LET’S FACE IT: NOBODY KNOWS WHAT TO DO
In all the finger-pointing, blaming and scapegoating taking place vis-à-vis the cause of the continued disastrous BP oil-spill in the Gulf, one fact has hardly been mentioned: despite all the touted “safe” technology for such off-shore deepwater drilling highlighted by the oil companies and government officials, it is clear that there is no drilling that is that safe. If there were, the recent call for a moratorium on off-shore drilling could not have been made by the Obama Administration with nary an outcry of protest from the oil companies, the business press (nor the public).
However, beyond this lies an even deeper, critical fact: nobody—neither corporate American nor politicized America—has an answer as to how to fix such a problem.

Last week I attended the ExxonMobil (XOM) annual meeting in Dallas (05.26.10). My group of brothers, the Midwest Capuchin Franciscans, and other members of the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, had filed a shareholder resolution calling on XOM to “become the recognized industry leader in developing and making available the necessary technology . . . to enable the U.S.A. to become energy independent in an environmentally sustainable way.” While some might quibble about our effort to persuade XOM to help the U.S.A. become “energy independent,” given the issues discussed at the meeting vis-à-vis the Gulf Crisis, I stressed the part of our resolution that called on XOM to become “the recognized industry leader in developing and making available the necessary technology . . . to enable the U.S.A.” to develop all its energy sourcing “in an environmentally sustainable way.”
Before the meeting an officer of XOM sought me out telling me that BP had come to XOM asking for its advice. This request of XOM by BP was repeated by the CEO of XOM, Rex Tillerson, during his opening remarks at the meeting. I got the sense that BP was recognizing XOM as having the answers to such a catastrophe. It became clear it is as bereft of solutions as anyone else.
The very day of XOM’s AGM in Dallas, The Wall Street Journal had a lead editorial complimenting Coast Guard Admiral Thad Allen, the government official overseeing the federal response, for having expressed “an overdue truth: ‘The government doesn’t have everything we need to solve this problem’” (095.26.10). In presenting our shareholder resolution I came with this editorial. I also noted Mr. Tillerson’s remarks. In addition I read the headline from the previous day’s lead editorial in The Dallas Morning News: “Caught Unawares: U.S. Was as Poorly Prepared for Spill as BP.” 

The gist of my remarks are as follows: “Mr. Tillerson, you have said that BP approached ExxonMobil for help in resolving its oil spill in the Gulf. While we are happy to know that ExxonMobil has an excellent safety record, we know that, despite our personal best habits to stay healthy, some of us get heart attacks and some of us get cancer. Accidents do happen despite our efforts to keep them from occurring.” Then referring to the fact that government officials have admitted they have been stymied in having the necessary technology to address such an accident, I said, in effect, “the fact that BP came to ExxonMobil for technological help in dealing with this accident says one of two things: either ExxonMobil itself does not have the technology to find a way to resolve such an accident if such should happen or, if it does have it and has not shared it, it is committing a mortal sin against people and the planet, against humanity and creation. For this reason we see an even greater need for shareholders to support our resolution that ExxonMobil become the “recognized technological leader” in ensuring that our energy supply will be delivered in a sustainable way.
Granted that some might have voted against the resolution because of our call for XOM also to help move the country to “energy independence,” our resolution received neither the support of its Board and Management, much less the shareholder advisory services  and only 6.7% of the shareholders themselves. 
The whole fiasco is evidence to me that our capacity to produce energy from such questionable sources as deepwater sites (which equal 12% of XOM’s energy supply) has outpaced it and everyone else’s capacity to fix environmental catastrophes that result from such an over-concentration on continued reliance on traditional (and risky) energy supplies. Indeed, nobody—including the world’s most powerful nation and the world’s largest energy companies—know what to do.
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