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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED 

FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE 

DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC 

CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 20th July 2010 

Repeat:  Sunday 25th July 2010 

 

Producer:  Andy Denwood 

Reporter:  Gerry Northam 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OUTSIDE TATTOO PARLOUR 

 

NORTHAM: Driving through the bayou, we’ve now stopped at a 

small town called La Fourche, and on the corner here is the Southern Sting Tattoo Parlour, 

with a huge display of signs painted outside it: “You killed our Gulf, our Way of Life”, 

“While trying to get ahead, BP took our arms, now the Government’s taking our legs.” And 

there’s a model of a fisherman holding a fish drenched in oil, and he’s wearing a gas mask 

and also dripping oil, and the sign he’s holding up says: “God help us all”.   

Eighty-seven days of oil gushing into the Gulf are taking a horrific toll and many Americans 

fear they have yet to see the worst.  Wetlands are drenched in toxic slime, beach holidays are 

ruined, many fishing grounds are closed indefinitely, and restaurant workers are laid off or 

on short time. The finger of blame points, of course, to BP. But people are also furious with 

Washington for its lack of preparation over decades to deal with an all-too-predictable 

tragedy. And the Obama Administration is taking the heat. 

 

SUCKLING: [Sigh] I have turned from being incredibly 

disappointed to just being livid that this administration knew what it was doing and decided 

that it was just simply not able to break with the oil politics of the past. 
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NORTHAM: After America’s previous worst oil spill in 1989, 

industry and Government said they must never again be caught unprepared.  Twenty-one 

years later they have been, and the consequences remain incalculable.  This week, File On 4 

reports on how little has been learned from previous disasters.  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

RACHAL: Excuse me, sir. 

 

MAN: Yeah? 

 

RACHAL: You’re in a contaminated hot zone.  What are you 

doing out here? 

   

MAN: I was just coming to look at it. 

 

RACHAL: You are not allowed to be on this …. 

 

MAN: I kind of figured, but …. 

 

NORTHAM: The seafront of Louisiana’s beach resort, Grand Isle, 

has been turned into a quasi-military operational area. US Coastguards prevent anyone 

getting near the oil. 

  

RACHAL: We’ve got to bring a crew down and they’re going to 

have to decontaminate your shoes.  Petty Officer Jolley, have you called it in? 

 

JOLLEY: Right now, Chief. 

 

RACHAL: Okay, appreciate it. 

 

NORTHAM: What’s the problem here, Chief? 
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RACHAL: Well what it is, what you’re looking at right here from 

this boom all the way to the tidal zone is what we consider the hot zone. This area has oil 

contaminating stuff, so before anyone can enter into the hot zone and cross back over, they 

have to be decontaminated. 

 

NORTHAM: Chief Marine Science Technician, Vincent Rachal, is 

keeping watch over the State’s showpiece manmade beach, patrolling the wide strip of sand 

between seven miles of orange plastic fencing and the parallel seven miles of piled up 

booms, which are supposed to keep oil - and curious visitors - at bay. Vincent has been 

drafted in from Los Angeles. His colleague, Petty Officer Danica Jolley, from Virginia. 

They’re part of a rapidly assembled crew overseeing BP’s enormous clean-up operation. 

 

JOLLEY: Right now what we have are what are called tar balls, 

okay?  This is oil that’s just moved around, mixed with some sand and they form like rocks, 

that if you actually pick them up – which I don’t recommend doing – you squeeze them, it’s 

oil.  It’s real soft, real spongy and it’s like oil. 

 

NORTHAM: And you have to get rid of it? 

 

JOLLEY: Well, not the Coastguard.  They have the cleaning 

crews that are contracted to come out here and they get rid of it.  We’re trying to prevent oil 

or any of the tar balls or any contaminated debris from getting any further up this beach.  

Right now this beach, they can still use it, certain areas, the public can. 

 

NORTHAM: So the public can use the beach on the sand side of the 

beach, but not on the sea side. 

