Rice’s Whale Recovery Outline, NOAA Fisheries, https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-

08/RIWH-Recovery-Outline-Final-508-Compliant.pdf.pdf.  
18 Soldevilla et al, Rice’s whales in the northwestern Gulf of Mexico: call variation and 

occurrence beyond the known core habitat, ENDANG. SPECIES RES. 48:155-174 (2022), available 

at: https://doi.org/10.3354/esr01196.  
19 Randy Wilson, Birds and Migratory Pathways: An Overview of the Gulf of Mexico, U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service, available at: 

https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/renewable-energy/state-activities/USFWS-

Migratory-Birds-Randy-Wilson_0.pdf.  

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/rices-whale#:~:text=The%20Deepwater%20Horizon%20oil%20spill,population%20decreased%20by%2022%20percent
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/rices-whale#:~:text=The%20Deepwater%20Horizon%20oil%20spill,population%20decreased%20by%2022%20percent
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/rices-whale#:~:text=The%20Deepwater%20Horizon%20oil%20spill,population%20decreased%20by%2022%20percent
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-08/RIWH-Recovery-Outline-Final-508-Compliant.pdf.pdf
https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/2021-08/RIWH-Recovery-Outline-Final-508-Compliant.pdf.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3354/esr01196
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/renewable-energy/state-activities/USFWS-Migratory-Birds-Randy-Wilson_0.pdf
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/renewable-energy/state-activities/USFWS-Migratory-Birds-Randy-Wilson_0.pdf
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the eventual decommissioning and clean-up of any equipment related to the wind turbines or 

transmission lines. We would also request for BOEM to establish a formal process for consulting 

with the shrimp and fishing industry as multiple interests compete for space in the ocean.  

 

D. The Wind Industry Should be Held to Strict Clean-up and Financial 

Standards 

 
BOEM must also ensure that a wind energy facility operator has the financial resources 

needed to decommission such facilities and the associated transmission lines in a timely manner. 

Thus, the Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE) should develop policies to 

return the seafloor to a condition that existed prior to installation once the life of the wind facility 

(and associated transmission) is no longer used and useful. BOEM should use its Risk 

Management Policy Group to develop financial risk policy, and work with BSEE to design 

appropriate regulatory requirements for the OCS wind energy industry with respect to 

remediation. 
 

E. BOEM Must Improve on the Clean-up of Oil and Gas Infrastructure and 

Pipelines 

Even as the Sierra Club supports strict standards to ensure that the wind industry does its 

part to assure clean-up of future infrastructure, we would note that BOEM has a poor record 

enforcing requirements on the oil and gas industry to do their part to clean up equipment that is 

no longer being used. In fact, even in the areas being discussed, there are thousands of tons of 

old decaying infrastructure and hundreds of miles of aged pipelines that must be assessed 

and should be cleaned up.  

If not cleaned up by enforcing the law against the oil and gas industry, this infrastructure 

could impact the development of offshore wind. As part of the process going forward, we call on 

BOEM to fully implement requirements set forth in 30 C.F.R. part 250, Subpart Q to 

decommission and clean up the ocean floor of existing oil and gas equipment.  

F. BOEM Must Ensure That High Labor and Equity Standards are Utilized 

for Offshore Wind Leases in the Gulf. 

 

Offshore wind development has the potential to be good for jobs and the economy. In 

evaluating the economic potential of offshore wind development in the Gulf of Mexico, the 

National Renewable Energy Laboratory estimated that a single 600 MW offshore wind 

development “could support approximately 4,470 jobs and $445 million in GDP during 

construction and an ongoing 150 jobs and $14 million annually from operation and maintenance 

labor, materials, and services.”20 The proposed WEA, which could achieve as much as 5 GW of 

offshore wind by 2035, promises significant economic and employment benefits.  

 

 
20 Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Offshore Wind in the U.S. Gulf of Mexico: Regional 

Economic Modeling & Site-Specific Analyses, 

https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/regions/gulf-mexico-ocs-region/Offshore-

Wind-US-Gulf-Mexico-Regional-Economic-Fact-Sheet.pdf.     

https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/regions/gulf-mexico-ocs-region/Offshore-Wind-US-Gulf-Mexico-Regional-Economic-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.boem.gov/sites/default/files/documents/regions/gulf-mexico-ocs-region/Offshore-Wind-US-Gulf-Mexico-Regional-Economic-Fact-Sheet.pdf
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Neither the preliminary WEA memorandum, however, nor the Environmental 

Assessment address worker safety, worker conditions, or the economic benefits of investments in 

renewable energy.  Worker safety and good jobs created by offshore wind development in the 

Gulf of Mexico could create thousands of jobs, rebuild communities burdened by the impacts 

from the fossil fuel industry.  

 

Sierra Club, along with a group of unions, community allies, and other environmental 

groups, are calling on BOEM to use high labor and equity standards for offshore wind leases in 

the Gulf of Mexico, including: requiring developers and their contractors to sign Project Labor 

Agreements; using a multiple-factor auction process for the Gulf to reward bidders who will 

create economic opportunities for disadvantaged communities by signing Community Workforce 

Agreements, and using the leasing process to incentivize participation in robust training 

programs that will truly uplift workers by giving them the skills to succeed in higher-wage, 

higher-skilled careers. 

 

Offshore wind could enrich Texans and Louisianans by not only building a new industry 

that rivals oil and gas in its economic benefit to workers and ratepayers, but by slashing the 

carbon emissions that are causing extreme heat, pollution, and grid instability, like seen in Texas 

over the last several years.   

 

III. CONCLUSION 

The preliminary wind energy areas identified in the Gulf of Mexico indicate that 

proposed offshore wind in the Gulf of Mexico is being considered in a manner that is protective 

of wildlife and the human environment. However, continued agency and community consultation 

is necessary prior to ultimately leasing these regions, given the changing infrastructure, climate, 

and policy landscape impacting the Gulf of Mexico.21  

 

 

/s/ Rebecca McCreary 

Rebecca McCreary 

Associate Attorney 

Sierra Club 

rebecca.mccreary@sierraclub.org  

(303) 449-5595 ext. 103 

 

Joshua Smith 

Senior Attorney 

Sierra Club 

joshua.smith@sierraclub.org 

(415) 977-5560 

 

 
21 On August 16, 2022, the Inflation Reduction Act, Pub. L. No. 117-169, went into effect, which 

contains requirements for offshore oil and gas lease sales as a prerequisite to offshore wind lease 

sales. Sierra Club opposes new offshore oil and gas leasing, and nothing herein should be 

construed as advocating for it. 

mailto:rebecca.mccreary@sierraclub.org
mailto:joshua.smith@sierraclub.org
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