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Chapter Ten

Death from the Sea: The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill

Tricia Cruciotti

Rick A. Matthews

On the morning of March 24th, 1989 Captain Joseph Hazelwood radioed the Valdez Traffic Center (VTC) from Prince William Sound off the coast of Alaska.  Hazelwood—a man whose name would be forever linked to what is arguably the greatest maritime disaster in U.S. history—told the Coast Guard that the Exxon Valdez had “run aground North of Bligh Island, around Bligh Reef” and that the ship was “leaking some oil” (Davidson 1990: 19).  The Exxon Valdez would eventually spill nearly eleven million gallons into Prince William Sound before the leak was contained.  


Many incidents similar to the Exxon Valdez disaster have been labeled “accidents.”  Charles Perrow (1999) attributes accidents like these to “high-risk technologies.”  According to Perrow (1999:3), “as our technology expands, as our wars multiply, and as we invade more and more of nature, we create systems(organizations, and the organization of organizations( that increase the risks for the operators, passengers, innocent bystanders, and for future generations.”  He suggests that with these high-risk technologies accidents are inevitable, even “normal” because of the way the high-tech systems are tied together.  When one part of the system fails it can create a chain reaction that could not have been predicted.  However, criminologists like Kramer (1992), Aulette and Michalowski (1993), and Matthews and Kauzlarich (2000) have suggested that—like the grounding of the Exxon Valdez—many times harmful “accidents” are not the result of the unintended consequences of technological advancement, but rather crimes that stem from a complex series of interactions between various social actors.  As we will argue in this chapter, the grounding of the Exxon Valdez, and the enormous environmental damage it caused was no mere accident.  Rather, this disaster is better understood as a form of state-facilitated corporate crime wherein decisions taken by several organizations made the grounding of the Valdez a likely outcome.  We will argue that the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company, the U.S. Coast Guard, the state of Alaska, and even the U.S. Government played important roles in causing this disaster—in some cases through overt action, and in others through regulatory neglect.  

Events Leading to the Grounding of the Exxon Valdez
On March 23rd, 1989 the Exxon Valdez was stationed at the port of Valdez in Prince William Sound off the coast of Alaska, awaiting its cargo of crude oil.  That morning, Captain Joseph Hazelwood, the chief engineer Jerzy Glowacki, and the radio electronics officer Joel Roberson left the ship to go into Valdez (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990; NTSB 1990).  The Exxon Valdez was not scheduled to leave the terminal until 10:00 pm that evening, so the men had some time on their hands.  After departing the terminal, Hazelwood and Glowacki had a meeting at Alaska Maritime Agencies, Inc. after which they met Ed Murphy, “the pilot who had conducted the inbound transit of the vessel to Valdez,” and proceeded to a local bar for lunch (NTSB 1990:29).  

While at lunch Hazelwood and Glowacki discussed the possibility of delaying the departure of the ship until daylight due to ice conditions from the Columbia Glacier (Davidson 1990).  The Columbia Glacier had been releasing ice into Prince William Sound, and the men discussed whether it would be more prudent to leave during daylight.  Although they discussed this idea, they eventually decided to leave that night.  After a few hours in the bar the four men parted to “run personal errands,” after which Hazelwood, Glowacki, and Roberson met at another bar (NTSB 1990).  The men stayed at the bar until around 7:00 pm and each purchased at least one round of drinks (NTSB 1990). When they left the bar, they went back to the restaurant where they had eaten lunch earlier in the day so they could order a pizza to take back to the ship.  While waiting for the pizza they went to a neighboring bar where they each had one more drink.  The pizza was ready at about 7:30 pm and the group called a taxi to return to the terminal (NTSB 1990).   

When the taxi arrived back at the Alyeska Marine Terminal at 8:24 pm the men were surprised to find that the ship was nearly ready for departure. At 9:21 p.m., the Valdez pulled away from the harbor loaded with 1,264,164 barrels of crude oil.  At that time the ship was being guided by harbor pilot Ed Murphy (Davidson 1990). A few minutes later Captain Hazelwood left the bridge, leaving Murphy alone to maneuver the ship out of the harbor.  This was both unusual and against company policy.  Murphy would later testify that he said nothing to Hazelwood because the two were friends and he respected Hazelwood’s seamanship.  Before the ship reached the pilot drop-off location at Rocky Point, Murphy called Hazelwood to return to the bridge. Hazelwood had been gone for about an hour and a half before he took control of the ship at 11:20 pm and Murphy departed to the pilot station on Rocky Point at 11:24 pm (NTSB 1990).

A few minutes later the captain contacted the VTC to let them know that the pilot had just departed, that he (Hazelwood) was increasing the vessel’s speed to “sea speed,” to “about 16 knots,” (NTSB 1990:4).  At this time VTC requested a report on the floe of ice in the sound. The conversation proceeded as follows:

Hazelwood:
Okay. I was just about to tell you that, ah, judging by our radar, I we’ll probably divert from, ah, the TSS [Traffic Separation Scheme] and end up in the, ah, inbound lane if there’s no conflicting traffic. Over. 

VTC:
No reported traffic.  I got the Chevron California one hour out and the ARCO Alaska is right behind him.  But they are an hour out from Hinchinbrook.

Hazelwood:
That’d be fine, yeah.  We may end up over in the inbound lane, outbound track.  We’ll notify you when we… cross over the separation zone.  Over.  (Davidson 1990:13; NTSB 1990:4, 6).  


In order to avoid the ice floe from the Columbia Glacier, which Hazelwood and Glowacki had discussed earlier during lunch, Hazelwood had requested to be allowed to depart from the traffic lanes that had been established for use in Prince William Sound.  This request was made because if the ship remained on its scheduled course while increasing speed it would likely run into the ice, which was potentially dangerous, even for a ship as large as the Exxon Valdez.  According to Davidson (1990), in order to avoid the ice that was “backed up to the Columbia Glacier” they “couldn’t pass on the right.” However, “to the left was a gap of nine-tenths of a mile between the edge of the ice and Bligh Reef.  They could wait until the ice moved, or reduce speed and work their way through the ice.  Captain Hazelwood chose another option: turn and enter the gap between the ice and the reef” (Davidson 1990:14).


At 11:31 pm Hazelwood contacted VTC again in regard to ice in the traffic 

lanes.  He said,


“At the present time, I’m going to alter my course to two zero zero and reduce speed to about twelve knots to, ah, wind my way through the ice, and, ah, Naked Island ETA might be a little out of whack but, ah, once we’re clear of the ice out of Columbia Gla…Bay, we’ll give you another shout.  Over” (NTSB 1990: 6).


In order for the ship to proceed on its course through the gap between the ice and Bligh Reef the Captain gave the orders to change the course to 200 degrees, and at about 11:39 pm changed course to 180 degrees (NTSB 1990).  However, Hazelwood never gave the helmsman the order to slow the ship.  Rather, he gave the order to engage the automatic pilot when the ship reached the course of 180 degrees.  He then placed the ship on the “load up program,” which meant that a computer would slowly increase the speed of the ship until it reached full-ahead sea speed. 