 

JOLLEY: On the sand side, not on the sea side. 

 

NORTHAM: So they can’t go from the beach to the sea? 

 

JOLLEY: No sir.  Well, obviously they can, but we don’t want 

them to, so we’re trying to prevent it. 
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NORTHAM: The cleaning crews spaced along the seven miles are 

dressed in white polythene suits and hats and dump the contaminated sand into huge plastic 

sacks, which get loaded into a skip and taken off. Anxious that it’s gradually scraping away a 

beach which was carefully and expensively constructed, BP is building a vast cleaning plant, 

which is intended to wash the sand and return it. Grand Isle is a long barrier island blocking 

much of the oil from getting into Barataria Bay, which leads up to the city of New Orleans. 

Ships and floating booms are being used at either end of the island to try to complete the 

seal.  To Chief Vincent Rachal, it’s work of strategic importance. 

  

RACHAL: This would be like the beachhead in a war that’s going 

on out there.  When that oil comes in, this is where it’s coming.  It can come through here or 

it can come through the Barataria Pass and it can infiltrate all of the water systems down 

here, get into the marshes and eventually it can move all the way up to Lake Ponchartrain, all 

the way into New Orleans. 

 

NORTHAM: But New Orleans is two hours drive from here. 

 

RACHAL: It’s two hours drive from here, but the waterways 

enter directly through the marshes and dump right into Lake Ponchartrain. 

 

NORTHAM: And once it’s in the lake? 

 

RACHAL: Once it’s in the lake, it can be dispersed to other 

places, so our job here is to hold it and prevent it from here and prevent it from getting to 

there.  This is our Normandy here.  This is the beachhead, this is the landing point of the oil.  

This is where we’re going to hold it at, this is where we’re going to stop it. 

 

NORTHAM: Are you winning? 

 

RACHAL: We’re doing the best we can, and in my opinion we 

are winning. 

 

NORTHAM: But, just a day later, the television news told a 

different story. 
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EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

NEWS READER: BP’s spill now hits New Orleans where it hurts. Oil is 

in the city’s Lake Ponchartrain, swept in by stormy winds. Crews have collected over 1,700 

pounds of tar balls, and Texas has tar balls, Alabama has oil-smeared hermit crabs. To 

critics, all danger signs - too much oil is getting past BP’s defences. 

 

NORTHAM: The vast Lake Ponchartrain is the source of much of 

Louisiana’s seafood, supplying the restaurants which help fuel its economy.  The effect is to 

hit New Orleans’ dependence on tourism. 

 

ACTUALITY OF MUSIC IN STREETS OF NEW ORLEANS 

 

NORTHAM: The city is an American jewel. The Big Easy. An 

elegant pleasure-drome where you can still hear jazz musicians on street corners and see 

young boys tap dancing for quarters.  Hotels, restaurants and clubs are its economic 

heartbeat. Each year 7 million visitors spend some $5 billion there.  Now the thousands of 

people queuing to receive compensation cheques at BP’s hurriedly arranged assessment 

centres all tell the same story - that economy is taking a big hit.  

 

WOMAN: My job hours have been cut.  I am a waitress in a 

seafood restaurant. 

 

NORTHAM: And it’s been cut because? 

 

WOMAN: Lack of business, lack of seafood. 

 

NORTHAM: And how much money have you lost? 

 

WOMAN: Right now it’s probably about $200 or $300 difference 

a week. 

 

NORTHAM: A week? 
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WOMAN: A week. 

 

NORTHAM: And you’ve come here to ask for compensation? 

 

WOMAN: For assistance, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: Have they helped you? 

 

WOMAN: Yes. 

 

NORTHAM: What have they told you? 

 

WOMAN: They didn’t really say much. They just took all my 

information and gave me a cheque and then that was it and just said we’ll be in touch. 

 

NORTHAM: They gave you a cheque? 

 

WOMAN: Yes. 

 

NORTHAM: How much for, can I ask? 

 

WOMAN: $1,000. 

