__Editorial

Exxon indictment
a welcome surprise

All we can say is “It's about time! ™

After almost a vear, a federal grand jury has passed
down a five-count criminal indictment against kxxon
and its shipping subsidiary

The indictment s for the damage caused by 11 mil
lion gallons of oil that spilled from the Exxon Valdez
tanker when it ran aground in Prince William Sound
Alaska. in March 1989

Since the disaster, individuals, small companies
and large organizations have filed suil against Exxon
for various damages caused by the wreck, but until
now the federal government had not taken legal action
against the Exxon Corporation

Exxon has tried to avoid prosecution. because that
could cost them a great deal of monev. but Exxon was
anwilling to accept a plea offer. which could have re-
quired them to pay up to $500 million in damages. Per-
haps they thought it was too much money

Unfortunately there is no way to assess the mone-
fary value of the damages to the environment, the
wildlife and the waters of the 1.000 mile stretch ol
Alaskan coastline affected by the spill. With the new
indictment the company could be fined up to $700 mil
lion or more depending on the judge’s Tinal assess
ment

The indictment charges Exxon with the violations
of the following: the 1972 Ports and Waterwavs Salety

Act. the Dangerous Cargo Act. the Clean Water Act
the Refuse Aot and the Migratory Bird Treaty
All of these violations call for heavy fines. which

could be increased by the judge to amount to the actual
costs of the damages and repairs. In addition. any
court decisions against Exxon by the federal govern
ment will not atfect any civil or private suits filed
against the company. That's good. because Exxon
should have to pay dearly for its mistake.

It 15 true that mistakes do happen. and human error
is inevitable, but in the case of the pristine land that
was ruined by the oil spill (for who knows how long)
the mistake is hard. il not impossible. to excuse

The courts should prosecute Exxon to the fullest
extent of the law. It is time to remind these huge oil
conglomerates that they have a responsibility to the en-
vironment and they need to invest money into better
ship building and prevention of future oil spills.

Perhaps after all is said and done the government
can take whatever money it receives in fines from
Exxon and invest it in oil spill and prevention re-
search. We need to be better prepared for accidents of
this magnitude. and research would be the best invest-
ment of this money
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