At 11:43 pm the Exxon Valdez reached its course of 180 degrees and was placed on automatic pilot.  At 11:52 pm Hazelwood left the bridge “to send a few messages from [my] cabin,” placing Third Mate Gregory Cousins, who was to be relieved by the second mate at midnight, alone on the bridge and in charge of maneuvering the ship through the nine tenths of a mile gap between the ice and Bligh Reef (NTSB 1990). Cousins reassured Hazelwood that he was capable, and Hazelwood gave him orders to “start returning the vessel to the traffic lanes when Busby Island Light was abeam to port” and to call him (Hazelwood) when he (Cousins) “began returning the vessel to the traffic lanes if the master had not returned to the bridge before that time” (NTSB 1990:8).  At 11:50 Cousins learned that the ship was on automatic pilot (Hazelwood’s orders to the helmsman) and returned it to manual so that he could maneuver the ship through the gap.

Third mate Cousins decided not to call his relief second mate Lloyd LeCain for his 12:00 am to 4:00 am watch because Cousins knew that LeCain was tired from working long hours the previous day (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  Also, Cousins wanted to remain on the bridge until “the vessel had cleared the ice flow” (NTSB 1990: 8). At 11:55 pm Cousins plotted the ship’s position and gave the order to the helmsman on duty to turn the rudder to the right 10 degrees in order “to make a gradual, sweeping turn to the right” for the vessel to proceed back into the shipping lanes (NTSB 1990:9-10).  Cousins then phoned Hazelwood in his quarters to inform him that he had begun to return the ship to the traffic lanes.  After the call Cousins observed the radar and noticed that the ship’s position hadn’t moved since he had given the order of 10 degrees to the right so “he ordered the rudder increased to right 20 degrees” (NTSB 1990:10).  At this point Cousins noticed that the ship’s radar still read 180 degrees, even though the “heading was swinging right” (NTSB 1990:10).  He then ordered a hard right rudder (about two minutes later) and called Hazelwood in his quarters again saying, “I think we are in serious trouble” (NTSB 1990:11).  There was a shudder as the conversation ended at approximately 12:04 as the Exxon Valdez collided with Bligh Reef.  The ship would proceed some 600 feet onto the reef before coming to a complete stop (NTSB 1990).  

When Hazelwood arrived on the bridge he gave a number of orders to try to free the vessel from the reef.  He tried unsuccessfully for fifteen minutes to free the ship, finally calling VTC at 12:27 am:  

Hazelwood: Yeah.  It’s Valdez back.  We should be on your radar there.  

We’ve fetched up, run aground north of Goose Island, around Bligh Reef.  And evidently we’re leaking some oil.  And we’re going to be here awhile.  And if you want to say you’re notified.  Over. 

Traffic Valdez: Exxon Valdez, Valdez Traffic, roger.  Are you just about a 

mile north of Bligh Reef?

Hazelwood:  Yeah, that’s correct.  Over.

Traffic Valdez:  Roger that.

Hazelwood:  Okay.  We’ll give you the status report as to the changing 

situation.  Over.  

Traffic Valdez:  Standing by. (Davidson 1990:19).


VTC then notified the Coast Guard port captain, Commander Steve McCall, who was in charge of emergency response within Prince William Sound.  “This is the big one.  We have the Exxon Valdez aground at Bligh Reef” (Davidson 1990:19).  Commander McCall got out of bed, left for the Alyeska Marine Terminal, and radioed Hazelwood on the Exxon Valdez.  

McCall:  Exxon Valdez, this is the captain of the port, Commander Mc Call.  Do you have any more of an estimate as to your situation at this time? Over?

Hazelwood:  Oh, not at the present, Steve. . .but we are working our way off the reef…the vessel has been holed.  Right now we’re trying to steer off the reef.  And we’ll get back to you as soon as we can. 

McCall:  Roger on that.  You know, we’ve got all our planned mechanisms in place to give you what assistance we can…Take it, take it slow and easy and, you know, I’m telling you the obvious, but…take it slow and easy and we are getting help out as fast as we can.  

Hazelwood:  Okay.  We’re in pretty good shape right now stabilitywise.  We’re just trying to extract her off the shoal here and you can probably see me on your radar.  And once I get underway I’ll let you know.

McCall:  Roger.  Yeah.  Another thing, now again, before you make any drastic attempt to get underway you make sure you don’t…start doing any ripping.  You got a rising tide. You got another about an hour and a half worth of tide in your favor.  Once you hit the max I wouldn’t recommend doing much wiggling.  Over.  

Hazelwood:  Okay.  Yeah, I think…the major damage has kind of been done.  We’ve kind of…rolled over it and we’re just kind of hung up in the stern here.  We’ll just drift over it and I’ll get back to you.  We’ll be standing by.  Exxon Valdez, clear (NTSB 1990:13-14).  

Hazelwood did not stop his efforts to free the Exxon Valdez from Bligh Reef for another two hours. 


At 12:35 am when the Alyeska Marine Terminal Superintendent Chuck O’Donnell was awakened and notified of the incident, he called one of his subordinates, Larry Shier, and sent him to find out what was happening.  The Exxon Pipeline Company president, Darryl Warner, was notified in Houston of the incident at 1:23 am, and he notified Exxon Shipping president, Frank Iarossi, immediately. 

A Delayed Response

At 5:00 am Alyeska response workers reached the terminal to respond to the spill.  They found the response barge in dry dock, covered with snow, and not at all ready to respond to a spill.  The response was slowed even further because only one Alyeska worker was qualified to operate the forklift and crane that were needed to move equipment and materials to the barge and lift them onto its deck.   This forced him to shuffle back and forth between the two pieces of equipment (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  Nearly six hours after arriving, the barge set out for Bligh Reef.  It would arrive there some fourteen hours after the Exxon Valdez had been grounded.  


The magnitude of the spill was not realized until first light Friday, March 24th when Alyeska officials flew over the sound and “saw a slick three miles long and two miles wide drifting south from the tanker” (Davidson 1990:24).  By that evening, an estimated 240,000 barrels of oil had escaped the Exxon Valdez into Prince William Sound, and the spill had spread to a size of more than 18 square miles.   


The cleanup response was slow, and it was clear from the beginning that nobody involved was adequately prepared to handle a disaster of that magnitude.  For example, Exxon President, Frank Iarossi, made calls to mobilize booms and other cleanup equipment from as far away as San Francisco and Southhampton, England!  Some thought was given to burning the spilled oil, but there were not enough fire-resistant booms necessary for that located in Alaska.  Further problems were created by smoke pollution from burning, for which Exxon did not have the necessary permits.  Finally, the controversial issue of using dispersants was considered.