 

NORTHAM: Are you happy with that? 

 

WOMAN: For today, yes. 

 

ACTUALITY OF SUSAN SPICER IN KITCHEN 

 

SPICER: Just turn it, just stick it on the grill and just turn it over 

a couple of times …. 

 

NORTHAM: In the kitchen of an elegant restaurant in New Orleans’ 

French Quarter, leading chef Susan Spicer is overseeing dinner orders. 
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SPICER: I’d like a little more even colour on them …. 

 

WOMAN: A little more colour?  Sure. 

 

NORTHAM: Susan Spicer is the lead plaintiff in a class action suit 

filed on behalf of food businesses damaged by the oil spill. She’s expecting to win big sums 

in compensation from BP and its sub-contractors.  

 

SPICER: I’ve put twenty years into building my restaurant and I 

would like to see it survive in the future.  And I would like to stand with some of the other 

restaurants, smaller restaurants and seafood related industries that are really suffering right 

now, because of the frustration and the anger and the helplessness and the big unknown.  

You know, at least after the flood, you know, we knew what we were up against and you 

could make the choice to stay or go or participate or rebuild or move on, but here we don’t 

even know what we’re up against, we don’t even know what’s going to happen.  And it’s not 

just affecting Louisiana.  All along, you know, all the way to Florida, all these little 

communities, they’re dying.  It’s the beginning of the summer, it’s the beginning of the 

season.  It’s going to ruin this season and I’m sure years to come. 

 

NORTHAM: And that’s the main worry - not just the immediate 

damage from more than a hundred million gallons of oil dumped into the Gulf. It’s the 

thought that far worse long-term harm may be in store. 

 

SPICER: The future is what we’re concerned about, when the 

shrimp and the fish come in and lay their eggs in the marshes, and it’s really about what’s 

going to happen, you know, a year, five years down the road. 

 

NORTHAM: And what do you fear is going to happen? 

 

SPICER: I fear a lot of it’s going to be really wiped out.  It’s 

affecting us in so many ways.  It’s ecological, it’s financial, it’s cultural and it’s long term.  

It’s millions of gallons of oil in the water.  There’s just no way that it cannot affect 

everything in our ecology, there’s just no way.  Where’s it going to go? 
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NORTHAM: This anxiety about damage for years, perhaps decades, 

to come is only heightened by evidence of the long term effects of America’s last major oil 

spill – when a crashed tanker dumped a relatively manageable eleven million gallons of oil 

off the coast of Alaska in 1989. 

 

ACTUALITY ON BEACH IN ALASKA 

 

MOORE: Brought a shovel and I didn’t even really need it.  Just 

my footprints are filling in with a sheen, you know, that if you were a seven year old girl you 

might think was a really pretty colour, but frankly it’s just making me kind of sick right now. 

 

NORTHAM: Inches below the surface of one of the beaches of 

Prince William Sound, Shannyn Moore soon finds oil from the pollution of 21 years ago. 

At the time, she was working on a herring boat and went to help contain and try to clean up 

the spill.  

 

MOORE: We pulled into one cove that had been hit really really 

hard, and as the tide was going out, the beaches were just hanging with this really thick, 

horrible smelling, horrible smelling oil.  It was like watching someone you love die. It was 

… you know, the birds were very evident, their exposure. The seals, sea otters, whales, 

everything.  The water was just littered with bodies and so many of the birds were never 

counted because they were basically dissolving - they weren’t able to really be collected, 

they were just sort of melting.  It broke my heart. 

 

NORTHAM: When the tanker, called Exxon Valdez, hit a reef, the 

University of Alaska’s marine adviser, Professor Richard Steiner, became alarmed about the 

potential impact on the area’s rich animal life. He feared the long term damage could be 

great. And he was proved right. 

