AIR: AMERICA’S INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS
“A Sea of Trouble”

– Program Chronicles Dangerous Negligence and Toothless Safeguards in the Oil Transport Industry –
In the wake of the massive Exxon Valdez oil spill in Alaska’s Prince William Sound in 1989, Congress enacted legislation, and oil companies implemented new regulations, to ensure that such an environmental disaster would never happen again. The oil transportation industry entered a new era of safety with a far less likelihood of oil tanker accidents — or so it seemed. 

In the fall of 2004, a spill of hundreds of gallons of thick crude oil in Seattle’s Puget Sound, which no company owned up to, led an intrepid Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter from the Seattle Post-Intelligencer to embark on an investigation into the actual state of the Pacific Northwest’s oil transport industry. His unsettling discoveries — including the alleged cover-up of a mid-ocean oil spill and alcohol abuse among tanker crew members — are chronicled when AIR: AMERICA’S INVESTIGATIVE REPORTS presents “A Sea of Trouble,” airing on PBS Friday, September 22, 2006, 10:00-10:30 p.m. ET. Award-winning broadcast journalist Sylvia Chase narrates. 

Though no company would accept responsibility for the Puget Sound spill, the Coast Guard, using oil samples taken from the spill site, identified a ship owned by Polar Tankers — a subsidiary of oil giant Conoco-Phillips — as the prime suspect. Soon, a Polar Tankers crew member was cooperating with Post-Intelligencer investigative reporter Eric Nalder. The initially reluctant whistleblower’s wealth of firsthand evidence — including video and a copy of the ship’s log — helped inform Nalder’s four-part series published in the Post-Intelligencer later in the fall of 2004. Nalder’s reports also informed the public about Conoco-Phillips’ efforts to reduce the use of oil tanker tugboats, one of the most significant — but costly — spill-prevention mechanisms available to the industry.  
Conoco-Phillips wasn’t charged in either spill, but the Post-Intelligencer’s reports sparked a grand jury investigation into the mid-ocean spill.
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