Despite all the delays Exxon Shipping president Frank Iarossi was still optimistic.  On Sunday night March 26 he said, “starting tomorrow we are going to have all three tools- skimmers, burning, and dispersants- at our disposal [and by] tomorrow morning we’re going to be going all out” (Davidson 1990:54). His optimism was short lived because a storm hit Valdez that night, bringing with it high winds that carried the oil quickly through the Sound and brought it to the shorelines, making an already bad situation even worse.  “Oil from the Exxon Valdez ( now beyond containment ( would range through Prince William Sound and the coast of Southcentral Alaska, eventually striking beaches nearly 600 miles from Bligh Reef” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990: 61). 

The Actors Involved


The Exxon Valdez oil spill was not only a result of the actions of Exxon and Captain Joseph Hazelwood, but also the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company, the United States Coast Guard (USCG), the Alaska Department of Environmental Control (ADEC), the state of Alaska, and the U.S. Government.  All of these actors played vital roles in the events that surrounded the grounding of the Exxon Valdez. 

Alyeska


With the discovery of oil in Prudhoe Bay in March of 1968 came a great debate as to how oil would be used and transported to the market.  The biggest controversy centered on pipeline construction and whether it would run across Canada or Alaska.  Conservationists were concerned about the impact a pipeline would have on the fragile Alaskan frontier while developers and government officials were concerned about the cost of a Canadian line as well as problems associated with dealing with the Canadian government and resultant delays in construction as well as confusion over ownership rights (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a).  A consortium of seven oil companies named the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company was granted right-of-way for the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System (TAPS).
  They were required to adhere to a variety of regulations, perhaps the most important of which was the establishment of contingency plans or safety net plans in the event of an oil spill along the pipeline or in Prince William Sound.  

In the United States there is a system of contingency plans in place for these circumstances.  There are national and regional response plans that establish teams who respond in the event of an incident.  In the case of TAPS, Alyeska was to set up a contingency plan to guide response to any spill, which was to be “in print and tested one year before pipeline construction was complete (before oil flowed)” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:38).  At its most basic level the Alyeska plan was to outline the response objective in the event of an oil spill.  The plan also was to include a list of equipment to be on hand at the Valdez marine terminal.

However, the Alyeska plan was not in place one year before oil flowed.  Alyeska did not even begin procedures for the contingency plan until less than a year before pipeline completion.  Compounded with the delay in planning, there were many problems associated with the plan, including many differences of opinion as to what the plan should and should not provide for.  In a memo from Randy Bayliss, the ADEC regional supervisor, to ADEC deputy commissioner Reinwand dated May 2, 1977, Bayliss stated, “APO (the federal pipeline office) and USCG say the plans are quite good.  SPCO (the Alaska State Pipeline Coordinator’s Office), JFWAT (Joint Fish and Wildlife Advisory Team), and ADEC say the plans stink and other reviewers agree” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:41).  

On June 11, 1977, one month before oil was to flow through the pipeline, a letter from the Alaska Pipeline Office was sent to the president of Alyeska for contingency plan approval.  This letter included the plan and noted “these documents are not considered ‘final’ since they will be updated continuously and submitted annually to the authorized officer for review and approval… ” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:43).  

In addition to the problems with the Alyeska contingency plan there were also many other problems with the Alyeska Corporation including response team manning problems, terminal and equipment problems, spill preparedness, and a lax regulatory environment. Originally Alyeska contracted out for services related to oil spill response, they then moved to using their own response team of approximately twenty persons trained specifically for oil spills. Ultimately they cut the response team and gave the responsibility of response to Alyeska employees who had other job duties on top of spill response (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  With the disbanding of the response team all Alyeska employees were to be trained in oil spill response; however, one employee admitted he had “zero oil spill training, none” (Sethi and Steidlmeier 1997:60).  According to Jim Woodle, former marine superintendent of the Alyeska terminal, 

In the period of two years that I was there, the average size of a shift went from a total of 18 down to approximately eight or ten persons.  The thinking was that in the event of, say, a major spill, instead of having eight people dedicated to cleaning up the oil, you had eight people there, but in turn they were off doing things such as loading tankers or tying up tankers, or running the ballast water treatment system.  In the event of a major spill you would cease all operations and put these people to work cleaning up oil.  Well, the bottom line was you no longer then had a dedicated oil spill recovery team.  You no longer had people capable and ready to maintain the equipment (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:48).


Woodle had serious concerns regarding the reduction in response team manning.  He felt that people were under the mistaken impression that the incidence of oil spills fell after the team was reduced because prior to 1981 there were numerous oil spills that the response team responded to, however, after 1981 there was a rapid drop.  He noted that, 

On the surface it looks like they just physically weren’t spilling oil like they once were.  What you actually have is that when you had a dedicated contractor force ready and able to respond to oil spills at a moment’s notice… they responded to every sighting of oil in or near the port.  As you begin to reduce personnel, say a ship operator or supervisor was required- if he was going to respond to an oil spill, then he would also have to grab somebody off of a dock or possibly suspend loading of a tanker.  There was a great deal of reluctance to do this…that spill didn’t get logged and so noticeably it appears that there were fewer and fewer spills in the terminal when in actuality there were just fewer responses to oil… By and large the general approach of the terminal was we were doing a great job stopping oil spills in the water and therefore we didn’t need an oil spill response capability (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:49).

At one point Woodle wrote a letter to a superior criticizing the cost-cutting efforts that had affected all areas of operation in Alyeska.  The letter included information about faulty equipment, missing equipment, and Alyeska’s basic lack of manpower to control and cleanup even a medium size spill (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  The Alyeska administrators were aware of the problems because they had previously suggested to Woodle that he not inform inspectors about faulty equipment.  Shortly after this particular inquiry they terminated Woodle’s position (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  Also, in December, 1977, Bayliss, the ADEC regional supervisor, prepared an itemized list of equipment actually on hand at the Valdez terminal, which showed “that of 170 pieces of equipment, 137 were broken or missing” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:45).  

  
Problems associated with Alyeska and the pipeline itself included falsified x-rays of the pipeline (U.S. House of Representatives 1976) and corrosion problems due to “haste in applying a protective epoxy coating to the pipeline” (Sethi and Steidlmeier 1997:60).  Alyeska was also found guilty of polluting the environment. They were supposed to “clean oily ballast water by using heaters to separate the oil from the water” and waste was to be incinerated in one of four incinerators. However, in order to save money Alyeska only constructed three of the four required incinerators, constructed them of lower cost, quicker decaying carbon steel, and operated them at lower temperatures than specified (Sethi and Steidlmeier 1997). 


The U.S. Coast Guard

In addition to the Alyeska plan the U.S. Coast Guard was required to provide guidelines for tanker traffic control within Prince William Sound, tanker communications, navigation, and tanker construction.  The Coast Guard set up separate traffic shipping lanes for both the tankers coming into Prince William Sound and for those leaving Prince William Sound.  These lanes were to begin 40 miles before entering Prince William Sound and were to be separated by an area of approximately one mile at the widest point and approximately one-half mile at the narrowest (NTSB 1990).  The Bridge-to-Bridge Radiotelephone Act of 1971 authorized the Coast Guard to “administer and enforce regulations requiring approaching vessels to maintain radio contact for communicating their intentions” (U.S. House of Representatives 1987:10). Therefore, the Valdez Traffic Center or VTC was established, manned around the clock and equipped with radar that could track movement of the tankers within the sound and radio communications equipment so that the watchmen could communicate with the tankers (Alyeska Pipeline Service Company 1971). 