   

STEINER: The Government has monitored about thirty fish and 

wildlife populations and habitats that were injured by the oil spill and here, twenty-one years 

later, they’ve only listed about ten of those – about one-third – as fully recovered, so two-

thirds, most of the injured fish and wildlife populations and habitats from the oil spill have 

still yet to fully recover here twenty-one years later.  A couple of the injured populations, 
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STEINER cont: Pacific herring and pigeon guillemots are listed as not  

recovering at all twenty-one years later, and there is still some amount – twenty or thirty 

thousand gallons – of somewhat toxic Exxon Valdez oil still in beach sediments in Prince 

William Sound.  So some of us in the ecological community are thinking that really Prince 

William Sound will never fully recover to where it would have been absent this enormous 

toxic shock to the system. 

 

NORTHAM: Nature will never re-conquer Prince William Sound? 

 

STEINER: I’m not thinking it will, actually. This was a large 

shock to a very pristine coastal ecosystem right at the biological spring, March and April and 

May in this system, and it just unravelled the way the ecosystem was put together 

 

NORTHAM: Professor Steiner has spent much of the past three 

months in the Gulf of Mexico, studying the effects of BP’s spill on marine life there. He’s 

worried that the damage in the southern States may be just as long lasting as in Alaska, and 

has been struck by the lack of progress in the methods used to deal with the oil. 

          

STEINER: It’s largely been an after-thought of the companies and 

the Government. They figure that, well it is so unlikely that a catastrophic spill will occur, 

why invest any money in doing much more to prevent it or of being able to respond to it. 

And, you know, in fact we are no better prepared to respond to a large marine oil spill these 

days than we were twenty or thirty years ago and it just, it has never occurred where there 

has been an effective response to a large marine oil spill. 

 

NORTHAM: So when you’ve been in the Gulf in recent months, 

have you seen new technologies being used to clean up the spill, different from what was 

used for Exxon Valdez? 

 

STEINER: Unfortunately no.  The technologies for spill response 

being used in the Gulf today are virtually identical to what was used twenty-one years ago in 

Exxon Valdez and even thirty and forty years ago in Amoco Cadiz and Argo Merchant and 

the Prestige and other spills around the world.  This has not progressed at all.  It’s the same 

booms, you know, containment booms, deflection booms, sorbent boom, the same skimmers.  

Basically this is exactly where oil spill response has been for the last several decades. 
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ACTUALITY IN MYRTLE GROVE 

 

NORTHAM: One of the main centres of the clean-up operation is 

here at Myrtle Grove, where BP and the administration of the huge parish both have teams 

working. This is normally a quiet waterside residential area with a marina filled with fishing 

boats. But this summer, it’s been turned into a logistics hub for boats going out with vacuum 

machinery to suck up oil, and others laying miles of yellow or orange boom to try to contain 

it, and prevent further damage to the already heavily polluted wetlands. Today there’s no 

work – the boats can’t go out because there’s a tropical storm passing overhead. So the 

workforce are just waiting by their trucks, scores of them, or hanging round the little café. 

And meanwhile, the weather is bringing fresh waves of oil, relentlessly. 

 

SCHAEFFER: Where we’ve been lately, it’s almost like peanut 

butter, it’s a real real heavy type paste.  Yesterday we found patches probably fifty feet by 

twenty feet. 

 

NORTHAM: And it’s as thick as peanut butter? 

 

SCHAEFFER: Yes sir. 

 

NORTHAM: Until the 20th of April, when BP’s rig exploded,  

Jesse Schaeffer was an oyster fisherman. Now he’s leading a team in the Parish’s Waterways 

Strike Force.  

What’s the damage to the coastline here? 

 

SCHAEFFER: It’s been pretty substantial on the shoreline.  It’s 

probably ten, fifteen, twenty feet deep, it’s all on the grass and destroyed that coastline. 

 

NORTHAM: And is there fresh oil every day? 

   

SCHAEFFER: It’s coming in again, because the wind blew out the … 

with the storm that we had.  We hadn’t seen it for maybe a week or so, but it’s back in as of 

yesterday and the day before yesterday.  It’s heart-wrenching.  Our team is made up of all 

parish people and they’re go-getters and want to get this cleaned up just as quick as possible 

and get back to our way of life.   
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NORTHAM: Could take years? 

