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Senator Mark Begich remarks 

To National Commission on BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill 

3:30 p.m.; Sept. 27, 2010: Washington Marriott Wardman Park 

 

 

 Chairmen Graham and Reilly, and to all members of the 

commission. 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to testify about your important 

mission to our nation – investigating the causes of the Deepwater 

Horizon spill and recommending actions to get America’s oil and 

gas industry back on track. 

 

 A special greeting to our own Fran Ulmer, who has served our 

state with distinction and is now making us proud at the national 

level with her service on this commission. Fran: great to see you 

here. 

 

 Until the accident you are investigating, Alaskans lived 

through the worst oil spill in the nation’s history.  
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From Easter weekend 1989 when that supertanker ran 

aground on a well-marked reef to the insulting Supreme Court 

decision two years ago, the Exxon Valdez disaster has been a 

nightmare for thousands of Alaskans. 

 

 Eleven-million gallons – enough oil to stretch from Cape Cod 

to North Carolina’s Outer Banks – gushed into one of Alaska’s most 

spectacular, sensitive and productive areas. Now 21 years later, 

scars to Alaska’s environment and to Alaska’s people remain. 

 

 Thousands of Alaskans – sadly fewer each year – were only 

recently partly compensated for the damage to their lives and 

livelihoods. 

 

 Last month, I traveled to the Gulf to personally witness the 

devastation and clean-up from the Deepwater Horizon spill. I 

thanked those working long hours under tough conditions to clean 

up the spill, including many Alaskans. 
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I also have met with some of the families of the 11 workers 

killed when the rig exploded. 

 

 As we assess the lessons learned from both these accidents, one 

truth rises above all others: We must be committed to paying the 

price of vigilance, because the price of complacency is too high. 

 

 In the aftermath of the Exxon Valdez, Alaskans led the way for 

tougher national laws and oil transportation procedures, including 

double-hulled tankers, tractor tugs escorts and better citizen 

oversight of the oil industry. 

 

 In the aftermath of Deepwater Horizon, I urge this commission 

to propose additional actions which federal and local governments 

should take to guard against another such fatal tragedy.  

 

 As the top of my list is providing the tools to guarantee that 

those affected by oil spills are justly and promptly compensated.  
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In Alaska’s case, Exxon fought the legitimate claims of 

Alaskans for nearly two decades until the Supreme Court 

shamefully reduced the company’s punitive liability to just 10 

percent of the original court’s five-billion-dollar judgment. 

 

 I have introduced legislation to do exactly this by increasing 

the financial liability for oil companies and requiring any company 

responsible for an oil spill to establish an independent escrow 

account to compensate those affected by a spill.  

 

The current 75-million-dollar liability cap must be raised and I 

recommend no cap for deepwater wells like the Deepwater Horizon. 

Taxpayers shouldn’t be on the hook for oil company mistakes. 

 

My other main message to you is help put America’s oil and 

gas industry back on track. About two-thirds of the oil and gas this 

nation consumes comes from foreign countries, some of whom 

simply don’t like us and would use our energy payments to do us 

harm. 
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My own state of Alaska, long America’s energy storehouse, is 

ready and willing to help. We have billions of barrels of oil and 

trillions of cubic feet of natural gas on land and off-shore poised for 

development. 

 

Of course, Alaskans firmly believe these energy resources must 

be developed responsibly, to protect our environment and the people 

and wildlife which thrive on it.  

 

I know my friend, Mayor Itta, will address this in his remarks. 

 

Unfortunately, the Obama administration’s moratorium on 

deepwater development in the Gulf of Mexico has had collateral 

damage in Alaska, shutting down planned exploration in the 

Chukchi and Beaufort seas this season. 
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I’ve asked my friend, Secretary Salazar - who you just heard 

from - and President Obama, to provide a clear timeline and process 

within the next 60 days, so that energy development in Alaska has a 

clear path forward.  

 

To encourage responsible domestic energy development, I have 

introduced numerous bills designed to provide the regulatory tools 

and the resources. These include: 

 

 Better Arctic science; 

 New Coast Guard facilities in the Far North; 

 New requirements to NOAA and the Coast Guard to 

prevent and respond to oil spills; 

 A louder voice for residents in development decisions 

affecting them; 

 Revenue sharing with the states and communities affected 

by energy development. 
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Finally, I’ve worked with my colleagues to forge a compromise 

that would protect taxpayers while keeping responsible American 

companies in the OCS by allowing those operators to pool their 

liability and collectively pay for damages from oil spills. 

 

With that, Mr. Chairman, I do not envy the task before you. 

But your mission – helping prevent another Exxon Valdez or 

Deepwater Horizon and reigniting our domestic energy industry - 

are vital for our nation.  

 

I pledge to do my part in the Senate to implement your 

recommendations. 