In the early years of TAPS and the transportation of North Slope oil via tankers the Coast Guard appeared “to have run a fairly strict traffic service that exceeded minimum requirements” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:36).  However, in the years that followed, the VTC had become somewhat of a source of controversy. Budgetary cuts and reduced manpower that loomed throughout the Coast Guard especially hurt the VTC.  There was not enough money to upgrade the existing systems and add much needed radar systems on either Glacier Island or Bligh Island that would monitor calving ice from the Columbia Glacier. According to a 1981 U.S. Geological Survey prediction there was going to be increased calving of the glacial ice over the next ten to thirty years, which alone justified the need for increased radar sites considering that tankers already had to reduce speed or depart the shipping lanes to avoid ice (NTSB 1990, Appendix E: 191-192). The recommendation to upgrade the system was expressed numerous times but the response was that the “$100,000 a year would be cost prohibitive due to budget cuts” (Davidson 1990:12).  The budgetary constraints not only limited upgrades to the system, they also limited repairs.  When the system was downgraded, officers were not informed of the change and “the Coast Guard operations manual still stipulated that the Valdez Arm, which extended to Bligh Reef, be continually monitored” (Keeble 1997:27).  

Under Title II of the Ports and Waterways Safety Act of 1972, Public Law 92-340, the Coast Guard had authority to require that tankers be constructed to certain specifications that would increase safety and prevent or minimize harm to the environment (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a). Prior to the authorization of TAPS, studies were performed to determine which tankers would have the least impact on the delicate Alaskan environment.  It was decided that the best method — taking into account a cost-benefit analysis — was to require all tankers, constructed after January 1, 1974 “to have a segregated ballast capacity and a double bottom” (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a: 191).  The segregated ballast system allowed ballast water to be separated from the oil, which would mean that when the tanker had to release water it would be pollutant free.  Double bottom construction on tankers was designed to limit spills in the event of a collision, the object would tear through the first layer and hopefully miss the second, therefore eliminating or limiting the amount of oil spilled.  The double bottom construction was a more cost effective alternative to double hulled (which have a double layer around the ship) or double hulled and double bottomed ships (which would be best for the environment, but also the most costly).   However, had the Valdez been equipped with a double hull, the amount of oil lost would have been cut in half (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:27).   

The U.S. Coast Guard is also responsible for developing guidelines for manning requirements for all cargo ships traveling in U.S. waters.  However, there are no set standards for policies agency-wide (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  In the years prior to the Valdez oil spill there was an emphasis on increased automation in the shipping industry.  Increased automation led to requests for decreases in crew size, an essential requirement in the pursuit of maximizing profit. The U.S. Coast Guard granted the requests.  Exxon tankers had been certified for a minimum of 15 persons and Exxon wanted to decrease them even further (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990). The new manning requirements were dramatically different than requirements in previous years, as the “tankers in the 1950s carried a crew of 40 to 42 to manage about 6.3 million gallons of oil” whereas “the Exxon Valdez carried a crew of 19 to transport 53 million gallons of oil” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:11).  Regardless of the belief that increased automation can mean decreased manpower, “the literature on the subject suggests the automation does not replace humans in systems, rather, it places the human in a different, more demanding role.  Automation typically reduces manual workload but increases mental workload” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:12). 

The Alaska Department of Environmental Control 

The Alaska Department of Environmental Control (ADEC) was another party involved in the construction and running of TAPS.  The ADEC is a branch of the EPA based in Alaska. Their job is regulating organizations, like Alyeska, that pose potential threats to the environment.  ADEC approval of the Alyeska contingency plan was vital to TAPS and their failure to see the “lack of coordination between the Alyeska and Exxon (contingency) plans appear(ed) to have caused confusion in structuring the response to the Exxon Valdez incident” (National Response Team 1997:47).  Both Alyeska and Exxon had contingency plans in place, however, the Alyeska plan stated that they would respond to any spills resulting from TAPS and the Exxon plan stated that they would respond to any spill occurring from one of their tankers.  The Alyeska plan initially guided response to the spill, and Exxon took over later.  Neither plan refers to the other plan citing a hierarchy of command that would take place in the event of a large spill (National Response Team 1997).  This led to confusion in the cleanup of the Valdez oil spill when power was transferred to Exxon.  According to Dennis Kelso, ADEC commissioner, “there (was) no authority for such a transfer.  We expected Alyeska to take care of the spill.  In my view, the handoff is inappropriate.  We [were] seeing [the result of] a pattern of promised activity and broken promises” (Davidson 1990:34). 


Compounding problems, a lax regulatory environment existed within the ADEC.  ADEC officials did not check all of the response equipment when conducting evaluations (evident in Woodle’s previous comments) and spill simulations were not held to high standards.  In a simulation held June 19, 1980 the “radio communication was inadequate: a deep-sea boom failed to inflate properly (equaling its performance on two earlier drills); and a response vessel again lacked power to tow some equipment.”  Despite all of these problems the ADEC official concluded, “in overview, the oil spill simulation drill was very professionally executed . . . all personnel involved in the operation are to be commended for a fine job” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:46).  

The State of Alaska

The Alaskan territory was first known for gold mining.  When the gold rush stopped, oil was discovered.  With this discovery came large corporations interested in the Alaskan frontier.  In the fight for statehood these large corporations hired lobbyists to overpower the residents (who wanted statehood rights) so that the corporations could avoid paying Federal taxes.  The Alaskan territory finally achieved statehood status in 1959, and within ten years of statehood “Alaska’s 22 oil and gas lease sales had raised a total of less than 100 million dollars,” while in “1969 the entire state’s budget was less than 125 million dollars” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:31).  It is obvious that oil and gas were big business in Alaska, so when oil was discovered in Prudhoe Bay it was no surprise that the Alaskan government favored the Alaskan route over the Canadian route.  If the Canadian route were chosen it meant fewer royalties for Alaska. 


When TAPS was finally approved it seemed that the State of Alaska was only concerned with revenue associated with the line.  Alaska even gave up some of its pipeline regulatory rights to the oil companies in exchange for revenues from the pipeline.  In all, Alaska “holds a 12 percent royalty interest on the oil and gas produced from the Prudhoe Bay Field” (Lindbergh & Provorse 1977:66).  Alaska collected $900 million from the Prudhoe Bay lease sale, and when the TAPS is at full capacity Alaska will get as much as $2 billion a year in royalties” (Lindbergh & Provorse 1977:66).  In giving up regulatory rights to the pipeline, however, the state lost authority to direct spill responses.  In the case of the Exxon Valdez spill ADEC commissioner Kelso said that they had enforcement sanctions that they would impose if the spiller did something wrong but could do nothing to ensure that the “spiller did what they say they are going to do, or what the law requires them to do” (Davidson 1990:58).