 

SCHAEFFER: Yes sir, it could be twenty years, it could be fifty 

years, we’ll find out. 

 

NORTHAM: Even without delays for bad weather, there’s little 

confidence that the clean-up operation can capture even a majority of the oil in the Gulf. 

We heard unofficial estimates that it may be getting somewhere between 10 and 15%. Others 

regard even that as optimistic.  The problem is that much of the technology is unsuited to the 

Gulf.  Clint Stewart is a charter boat captain, now monitoring floating booms for BP. It’s an 

unending task. 

 

STEWART: A lot of oil is coming in with the tide, the high tide 

and all. It is difficult for the guys right now with all the bad weather we’re having to get out 

there and really, you know, clean it up. It slows them down.  When bad weather comes in, 

we’ve got to consider safety. 

 

NORTHAM: How effective are the booms? 

 

STEWART: Calm days they do good.  On days like today, rough 

water, they don’t do as good.  It breaks them, all the waves that goes over the top of them.  

Today we went out, they got a lot of booms there, you know, a lot of them washing up on the 

shore, just from the wave action and all.  They’ve got crews out there trying to keep it back 

on the shores.  They’re still trying to work a little bit, but it’s just too hard with this wind. 

 

NORTHAM: This is a problem which has concerned the Earth and 

Environmental Sciences Department at the University of New Orleans. Professor Denise 

Reed points to failure after failure of booms in the turbulent waters of the Gulf of Mexico. 

 

REED: There are specific types of ocean boom that can work 

in seas of three to four feet in terms of waves, but when the currents get strong, that’s when 

they really start to have problems.  Because when the water is moving fast, when the tide is 

pushing the water from the Gulf of Mexico up into the estuary, then it’s moving fast like 

that.  Then when that push of water with the oil floating on the surface, when it hits the 
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REED cont: boom, then it kind of piles up against the boom, but it 

forces a way round and it goes essentially underneath or over the top, and the tide is going to 

find a way, it’s not going to be stopped by a piece of plastic boom. 

 

NORTHAM: And nor will the oil be, you’re saying? 

 

REED: And nor will the oil be. It doesn’t take much for 

something this complex, in this kind of weather condition, in this kind of complex 

environment to kind of go to hell in a hand basket again really quickly. 

 

ACTUALITY OF SENATE COMMITTEEE HEARING 

 

MIKULSKI: Good morning everybody.  This hearing is now going 

to come to order …. 

 

NORTHAM: The criticism that precious little research was done 

into cleaning up spills and developing modern technologies has begun to be heard on Capitol 

Hill in Washington, where committee hearings at first vented their rage on hapless BP 

managers, who sat stonewalling hours of abuse. Now attention has turned to America’s role 

in the catastrophe. A Senate committee hearing last week examined another traditional tool 

of the clean-up - the powerful chemical dispersants used to break up oil in the Gulf. The 

chairwoman, Senator Barbara Mikulski, expressed anxiety about unwanted toxicity. 

 

MILKULSKI:   I believe that often we are told, ‘Don’t worry honey, 

we’ll take care of you and it won’t hurt.’ We only then find out that what we thought was a 

good product turns out to have vile consequences. I don’t want dispersants to be the Agent 

Orange of this oil spill. And I want to be assured in behalf of the American people that this is 

okay to use and okay to use in the amounts that we are talking about. 

 

NORTHAM: There is uncertainty over the effect of almost two 

million gallons of dispersant which BP has used on the surface or pumped deep into the sea 

to mix with the oil as it gushed out. The federal Environmental Protection Agency (the EPA) 

at first ordered BP to cut the amount of chemical it used and find a less toxic alternative. BP 

did reduce its use, but stuck with its original dispersant. The EPA belatedly did some surface 
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NORTHAM cont: tests of its own and concluded that toxicity was likely 

to be lower than it feared. But even these late tests didn’t establish the effect of mixing two 

toxic chemicals - dispersant and oil - at great depths in the sea.  The head of the US 

Government’s Marine Mammal Commission, Dr Timothy Ragen, is left wondering, and 

fearing what the impact of dispersant might be on sea life in the Gulf. 

