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Ethics of stewardshlp questioned in Alaskan

WILLIAM G. BECKER
GUEST COLUMNIST

. Wc arc rcading a lot
“{thesc 'days about ethics
|— a result of the dec-
:|ade’s unusually high in-
cidence of real and al-
leged moral turpitude on
:{the part of high-profilc
; figures in government
and busmcss Bchavior we judge uncthical
has increased to a level where cthics
courses are now standard farc in many
professional curricula, and in the collcges
the gencral subject of cthics has a ncw
lcasc on lifc. :

Even so, there is more 10 our moral duty
than putting a few crooks like lvan Bocsky
in jail, or reprimanding a sclf-serving leg-
islator or two, Our present ethical framc’-
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work is toa’ narrow and should be ex-
panded 10 includé thosc of our collcctive
behaviors and attitudes that are profound-
ly harmful, but are.not, as yet, considered
unethical, The stakes hcre arcso high as to
make those who break or bend a few rules

| for personal gain dull by comparison.’

The environmental disaster that oc-
curred March 24 in Alaska’s Prince Wil-
liam Sound, wherc the tanker Exxon Val-
dez ran aground and spilled 240,000
barrels of oil, is’an example. Horror and
outrage were the mildest responscs 1o
miles of oil-blackencd beachies and thou-
sands of; dcad and dying marinc animals.
The ﬁshing industry may bc devastated.
Clcaning up the mess will take years and,
cost millions of dollars.

‘But, so'far, no one has suggested that
any of the key players in the events that
led to the spill acted unethically.

“True, Joseph Hazelwood, the captain of -

the shlp was drunk, and not on the bridge
when the'Exxon Valdez hit Bligh Reef.
But, drunkenness is not usually, nor has it
bcen here, secn as an ethlcal breach Rathv

er, it is an unfonunale aspect of human
naturc.

True, the tanker was bemg piloted by an
officer not certified to navigate the sound,

But somconc had to do it, and 8,548 pre-

vious safc passages must have made run-
ning aground this time unthinkable. Nor

“docs the fate of those subordinates who -

have gone public with their superiors’
derelictions of duty inspire others {o go on

strike when they are necded. No cthical -

problem here, cither. Just, anolher regret-
table crrcumslance

True, in’1981'the Alycska Prpcllne Scr-
vice Co., the oil industry,consortium that

owns the Trans-Alaska Pipeline, disband- |

ed.thc cmergency response team whose
job-it was to contain spills in harbor and
the.sound.:The consortium considercd the
leam, and the maintenance of spill clean-

up equipment, a waste, Alyeska also re- |

jected an offer by the town ol' Valdez. to
store the cqurpmcm '

But we arcn’t inclined 1o call these elhl-
cal decisions, cither. Rather, they are clas-
sic economic decisions =~ unremarkable

"
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oil splll
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. cxamplcs ol' corporale power m pursun ol

profit,..
Morecover, even 1hough we lalk asn'

- those at the top arc responsible for the ac-
- tions of lhelr subordinates, we also under-

stand that it'is rmposmble for management
-to police the every action of their under-
lings. The greater the gap between them,
the more forgiving we are of the manager
or dircctor when the. worker lnggcrs a.ca-
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Spill raises ethzcal issue for both producers, consumers
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astrophe. No moral laxity here.

' Alaska’s legislators accepted the consor-

tium's decision with hardly a murmur.
But this is not only understandable, it is
downright forgivable, considering the like-

ly political repercussions of crossing Alas- |
ka's major benefactor. No ethrcal lapsc ‘

here either, it secms.

Thus it happens that when such an en-
vironmental disaster occurs, and no one
has broken the rules for personal gain, or
intended to do harm,'we try to absolve
cveryonc from moral responsibility alto-
gether. President Bush did so recently by
calling the spill an aberralron” allnbut-

/c to “human crror. o

Neverthcless l suggesl that thcre isa.
decply rooted elhlcal problem here

As the players who made the first move

Alyeska officials bear the primary respon-
mbrhly for the disaster. With the oil indus-
try's lacit approval, they acted on.the self-
serving belief that the possibility of a ma-
jor spill in Prince William Sound was very
small, As.a Chevron Qil F reld Research
Co. spokesman said *“we can’t spill enéugh -
ail in Prince William Sound to have an
adversc effect on the fish.” -~ - .. i

Such ‘an’ industry assertion should be
viewed with extreme skepticism at the'
outset, Olhers - environmentalists,” offi-
cials responsrble for proleclmg Alaska s

pristine environment '— held contrary

views, not least due to the history ol‘ in-
dustry failures to clean up cven minor
pnpclme and ocean spills.

“What is clear is that by climinating the
emergency response team in 1981, indus-
try lcaders showed that, if and when it oc-

_curred, and regardless of its size, they pre-

ferred lhe results of the oil spill of March
1989 to all other outcomes of their corpo-
.rate stewardship. (Perhaps they expected
-even then to offset the costs of a spill by
i higher pnces at the pump.) Worse, indus-
try “belief” in the low probability ofa spill
may well have contributed 1o the laxity on
board the Exxon Valdez on March 24.

“Why should not this attitude be judged
in ethical terms? The cthical mqurry pro-

| with the cthic of stewardship. -

. ot /,j‘,‘;’ [1 S
perly examines sell'-servmg at the expense
of others, and much corporate behav:or
falls precisely in this calegory. .

We should also examine the elhlcal di-
mension of our own seemingly insatiable’
demand for material goods, which drives

-all corporate activity. We are running out
{ of time 1o act on such problems as the hole

in the ozone layer, the greenhouse eflccl
and. dummlshmg resources. e "
It is an unfortunate truth that we oﬂcn
do the right thing only when forced to by,
crrcumslances " The laudability of our.
conduct then is debatable, If we are not to ;
be judged harshly by our posterity as al
shallow and selfish people, we musi volun- |
tarily replace (he ethic of consumpuorﬂ
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