Even with all the revenue received from the pipeline, the state still drastically under-funded many of its most important offices — offices that were designed to protect the fragile Alaskan frontier, like the ADEC.  The ADEC was under-funded despite a 1,562 percent jump in the ADEC budget between the years 1973 and 1990, because of a drastic increase in responsibilities (Davidson 1990).  Their increased tasks of inspecting everything from barbershops to restaurants took away their ability to place priority on more important things like TAPS.  The department was so dramatically understaffed that Commissioner Kelso had never even been to Valdez personally until after the Exxon Valdez spill (Davidson 1990).  
Exxon

Although Exxon had indicated they would respond to large spills, they did not provide the ADEC with a plan for response.  Therefore, Exxon had no official plan in effect for Prince William Sound, which hindered response time.  Exxon had to collect equipment from all over the world in order to respond to the spill. 

Regardless of Exxon’s response to the Valdez oil spill there were other problems within the corporation that had actually contributed to the spill.  For example, a spill occurred a few months before the Valdez in New York and New Jersey due to “shoddy equipment and poor maintenance procedures” According to Randolph, the Exxon Valdez spill along with the New York and New Jersey spill and a fire in an L.A. refinery “suggests that the company stubbornly refuses to embrace a policy of safety and prevention” (Randolph 1990:51).  Also there were the questions of falsified overtime records.  The USCG had developed regulations for caps on overtime hours in order to reduce crew fatigue.  On the night of the spill, it was clear that overtired crewmembers had made key decisions that contributed to the disaster.  In the past, Exxon had been accused a number of times of falsifying the overtime records of employees in order to pass inspections (NTSB 1990).  

Then there were the problems with Captain Hazelwood.  Hazelwood graduated from maritime college in 1968 and moved quickly through the ranks, earning “his master’s license at age thirty-two, ten years earlier than most Exxon captains” (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990:9).  However, his performance evaluations continually noted that he only did the minimum required of his job (NTSB 1990).  In 1982, 1983, and 1984, even after moving up to the title of master, his evaluations suggested shore assignment because he did “not try to achieve potential” (NTSB 1990:183).  These reviews were for some reason never signed or forwarded to Exxon Headquarters for final review and Hazelwood remained a shipmaster, and was eventually moved to the Exxon Valdez in April of 1987 (Davidson 1990).  At the time of the grounding Hazelwood’s blood alcohol content may have been .20, which was five times the limit for vessel operators (Davidson 1990).  This was not Hazelwood’s first incident with alcohol.  His problems with alcohol had led to three suspensions of his driver’s license and his voluntarily checking into a treatment program in 1985.  According to Bruce Amero, an Exxon employee, “there’s a bad joke in the fleet that it’s Captain Hazelwood and his chief mate, Jack Daniels, that run the ship” (Davidson 1990:66).  Exxon knew of this drinking problem but failed to check his driving record when turning over to him the largest ship in their fleet (Davidson 1990).  

The United States Federal Government

One could make the argument that the U.S. Government was solely responsible for the Exxon Valdez oil spill because of their authorization of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System.  Not only did they authorize the TAPS, they stressed the importance of early completion because the pipeline would supply 10 to 12 percent of the nation’s oil with its two million barrels per day, which would reduce reliance on foreign oil (U.S. House of Representatives 1976). In doing so they turned the other way when welding problems were discovered in the pipeline that could have led to leaks or greater problems down the road  (U.S. House of Representatives 1976).  

There are also more subtle ways that the U.S. Government was a responsible party in the grounding of the Exxon Valdez.  The responsibilities of U.S. Coast Guard steadily increased over the years with the enactment of several laws, including The Vessel Bridge-to-Bridge Radiotelephone Act of 1971, Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1972, and The Trans-Alaska Pipeline Authorization Act of 1974 (U.S. House of Representatives 1987).  However, increased responsibilities were not accompanied by drastically increased funding.
   Manpower actually decreased over this period of time (U.S. House of Representatives 1987).  

In 1986 the U.S. Government set up the Hazardous Substance Superfund in order to aid cleanup of hazardous substances in case the responsible party could not afford it.  A trust fund of $8.5 billion over five years was established (U.S. Code, Title 42, Section 9611). At the time of the spill the fund was down to three or four million dollars.  Because of the lack of funds the U.S. Coast Guard On-Scene Coordinator, Admiral Yost (who could have federalized the spill and taken over responsibilities when Alyeska and Exxon did not respond effectively and efficiently) decided not to federalize.  In making his decision, Admiral Yost noted that “we are looking at a $100 million- $200 million spill.  We are looking at a corporate giant who has been a good corporate citizen in their response so far, willing to open their checkbook, put no limits on it.  I would be very reluctant to federalize this spill with four million dollars in my pockets when I know that we are spending over $100 million a day - by ‘we,’ Exxon is” (U.S. House of Representatives 1989a: 23). 

A lax regulatory environment existed within the organizational boundaries of most of the actors involved in the Valdez oil spill.  According to Matthews and Kauzlarich (2000), organizational goals, opportunity, and lack of social control (a lax regulatory environment) are all contributing factors in state-corporate crimes.  The U.S. government failed to regulate Alyeska when welding problems were found in the pipeline construction (U.S. House of Representatives 1976), the ADEC failed to regulate Alyeska and their upkeep of spill response equipment (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990), and Exxon failed to regulate its employees and their on-duty behavior (Davidson 1990).  This continuous series of oversights and failures to reprimand wrongdoing provided an environment that, when coupled with a strong corporate profit motive, was conducive to an accident such as the grounding of the Valdez.  

The Valdez Spill in Criminological Context

As mentioned in the introduction, we believe that the Exxon Valdez oil spill is best viewed as a form of state-corporate crime, as opposed to an “accident.”  In this tradition, we will examine the “nested contexts” that brought about the construction of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System. The nested contexts we will examine include the societal, political, and regulatory.  In the same way that Aulette and Michalowski (1993) suggest that the societal, organizational, and control contexts come together in such a way as to make the fire in the Imperial Foods chicken processing plant inevitable, the societal, political, and regulatory contexts come together here to make the grounding of the Exxon Valdez and subsequent oil spill inevitable.   

Societal Context

The societal contexts are events that were occurring within society that facilitated the construction of TAPS.  One of the most important contributing factors was the 1973 Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) oil embargo that was placed on the United States.  This embargo came about because many OPEC nations were upset with the U.S. support of Israel in the Yom Kippur War (Mathew 2001).  This embargo cut off sales to the U.S. and the resultant oil shortage caused the price of oil products to skyrocket, particularly in the Midwest United States.  This along with increased consumption and restricted oil drilling on the Outer Continental Shelf due to an oil spill in Santa Barbara contributed to a growing sense of an energy crisis within the United States (Gramling and Freudenburg 1997).  