 

RAGEN: Frankly, we don’t know. The dispersant itself is 

actually a group of, or what we might call it a family of dispersants, variations on a 

particular theme.  And we don’t really know how toxic or how with their effects will be on 

marine ecosystems.  We have seen them used in other places in past decades, where the 

dispersants turned out to be more toxic than the oil itself, such as off the UK back in the 

1960s with the Torrey Canyon, but in this case it appears that there might have been more 

study of the dispersants before these were used.   

 

NORTHAM: Should have been more study? 

 

RAGEN: I would say should have been.  A combination of both 

the industry and the regulators should be doing the studies.   

 

NORTHAM: And if those studies weren’t done, both the industry 

and the Government failed. 

 

RAGEN: Well, we will hope that they have learned the lesson, but 

I would say that we did not pick up on the lesson from the Exxon Valdez and previous spills 

and carried through with that, so one could argue that yes, we dropped the ball on this one. 

 

NORTHAM: A study by the Houston Chronicle, the home 

newspaper for the oil industry, shows that in the two decades since the Alaska tragedy, the 

federal regulator took in $107 billion in royalties from industry and spent one-tenth of 1% of 

it on oil spill research.  Last year, a bill to increase funding for oil spill research withered and 

died in the US House of Representatives. It was introduced by Congresswoman Lynn 

Woolsey, who’s a Democrat member of the Science and Technology Committee. Her 

interest was sparked by the response she witnessed to a relatively small recent spill off the 
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NORTHAM cont: coast of her home city - San Francisco in California.  

Congresswoman Woolsey became convinced that industry and the Government had grown 

dangerously complacent about oil pollution. 

 

WOOLSEY: By not funding oil spill prevention and research and 

clean-up we are making a statement that we won’t have any disasters, and of course we did 

and do. And it leaves us actually back in the Dark Ages.  We are still funding at levels that 

haven’t been increased since 1990.  What it doesn’t leave room for is the research and 

development that is necessary so that when we do have a disaster like the BP disaster, we 

aren’t scrambling to find out what to do. 

 

NORTHAM: Do you feel a sense of regret that it didn’t pass last 

year? 

 

WOOLSEY: Oh, I feel terrible. I mean, I just feel like, you know, 

er, you know. We know that we have to deal with these things but we didn’t. 

 

NORTHAM: There’s been a claim that a number of people have 

expressed to us that, particularly since 1989 and the Exxon Valdez spill off Alaska, that 

successive administrations have just neglected to learn the lessons in time to deal with the 

next spill.  Is there something in that? 

 

WOOLSEY: Well, it’s absolutely true. Then our new 

administration, with our deficit and our economy in bad shape and then working so hard on 

the healthcare reform, it doesn’t leave a lot of oxygen for issues that aren’t under pressure at 

the time. 

 

NORTHAM: So if there have been failures by successive 

administrations, that includes the first year of the Obama Administration? 

 

WOOLSEY: Absolutely and it includes me. 
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NORTHAM: The most evident lapses by US Governments were at 

the federal Minerals Management Service, which was charged with managing the nation’s 

gas and oil resources. It was supposed to keep a close eye on companies in the Gulf and 

elsewhere, licensing them and ensuring proper standards of safety. Congressman Jim Moran 

is a Democrat who chairs the sub-committee responsible for funding the regulator, and he 

has concluded that it lost sight of its main purpose. 

  

MORAN: Well, the Minerals Management Service, in my view, 

do not think of themselves so much as representing the interests of the American public as 

the interests of the industry.  They were part of the industry.  We found incidences where the 

inspectors left it up to the oil company to write the inspection report itself, and then the 

inspector would sign off on it.  Another case where the inspector was trying to get a job with 

the very drilling company that they were supposed to be inspecting. 

