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EDITOR'S NOTE: Lost in the "Drill Baby Drill" passions of last fall's campaign was a 
more substantive discussion of what lifting the offshore drilling ban might mean for 
South Carolina. Mitchell Colgan, chairman of the College of Charleston's Geology and 
Environmental Geosciences Department, has worked for Shell Oil, the U.S. Geological 
Survey and on three oil reservoirs in Texas, New Mexico and Alaska. He recently talked 
with Robert Behre about what the drilling ban means to us.  

Q: Congress let the ban on offshore drilling expire last year, and some are pushing 
Congress and President Barack Obama to reinstate the ban. If they're unsuccessful 
and the ban expires, what can South Carolina expect?

A: "Indifference. I really don't think there's any oil out there. ... To be able to find oil and 
drill for offshore oil requires a great deal of money. For an oil reservoir to be 
economically viable requires there to be a fairly good-sized reservoir. From my reviews 
of the public record, there are no oil reservoirs of any consequence that would entice 
anybody to drill. ... Even if one can identify a reservoir, and this oil is technically 
recoverable, it does not mean that it is economically recoverable." 

Q: Then why the big deal about the ban?

A: "Politics. If the oil's not there, the oil's not there. Lifting the ban will not cause oil to 
appear where there is no oil. What determines whether a company will drill for oil is 
geology and economics. All of the mineral management studies of this area off the coast 
of South Carolina have shown that there are no oil reservoirs. Without economic 
quantities of oil, nobody is going to drill." 

Q: How much do we know about what oil is out there?

A: "Even though there has been a ban on drilling, there has not been a ban on exploration, 
and oil companies have not been rushing here to explore for oil. Before the ban, oil 
companies did look for oil and found none. I have heard that this is old data and we have 
new technology, and if the ban is lifted we're going to go explore and explore and 
explore, and we'll find oil. Believe me, if there were oil off South Carolina, there would 
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be rigs out there right now. Before the offshore oil ban, if there had been economically 
viable reservoirs, South Carolina would have been an enticing drilling location; it would 
be easier and cheaper to develop an oil prospect off the South Carolina coast than many 
other areas that were developed at that time." 

Q: What about natural gas? 

A: "Natural gas is problematic as well. All published studies that I have seen report that 
there is no economically recoverable gas off our coast. Studies have shown that there are 
some gas deposits off of Florida and off of North Carolina, but even there the quantities 
reported are not economically recoverable." 

Q: What about neighboring states?

A: "The exploration activity within this region may take place along other coasts, but not 
off of Georgia nor South Carolina. I just don't understand why there is this fuss. I haven't 
heard much interest from oil companies wanting to come out and drill there. Believe me, 
it would benefit our geology department if there were large quantities of oil in the state." 

Q: What else gets mixed up in the debate?

A: "The presence of gas hydrates, also known as frozen methane or Clathrate hydrates. 
The methane trapped inside cages of water molecules. Gas hydrates are found on the 
edges of continental shelves, in the deep sea, in the arctic and in permafrost, and gas 
hydrates are a potential, abundant energy source. I think that some people talk about this 
offshore source of gas hydrates when discussing the potential of a large gas supply off 
shore. The problem with gas hydrates is that we have never figured out how to extract it 
economically. Gas hydrates are unstable, and we don't know how to extract this resource 
from offshore beds safely or economically." 

Q: If drilling here is pointless, what should we be looking at?

A: "The political energy spent on this discussion should be used examining the political 
and economic feasibility of offshore wind-energy generation, as well as other locally 
produced clean energy. What drove our interest in drilling off of our coast was $4 per 
gallon gasoline. We have just witnessed this great collapse in the price of oil. This 
downturn did not occur because there were new oil discoveries. We did not find more oil; 
the world is using less. That's an important lesson for us. If we can take this time of 
cheaper energy to become more energy efficient, especially with regards to our 
automobiles, the need to drill for oil decreases markedly and we move toward greater 
energy independence." 

Reach Robert Behre at 937-5771 or at rbehre@postandcourier.com.  
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