At the time of the OPEC oil embargo the U.S. made up 6 percent of the world population but consumed 35 percdent of the world’s energy (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a).  Also during this time there were increased regulations in the coal and natural gas industries that increased the demand for oil (Bohi & Darmstadter 1996).  All of these issues, combined with the discovery of oil in Prudhoe Bay in 1968, led to a desire to move Alaskan oil to the market to alleviate the sense of crisis.  However, this was not as easy as it seemed.  In order to move the oil to the market a pipeline would have to be constructed to transport the oil.  The question then was whether the pipeline would cross Alaska and to the southern port of Valdez where the oil would then be transported to market via tanker ships or if the pipeline would cross Canada to a Midwest United States terminus.


There were many issues to consider before deciding on the location of the pipeline location.  According to Don Young, “Alaska’s only representative in the House of Representatives,” the Alaskan route was preferable to the Canadian route because, 

“The Canadian route is mired down with uncertainties, delay and extenuating circumstances which leads us to question the validity of the proposal.  We know the line would take three to five years longer than the Alaskan route for construction alone… Moreover, the Native people, the environment issue, the financing, the N.E.B. (National Energy Board) requirements, the proposed ownership terms, and finally the absence of an application, are all matters which would have to be looked into before construction of a Canadian line could begin” (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a: 123).   

This statement can be better understood when monetary costs and benefits are taken into account.  If the pipeline were to cross Alaska, construction costs would be about three-and-a-half billion dollars, whereas, if the line were to cross Canada, it would cost about six-and-a-half billion dollars (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a).  The pipeline would also produce revenue and tax money, when running at full capacity the line could produce as much as two billion dollars per year in royalties for Alaska (Lindbergh & Provorse 1977).  Due to the shorter construction time of the Alaskan line “3.4 billion barrels of oil would reach the market prior to the time deliveries from a Trans-Canadian line would begin” (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a: 253).  This meant that the oil companies involved would draw a profit sooner and that the sense of an energy crisis would dissolve sooner.  

There were also many problems with the proposed Alaskan route, both from an environmental and a national security standpoint.   According to the final environmental impact statement, because the Alaskan line would use huge oil tankers to transport the oil from the proposed port of Valdez to the market major environmental harms could result if there were a tanker accident in the difficult to navigate waters of Prince William Sound (Gramling & Fruedenburg 1999).  The final environmental impact statement also acknowledged that there were other environmental concerns because the pipeline would have to cut through a lot of permafrost, possibly causing melting, cross caribou migration paths, traverse the rugged Brooks Range, and it would go over the Alaskan Range, which would present earthquake hazards (U.S. House of Representatives 1973b).  Despite all of the concerns the final environmental impact statement cited that it was in the nation’s interest to reduce dependency on foreign oil; therefore, the Alaskan pipeline should be constructed.  The pipeline construction would also “improve U.S. international balance of payments, create badly needed jobs for Alaskans, and produce essential income for the State of Alaska” (Gramling and Freudenburg 1999:79).  

Political Context

The political contexts are events or decisions made by government officials that had some impact on the construction of TAPS and the subsequent grounding of the Exxon Valdez.  Important issues involved here include the government’s decision to construct TAPS, issues concerning national defense, the Native Claims debates, and the War on Drugs.    

Alaska has long been a strategic outpost for national defense.  Prior to World War II there were many military instillations in Alaska both for petroleum and protection.  Alaska even became a “jumping off point for Asia” during WWII (Berry 1975:23).  Despite the military presence in Alaska, the Alaska line would not be as safe as the Canadian line in terms of military defense.  This is because shipping oil via tankers from the proposed Valdez port during a war would mean, “tankers with vital crude would be exposed to our enemy and could be dried up with a minimum effort” (U.S. House of Representatives 1973b: 810).  Despite this drawback, the U.S. military did have an interest in construction of the Alaska pipeline.  This was because oil plays a vital role in military affairs for such things as fuel for use in planes and tanks. The government also had set aside 23 million acres of the North Slope land “that (was) likely to contain oil, to be exploited by the military in the case of emergency” (Berry 1975:77).  If the pipeline were to be constructed across Canada then U.S. oil would be moving through another country, which could put the U.S. at the risk of another energy crisis by possibly allowing Canada rights to the pipeline and in turn rights to the U.S. government reserves of oil.

Another issue came to light once TAPS was decided on, concerning the native peoples in the Alaskan frontier.  Since the time of the purchase of the Alaska Territory in 1867 many Native peoples have been moved from their traditional hunting grounds.  When Alaska was finally granted statehood in 1959, approximately one fourth of the land was set aside as federal land (Berry 1975).  The Alaskan Natives protested this because much of their native hunting grounds were included in the federal lands.  This all seemed to come to a head at the time of TAPS when the Alaskan Natives feared that even more land was going to be taken.  


The Alaskan Natives said the land in question belonged to their ancestors and, since it had never been sold or taken from them in battle, still belonged to them…. In 1969, most Natives were willing to settle for 40 million acres plus money for the rest of the land they claimed.  They wanted those 40 million acres to include their traditional hunting and fishing grounds and the land around their meager villages, but their leaders also wanted land that would provide an economic base for their people in the future when the simple village life might no longer be possible.  They wanted protection against the change which they also knew had come to Alaska (Berry 1975:7).


It was not until 1971 that these land claims were finally settled with the establishment of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act.  With this act the Alaskan Natives received 40 million acres, nearly $500 million, and an economic stake in the state’s future mineral sales (Berry 1975; Gramling and Freudenburg 1997).  


Another issue connected to the political context that subsequently led to the grounding to the Exxon Valdez was the U.S. government’s War on Drugs.  When the Reagan administration declared a “war on drugs” and planned to spend millions of dollars to fight this war, the money to support this program had to come from somewhere. That somewhere happened to be budgetary cuts from within the system; specifically of importance here were the cuts in the Coast Guard budget.  

The federal government spent an estimated $3 billion to fight the war on drugs in 1988…The Bush administration has asked Congress for $150 million in anti-drug grants to state and local agencies alone.  Lawmakers are seeking $275 million for fiscal year 1990.  Under the Bush proposals, the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) would receive even more money ($551 million) than it received under the Reagan administration ($546 million), and an additional $68 million would go to DEA through a separate appropriation (Johns & Borrero 1991:68).   

According to USCG commander, James Woodle, the Valdez terminal was not technologically up to par and when he recommended an additional radar site on Glacier Island or Bligh Island the USCG response was that the “$100,000 a year” would be “cost prohibitive” due to budgetary cuts.  Ultimately, “budget cuts and the transfer of personnel to President Reagan’s war on drugs had continually drained money from the Valdez Coast Guard budget and had whittled its staff from thirty-seven to twenty-four since the pipeline’s completion in 1977” (Davidson 1990:12). 

Regulatory Context


The regulatory context consists of acts by individuals or other involved parties that do not follow established rules or regulations.  In the case of the Exxon Valdez oil spill these acts typically involved careless disregard for the rules or lack of enforcement of the rules due to importance being placed elsewhere—namely profit.  