 

NORTHAM: So they were effectively captured by the oil industry? 

 

MORAN: I’m afraid they were willing captives.  I don’t think it 

was so much a matter of coercion on the part of the oil industry as much as a desire to 

please.  It was basically that mantra - drill here, drill now, drill everywhere - came out of the 

White House.  And then, of course, they hired people, the political appointees to head these 

agencies who were lobbyists for the very industry they were supposed to be regulating, so 

while the oil spill was unintentional, it was bound to happen. 

 

NORTHAM: Recent official reports on the Minerals Management 

Service (the MMS) show just how far it was compromised by its intimacy with the oil 

industry. The Inspector General found impropriety on a grand scale. At one office: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We discovered that nearly one-third of the entire staff 

socialized with and received a wide array of gifts and gratuities from oil and gas companies 

with whom the office was conducting official business. These employees accepted gifts with 

prodigious frequency. In particular, two staff received combined gifts and gratuities on at 

least 135 occasions from four major oil and gas companies with whom they were doing 

business - a textbook example of improperly receiving gifts from prohibited sources. 
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NORTHAM: And the misconduct wasn’t confined to receiving 

gifts.  

 

READER IN STUDIO: We also discovered a culture of substance abuse and 

promiscuity in consort with industry. Several staff admitted to illegal drug use as well as 

illicit sexual encounters. 

 

NORTHAM: These high jinks were part of life in an agency which 

was supposed to keep control of the oil and gas industries and ensure safe procedures.  Over 

the past four years, the MMS proposed a new system of safety and environmental checks for 

deep water energy operations. It would have demanded regular inspections by independent 

or dedicated teams to ensure that safety mechanisms were working properly, all to be 

overseen by the government agency.  A number of major oil companies said the new rule 

was unnecessary.  Last September, BP’s Vice-President responsible for the Gulf of Mexico 

operations, wrote to the US Government: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We are not supportive of the extensive, prescriptive 

regulations as proposed in this rule. We believe industry’s current safety and environmental 

statistics demonstrate that the voluntary programs have been and continue to be very 

successful. 

 

NORTHAM: The new rule was not implemented.  This came as a 

disappointment to some other agencies of the Government. Dr Timothy Ragen, of the federal 

Marine Mammal Commission, was a keen supporter of the system of inspections which was 

proposed, but never happened. 

 

RAGEN: The whole idea is that you are monitoring your 

equipment, you’re training your personnel, you’re developing response measures, you’re 

doing accurate record keeping or book-keeping.  You’re doing all of these activities with the 

idea that you are keeping on top of particular risks of spills and you are also then trying to 

prevent them. But it seemed clear to me that that had not been done, given that there was so 

much struggle to figure out how to address this problem when it occurred. 
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NORTHAM: Are you able to say with confidence that, had there 

been the kind of independent inspection that you were in favour of, Deepwater Horizon 

would not have failed? 

 

RAGEN: I’m saying that it’s less probable.  Again, these are 

complex systems, technology may fail, but you also have human error that’s introduced into 

this system in terms of how that technology is managed, so there is always a probability.  

What you’re trying to do with your inspection system is to reduce the level of risks as low as 

you possibly can in order to protect the environment in which these operations occur. 

 

NORTHAM: And that didn’t happen? 

 

RAGEN: It does not appear to have happened, no. 

 

NORTHAM: Some Democrat politicians put this lackadaisical 

approach down to the oil-friendly policies of the George W Bush years.  But the Obama 

Administration is also under fire. Last year it took speedy action to protect oil companies 

drilling in the Gulf of Mexico from an adverse finding of a federal appeals court. It had 

heard a case brought by environmental campaigns and native groups in Alaska, which 

argued that safety plans for deep sea drilling were inadequate.  To the consternation of the 

industry, the court at first agreed, and Kieron Suckling of the Center for Biological Diversity 

thought he had won a significant victory. 

