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ABSTRACT

Palenchar and Heath (2006) claim that, “organizations find reason to implement programs whereby they increase publics’ understanding of technical processes as a means for lessening the fear of the threatening unknown and of increasing trust.”  The research being proposed will hold the British Petroleum Company (BP) to these standards as they relate to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010. The official BP website will be analyzed for the use of scientific versus general language use. This proposed content analysis will aim to illustrate if a high level of scientific jargon and complexity reduced the risk communication efforts of BP’s online publications regarding risk. 
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Introduction and General Information
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On April 20th, 2010, the Deepwater Horizon offshore oil rig, whose furthest extremities stretched the length of fourteen Empire State buildings, began a series of events that would later be recognized as the largest environmental disaster in American history (Lustgarten, 2012). The lives of eleven people as well as almost five million barrels of oil were lost. Blame for the event was placed on a myriad of factors – from freak occurrences to corporate greed. While the measurement of public perception in the days following the Deepwater Horizon disaster have been covered in other bodies of research, said perception should be measured from a pre-event perspective. 
This research proposal will mark the beginning of an effort to analyze how informed of risk Louisianans were prior to the events of April 20th, 2010. Was much of the risk of offshore drilling purposefully withheld, improperly communicated according to risk communication theory principals, or simply unknown to British Petroleum officials? It is the researcher’s intention to illustrate a connection between corporate interest and poor risk communication strategies employed pre-incident. Special emphasis will be placed on the use of overly scientific jargon as a result of risk society principals and the increased risk posed to community members as a result of neoliberal deregulation patterns. 
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[bookmark: _Toc420995900][bookmark: _Toc422997487]Both the human health and environmental dangers posed by modern day oil extraction are a product of a risk society, a sociological concept asserting that our society and its continued growth is inextricably linked with hazards and risks (Beck, 1992). Our current society, with its reliance on technological tools, represents a dichotomy from the risk our ancestors experienced. As where pre-technological societies feared risk posed by the natural world such as floods and famine, modern societies craft and take deliberate risks. For members living in a such a society, the risk is endemic (Barbosa, 2009).
While participants within a risk society are often aware of some levels of risk within their profession, a cornerstone of the theory claims that a citizen’s access to information regarding hazards both in the realm of the environment and human health are restricted (Beck, 1992). While such information can be purposefully withheld from citizens, much censorship of inherent risk is unintentional due to the fact that, “technologies require multiple specialized experts who create abstract knowledge systems that are incomprehensible to the majority of citizens,” (Giddens 1991). In simpler terms, as technology and knowledge trek forward at a quickening pace, “many are left behind, panting in ignorance, increasingly unable to understand and control the machines on which they depend,” (Barbosa, 2009).
	This lack of understanding is fueled by an increased economic and societal dependence upon specialized experts. These leaders in their respective fields craft complex knowledge systems that are indecipherable by the general population (Giddens, 1991).  It is the workers within the fields of these leaders however who face the brunt of the risk posed by technological progress. A former resident of Love Canal, New York, a site considered to be one of the more egregious environmental events in American history, expressed, “Communities perceive many flaws in risk assessment. The first is who is being asked to take the risk and who is getting the benefit. From a community’s perspective, risk assessments are ‘the risks that someone else has chosen for you to take,’” (Gibbs, 1994).
	Beck (1991) suggests that a loss of faith in the institutions of modernity has occurred. Catastrophic events that occurred due to a lack of foresight and proper risk assessment performed by scientist and industry elites have tainted the trust placed in scientists and their interpretations of information. While scientists weigh the distribution of risks and errors as a part of technological expansion, many of the said risks and errors are created by science itself (Barbosa, 2009).  For example, while nuclear power technology has become a reality, the same scientists who helped to mold the technology into its usable form have weighed potential risks and expressed to the public that said technology is safe.  As citizens are forced to rely upon these scientific institution’s experts for vital information, events such as the Chernobyl disaster have created a distrust of information emanating from industry officials (Barbosa, 2009).
 	Not unlike the nuclear power industry, an aura of distrust has surrounded the modern technological concept of offshore oil drilling. In a double case study performed by Frudenburg and Gramling (1994), they examine two very different public reactions concerning risk and offshore drilling. The dichotomy of their case studies in part arises from one community embracing offshore drilling technology in 1947 versus 1988; “Southern Louisiana has long provided the offshore oil industry with what may have been its most placid reception, while the coast of Northern California has been the place, to date, where the fury of the storm has been most intense.”  By the time the northern expansion offshore drilling was proposed in California, events such as the Santa Barbara oil spill of 1969 illuminated discrepancies in government’s and industry official’s claims that their technology allowed for the waiving of certain government policy restrictions, (Mai-Due, 2015). Despite confidence of both government officials and industry elites, the partnership between Santa Barbara and Union Oil would be remembered as a precursor to the largest oil spill to occur in California’s waters, and to this date, the third largest in the nation (NOAA, n.d.). 
	The architect of risk society theory argues that, “the more emphatically the existence of world risk society is denied, the more easily it can become a reality,” (Beck, 2006). Therefore, it is of importance to quantify the risks preceding environmental and human disasters so that policy can be assessed for effectiveness, or in many cases, lack thereof. The oil extraction industry fits the description of a risk society participant due to the many hazardous situations and chemicals workers are exposed to, as well as the inherent environmental risk that all oil extraction poses.     
	With the continued government leasing of offshore lands to oil companies, this research will analyze the communication that occurred preceding the largest offshore oil spill in history, the loss of human and environmental life that was the Deepwater Horizon disaster. Within this research the risk society markers present in the technology and practices of offshore drilling will be highlighted, while media practices and the dissemination of information will be audited in their conveyance of risk to the public. 