Acts of disregard for the rules occurred mostly with Alyeska and Exxon.  As part of the regulations set up for the establishment of TAPS, Alyeska was to have their contingency plan in place one year prior to oil flow. However, their plan was not in place until a month prior to oil flow.  As a part of their contingency plan Alyeska was to have a specific quantity and quality of equipment on hand for use in the event of an oil spill.  At the time of the grounding of the Exxon Valdez much of the equipment was covered with snow on a broken down barge and the emergency response team that Alyeska had promised had been disbanded (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  This disregard for the regulatory requirements also extended to the Exxon Corporation.  For example, all crewmembers were aware of the company’s alcohol use policy, yet they did not report Hazelwood when they had repeatedly noticed him drinking while on duty (Davidson 1990).  The Exxon Corporation was also aware of the workload requirements put in place by the USCG, however, they were accused a number of times of falsifying overtime records (NTSB 1990).  


Lack of enforcement of regulations is most apparent with the non-action on the part of the U.S. government, and the Alaska ADEC. The U.S. government was aware of problems in the welding of the pipeline and took no action to have the problems fixed (U.S. House of Representatives 1976).  The Alaska ADEC did not check all of the response equipment when they conducted evaluations of the Valdez terminal and they did not hold spill simulations to high standards, giving simulations that were merely adequate passing marks.  The ADEC administrators were also aware of the problems but did nothing to make Alyeska comply with regulations (Alaska Oil Spill Commission 1990).  


When situated within the nested contexts, the events leading up to the grounding of the Exxon Valdez and the resulting oil spill are multi-dimensional and complex.  The OPEC oil embargo and subsequent “energy crisis” combined with the discovery of oil in Prudhoe Bay opened the door for a pipeline project to alleviate the crisis.  When discussions began regarding pipeline construction and location, being a fairly new state requiring revenue, Alaska jumped on board saying that the TAPS project was the best option for the United States.  Once TAPS was agreed upon and constructed, there was an increased Coast Guard presence due to tanker traffic, however, when the War on Drugs cut much of the Coast Guard budget, it especially limited resources within the VTC.  When all of this is placed within an environment of lax regulatory enforcement, such as with the ADEC and their poor enforcement of rules during spill simulations and careless disregard for them (such as with Alyeska and their poor upkeep of equipment) it becomes apparent that something like the Valdez spill was inevitable.  Unfortunately it happened to be the worst oil spill experienced in North America.  

Environmental, Human and Legal Consequences


The Exxon Valdez “accident” resulted in 10.8 million gallons of crude oil being spilled into Prince William Sound (Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 1999).  The slow recovery time caused the oil to pound beaches approximately 1,300 miles away from the actual spill, killing much of the wildlife in its path.  However, the impacts of the spill were not only ecological—many economic hardships, social problems, and psychological problems surfaced in Alaskan fishing villages and towns during the aftermath of the spill.  Many believe that the damages far outweigh the monetary loss that Exxon and the Exxon Shipping Company suffered as a result of the cases brought against them.


According to Lord, the Exxon Valdez oil spill occurred at a very critical time because various planktons were just beginning their annual bloom.  During this time, “the reproductive periods for most species of marine life took place while the oil was in its most concentrated and damaging forms” (Lord 1997:103).  Because of this many animals were killed and many animal populations were harmed.  Alaska’s commercial fishing industry, which was heavily relied upon for the income of many Alaskans, was especially hit hard by the spill.  In the salmon fishing industry alone sixty-five million dollars were lost in 1989 because salmon fishing was closed in oiled areas (Cohen 1997; Lord 1997).  


Because of the large economic loss many people experienced emotional problems resulting in increased social problems.  As Cohen (1997:161) noted, “rates of mental health and alcohol counseling during the post-accident period in two local clinics were significantly higher than those recorded for the pre-oil spill years.”


After the spill attention centered on the legal struggle that ensued between the State of Alaska, the U.S. Government, Exxon, the Exxon Shipping Company, the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company, and Captain Joseph Hazelwood.   The state of Alaska tried Captain Hazelwood for criminal negligence as well as other charges, but an Anchorage jury acquitted him of all but one minor misdemeanor, which was later reaffirmed on appeal (Piper 1997).  The state of Alaska filed suit against both Exxon and the Alyeska Pipeline Service Company for negligent operations and the botched response.  Exxon filed a counter-suit to this claiming “the state interfered with Exxon’s ability to do what needed to be done” (Piper 1997: 255).  

In addition to the cases brought forth by the state of Alaska and federal government, a large number of claims by commercial fisherman, cannery workers, and some smaller local governments were settled out of court.  As a result of these out of court settlements Exxon paid about $130 million (Piper 1997).  The final settlement that resulted from the state and federal charges consisted of three parts: the criminal plea agreement, criminal restitution, and the civil settlement. 

The criminal plea agreement levied the largest fine ever for an environmental crime, $150 million, on Exxon (Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 1999).  However, of the $150 million, $125 million was remitted (i.e., forgiven) by the court because of Exxon’s “cooperation with the governments during the cleanup, timely payment of many private claims, and environmental precautions taken since the spill” (Piper 1997:259).  Of the remaining $25 million, $13 million went to the Victims of Crime Fund and $12 million went to the North American Wetlands Conservation Fund (Piper 1997; Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council 1999).  Under the criminal restitution agreement Exxon paid $100 million of criminal fines to the federal government which then passed on $50 million of the $100 million to the State of Alaska as restitution for damages (Piper 1997).  

The civil settlement was much greater, with Exxon agreeing to pay $900 million over ten years.  Of this $900 million, up to $72 million could be used to reimburse the State of Alaska for costs incurred during cleanup and up to $62 million could be used to reimburse the federal government (U.S. House of Representatives 1991b).  This $900 million was to be paid to a court administered trust fund overseen by The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council, a panel of six members, and used for restoration projects (Piper 1997).   

Many objected to the terms of the settlement.  One skeptic was Dennis M. Hertel, a U.S. Representative from Michigan.  According to him,

“If Exxon hadn’t cut this deal, they would have been going to trial next month on felony charges.  Instead, they pled guilty to lesser charges while admitting that they were criminally responsible for the largest and most destructive ecological disaster in our Nation’s history…Since payment of damages are scheduled to extend through 2001, and since the settlement failed to account for inflation, Exxon will pay fewer “real dollars” in future damage payments.  In effect, the penalty will lighten with time (U.S. House of Representatives 1991b:3).  


In 1994 a class action suit was also brought against Exxon, which, when settled was to provide more than 30,000 people with five billion dollars to be split between them.  However, because Exxon appealed the suit all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, the money remained unpaid until 2004, over ten years after the spill. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled against the Exxon Mobil Corporation [in 1999 Exxon and Mobil Corporations merged as one under this new name and allowed the five billion dollar settlement to stand]  (Phillips 1996; New York Law Journal 2000; (http://www.exxon.mobil.com/emhistory/index.html).  