  

SUCKLING: The court found that the claims of the Government 

and oil industry that they were able to control a spill was – quote - irrational because there 

was just simply no substance to back it up and lots and lots of evidence that it would be quite 

impossible, and so based on this, the courts shut them down and said no, you cannot proceed 

here. 

 

NORTHAM: The court actually used the word ‘irrational’ about the 

plans for dealing with a spill? 

 

SUCKLING: Yes, it did, and I think it was a very well chosen word 

from a conservative court.  
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NORTHAM: What was the implication of that finding from the 

court? 

 

SUCKLING: The implication was that the oil industry is operating 

so far outside the bounds of what is technically safe, that it is taking an irrational risk with 

our environment, and that the US Federal Government - in particular the Department of the 

Interior - is allowing the oil industry to just roll the dice and put our coastlines at risk. 

 

NORTHAM: This finding was particularly important for the 

plaintiffs, who thought they had closed down deep water drilling until better safety plans 

were in place.  But when both the Obama Administration and the industry appealed to the 

court, the decision was watered down.  Drilling had to stop only around Alaska and could 

continue in the Gulf.  Kieron Suckling had expected something different from his new 

Government. 

 

SUCKLING: We found that the Obama Administration responded 

just as the Bush Administration would have responded, which is to go back, challenge the 

decision of the court and say, let us proceed, we want to keep drilling out here, even though 

the court has already deemed it to be irrational. 

 

NORTHAM: If the original court decision had stood about the Gulf 

of Mexico, would it have made any difference to what happened on April 20th? 

 

SUCKLING: Oh, absolutely. BP would not have been drilling.  

Period. When the Obama Administration went back to court on this, they specifically said, 

we have issued lease 206 in the Gulf of Mexico and it is very important that lease 206 go 

forward, because of its economic importance. Lease 206 is the BP lease, that is what they 

were drilling on when the explosion occurred. 

 

NORTHAM: So looking back a year later, what do you make of the 

reaction of the Obama Administration and the oil industry? 
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SUCKLING: [Sigh]  Yeah, I have turned from being incredibly 

disappointed a year ago to just being livid today, just being livid, that this administration 

proceeded with that risk, knew what it was doing and decided that it was just simply not able 

to break with the oil politics of the past. 

 

NORTHAM: We put this criticism to the US Department of the 

Interior. In its reply, it doesn’t answer the point directly, but says that the Interior Secretary 

has ordered a fundamental restructuring of the oil regulator, the Minerals Management 

Service. He’s done this, it says, because: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: He is well aware that we need to clean up the troubled 

agency and restore balance to the development of our nation’s offshore energy resources. 

The Secretary will implement change to its mission, structure and culture.  

 

NORTHAM: Once more, the cry can be heard: This Must Never 

Happen Again. Just as it was heard twenty-one years ago after the Exxon Valdez disaster. 

Will it be heeded this time?  For Congressman Jim Moran, the key lesson from BP’s 

pollution of the Gulf is that the Government must not fail again.  Its regulators must follow 

the best advice available, even if that means upsetting the biggest and most lucrative 

companies. 

 

MORAN: The scientists were shunned aside, they were like up 

in the attic, you know, banging on the, on the floor, trying to get people listen to them and 

everybody ignored them because they didn’t want to hear what they had to say.  We should 

not have allowed deep water drilling when the scientists told us, ‘We don’t know what the 

consequences, the ramifications of this risk could be.’  We don’t know if they have 

capability of cleaning up if they do have a spill.  Look at the devastation to the fishing 

industry, to the tourism industry, all because we had this pell mell attitude to extract as much 

as you can to maximise profits - to hell with subsequent generations.  I mean, that’s the 

lesson, that there needs to be some balance, some tension, that there is a role for regulation, 

that there is a role for science in these things.  And we had an imbalance and we allowed that 

to happen.  It’s more a political issue than it is policy or anything else. 

 

NORTHAM: Has the lesson been learned? 
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MORAN: I don’t think so. I don’t know, I mean, I really don’t 

know. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


