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Last month, we began our journey in New Orleans learning first-hand from 

the people of the Gulf about the impact the spill was taking on their lives.   

This week we are seeking to understand the root causes of the April 20th 

Deepwater Horizon explosion and the critical question of whether our 

regulatory systems and business practices are adequate.   We will be 

hearing from a distinguished group of past and present government 

officials, as well as from experts from private industry, academia, and non-

profit organizations. 

Deepwater drilling is a new frontier for energy exploration. Some statistics 

tell that story.  In 1990, wells deeper than 1,000 feet accounted for just 4% 

of total Gulf of Mexico oil production; in 2009, that figure was 80%.  And we 

are going deeper.  In the past five years, the share of the Gulf’s production 

from ultra-deep wells – wells deeper than 5,000 feet – climbed from 1% to 

32%.   But ultra-deepwater drilling creates special risks, including that 

which appears to be the primary cause of the Deepwater Horizon tragedy -- 



an uncontrolled blow-out.  These risks were there to be seen but were 

largely unprepared for or ignored by government and industry.  We want to 

know why. 

It is clear that the move to deepwater represents an enormous change in 

U.S. energy exploration.  Unfortunately, our government and industry did 

not undergo a similar transformation in its regulatory and safety focus.   We 

need such a shift now and today we will be hearing information to guide our 

thinking about what it should look like. 

Many of the causes of the disaster go back many decades and are 

attributable across the spectrum:  to government and industry, to White 

Houses and Congresses, to Republicans and Democrats.  We should be 

clear – this disaster represents an enormous, and shared, failure of public 

policy. We will be holding all responsible parties to account; not so that we 

can play a blame game, but because we must diagnose what happened 

before we can credibly prescribe new directions for the future. 

I look forward to hearing from today’s speakers and I thank them in 

advance for taking the time to contribute to our effort to understand what 

went wrong and what we can learn from it. 