New legislation also resulted from the Exxon Valdez oil spill.  The most important of which was the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 (OPA ’90).  This act was enacted “to establish limitations on liability for damages resulting from oil pollution, to establish a fund for the payment of compensation for such damages, and for other purposes” (U.S. Coast Guard 2000).  Some main issues that were addressed by the OPA ’90 included an “integrated contingency planning and incorporated industry response plans to enable a systematic approach to response,” increased response plan exercises, a “30-fold increase in the trust fund for oil spill response,” and a system of strike teams situated nationwide that are prepared with equipment to respond to spills.


In spite of this new legislation, environmental harm and the large fines levied against Exxon as a result of the Exxon Valdez oil spill, there have continued to be problems within the oil industry in general, ranging from oil spills, refusal to obey rules and lax regulation.  For example, in November, 2000 the Westchester, a tanker operated by Ermis Maritime Corporation of Greece, ran aground in the Mississippi River spilling 567,000 gallons of oil. In January of 2001 the tanker Jessica, an Ecuadorian ship, ran aground off the coast of Ecuador’s Galapagos Islands, spilling approximately 144,000 gallons of oil into the sea and threatening the sensitive, mostly untouched Galapagos Islands.  Also, in March of 2001 a freighter leaked about 300 gallons oil and caused part of Miami Beach to be closed, and in April of 2001 a freighter and tanker collided in the Baltic Sea, causing 764,000 gallons of oil to spill (Olsen 2001). 

Under Title II of the Ports and Waterways Safety Act of 1972, Public Law 92-340, the Coast Guard required all tankers, constructed after January 1, 1974 “to have a segregated ballast capacity and a double bottom” (U.S. House of Representatives 1973a:191).  Under OPA ’90 tankers traveling in U.S. waters are required to meet or exceed double hull requirements by the year 2015 (United States Coast Guard 2000).  Despite this legislation, as of July 2005 the Exxon Mobil Corporation continued to use single-hull tankers to transport oil, and over 70 percent of their world fleet remains single-hulled ships (Harrison 2000).

Of all those involved in the Exxon Valdez oil spill, Alyeska was at the top of the list when it came to oversight that led to problems with the cleanup efforts.  Alyeska was responsible for faulty welding during pipeline construction (U.S. House of Representatives 1976), polluting the environment when they failed to properly construct the required incinerators, and they failed to have equipment ready when the spill occurred (Sethi & Steidlmeier 1997).  In spite of these and the problems associated with the Exxon Valdez spill, Alyeska continues to have a lax regulatory environment.  In December of 2000, two government reports charged Alyeska “with faulty management oversight in its marine-loading operations” when workers tied cables to anti-sparking equipment on the docks (Carlton 2000).   Because problems still exist in the enforcement of regulations, the new legislation was not an effective means to evoke change within the oil shipping industry.

Conclusion: Back to the Future?

Oil industry leaders are not the only ones who have failed to implement the lessons that should have been learned from the Exxon Valdez spill.  Recent OPEC production cuts, U.S. wars in the Middle East, and rising energy prices in the United States have sparked memories – or perhaps nightmares - of the 1970’s energy crisis.  US President George W. Bush and other Conservatives saw this climate as an ideal political moment to propose opening up more of the Alaskan Frontier to oil exploration based on promises that this would reduce foreign reliance on oil. This is, of course, not paired with any meaningful efforts to reduce petroleum consumption, which would reduce oil industry profits.  Four years ago, U.S. Energy Secretary, Spencer Abraham, suggested that the “administration will not go “begging the OPEC countries or anybody else” to increase oil production as long as the United States has untapped reserves that could ease an energy pinch” (Greenberg 2001).  In a clear triumph of this ideology, in March 2005, by a narrow margin, the U.S. Senate passed a rider to a Federal budget bill to approve drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska (ANWAR). For over twenty years the oil industry and Conservative politicians has fought to open ANWAR to oil exploration, but had always failed in the face of environmental coalition opposition. This time they succeeded in their dream of expanding the exploitation of the Alaskan wilderness for its oil. Given the massive failures that resulted in the Valdez spill, we can only surmise that pumping an additional million barrels of oil per day to the Valdez port without widespread implementation of far more rigorous regulatory controls than presently exist portends future ecological disasters for the region.


In the tradition that has been established for the study of state-corporate crime, like previous research by Matthews and Kauzlarich (2000:295), our analysis of the Exxon Valdez oil spill lends support to the proposition that the intersection of profit motivates with a lax regulatory environment is conducive to producing “harmful organizational practices in identifiable ways.” When events like the Exxon Valdez oil spill are viewed as unpreventable accidents, or what Charles Perrow would call “normal accidents” (Perrow 1999) the practices that contributed to these accidents are likely to be seen as relatively unavoidable, remain largely unquestioned, and will most likely continue. Also, in a capitalist society, given the unquestioned privilege assigned to the pursuit of profit, it is easy for corporations and their government regulators to lose sight of the greater good beyond immediate bottom lines, often with devastating results.  On the other hand, viewing harmful outcomes like the Valdez oil spill as the products of wrongful intersections of business and government, that is, as state-corporate crimes, suggests a mandate for changing these practices and behaviors in order to reduce the likelihood of such events being reproduced in the future. 




Notes


� The use of dispersants became a critical question throughout the response.  Dispersants are very controversial because it is not quite understood what their effect could be on the water table since they “do not remove oil from the water; rather, they act like dishwashing detergent, breaking the oil into tiny droplets that descend from the surface down deeper into the water column” (Davidson 1990: 40). Because of the controversy surrounding the use of dispersants Alaska spent several years developing guidelines for their use in the case of an emergency.  Dispersants were to be used only when skimming proved to no longer be effective and there were three zones established for usage.  Zone one regions were “regions that were far from sensitive shorelines” and in these areas there was standing pre-approval for the use of dispersants.  Zone two regions are regions that are more ecologically sensitive and use of dispersants in these regions is decided in a case-by-case basis depending on the state of Alaska and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) approval.  Finally, zone three regions are regions “which are in and around resources requiring protection, such as intertidal areas, small coves, and fjords, the use of dispersants is not recommended at all” in these areas but is subject to approval by the state and the EPA (Davidson 1990: 42).


� Alyeska member companies include:  Amerada Hess Corporation, ARCO Pipeline Company, BP Pipeline Corporation, Mobil Pipeline Company, Phillips Petroleum Company, Humble Pipeline Company, Union Oil Company of California (U.S. House of Representatives 1973b).  


� The U.S. Coast Guard Authorization Act of 1978 authorized $1,252,321,000 for the years 1978 and 1979 (U.S. Senate 1977:1).  The U.S. Coast Guard Authorization Act of 1983 and 1984 allocated $1,700,000,000 for fiscal year 1983 and $2,000,000,000 for fiscal year 1984 (U.S. Senate 1982:1) as compared to 1988 allocations of $2,006,000,000 (U.S. House of Representatives 1987:1).  When increased duties and inflation are accounted for, such small increases in appropriations are insufficient. 
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