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Outside of funds collected by the Internal Revenue Service, the program leasing offshore oil resources has been the largest official source of revenue for the American federal government (Freudenberg, 1994). Unlike oil rich countries such as Iraq and Russia, free enterprise in the oil business within the United States can be traced back to the earliest days of oil drilling in the country. Not unlike other industries in America, the business of oil extraction was heavily influenced by the wave of neoliberalism that began cresting within the Regan presidency. 
The theory of neoliberalism asserts that, “human well-being can best be advanced by the maximization of entrepreneurial freedoms within and institutional framework characterized by private property rights, individual liberty, unencumbered markets, and free trade,” (Harvey, 2007). Scholars critical of neoliberalism point to dangerous deregulation and resulting crises such as the stock market crash of 1987, and numerous corporate scandals of the 1990s (Marino, Mayper, and Tolleson).  Almost half a century before the Regan era of neoliberalism took shape, political economist Karl Poyani (1944) predicted that, “to allow the market mechanism to be sole director of the fate of human beings and their natural environment would result in the demolition of society.” In the 2000’s alone, government deregulation was blamed for events ranging from West Virginia’s Upper Big Branch mine explosion to declining work conditions for air traffic controllers that have resulted in the loss of human lives (Eley, 2011).  
Much of the current oversight of offshore oil drilling in the early 2000s was performed by the Mineral Management Service (MMS), an agency created during the Regan presidency and headed by secretary of the interior, James Watt, one of the most anti-environmental political appointees in American history (Freudenburg & Gramling, 2011).  British Petroleum, now known as BP, was accused of showing influence within the MMS having convinced agency officials that the oil companies themselves could best asses the marine impacts of their operations as well as persuading regulators to ease existing public notification rules (Ladd, 2012). Within the 2010 MMS annual report, released before the events of Deepwater Horizon, it was concluded that more stringent rig regulations were superfluous given that industry practices were considered failsafe (Kennedy, 2010; Whitty, 2010). 
BP’s ability to directly influence political elites became even more clear after Vice President Dick Cheney, within months of taking office, “held secret energy task force meetings with more than 100 oil officials to draw up a wish list of industry demands to be implemented by the oil-friendly administration,” (Ladd, 2012).  Shortly afterward, a federal executive order set forth a requirement that the federal government was to expedite offshore drilling practices (Bolstad, 2010). Within this atmosphere of deregulation, BP garnered a reputation among OSHA officials as being, “the Renegade Refiner,” (Freudenburg & Gramling, 2011, p. 42). 
From 2008 until the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010, oil and gas companies spent more than $340 million on lobbying efforts in congress. BP CEO Tony Hayward increased his company’s lobbying budget to $15.9 million in 2009 specifically in order to dilute new laws aimed at preventing oil spill pollution (Kocieniewski, 2010; Whitty, 2010). 
A decade before the Deepwater Horizon spill, Ulrich Beck (2002) predicted that, “in the world of global risks, the mark of neoliberalism rapidly loses its credibility to substitute the state and politics through economics.” The era of neoliberalism has ushered in a state of deregulation. Within the wake of loosening and removal of federal regulations of offshore drilling has come the increase of risk, and ultimately, the loss of lives. When reviewing the events of the Deepwater Horizon spill, it is important to note that deregulation has largely influenced the level of risk that the communities and workers of offshore drilling have and are continuing to be exposed to.
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Successful dissemination of information within the realm of risk communication theory is described as that which, “raises the level of understanding of relevant issues or actions for those involved and satisfies them that they are adequately informed within the limits of available knowledge,” (Improving Risk Communication, 1989). Several federal laws outlaw corporation’s responsibility in properly implementing risk communication, from emergency planning and community right-to-know to environmental justice in minority populations (Lundgren and McMakin, 2004). 
Theories of risk communication cover communication methods both preemptive in nature and those that result from questions arising from communities, politicians, and activists concerned about potential ill effects of industry. In the event that risk is not properly communicated by industry officials, “health, safety and environmental concerns remain at the forefront of media, community and public policy discussions,” (Palenchar and Heath, 2006). 
As risk society theory claims that information is restricted due complex knowledge systems created by experts in a given field, the scientific positivism element of risk communication echoes this sentiment, “data and methodologies of scientists dominate community efforts to ascertain the degree of risk and subsequent communications about the risk on behalf of the community,” (Renn, 1992). 
According to the US Environmental Protection Agency (1993), “empowering the public with information helps assure [industry] compliance with existing laws and encourages companies to take additional measures to reduce industrial chemical releases.”  This research will analyze the risk communication emanating from government, industry, and local media sources in order to gauge the effectiveness of the risk communication occurring before the Deepwater Horizon spill. Specific attention will be placed on analyzing verbiage that is consistent with principals of scientific positivism risk communication and communication within a risk society. 
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It is estimated that 4.9 million barrels of crude oil and natural gases were released into the waters off of Louisiana’s coast after the Deepwater Horizon explosion, the largest environmental disaster in American history (Nyankson, Rodene, and Gupta, 2015). Eleven workers were killed aboard the rig, sixteen others sustained serious injuries, and three months passed before the leaking oil could be capped enough to prevent further damage to the environment (National Academy of Engineering, 2012).  
A qualitative interview analysis of 139 Louisiana residents showed that nearly 50% of locals felt that they lacked information about the Deepwater Horizon spill (Simon-Friedt, et al, 2016).  It is being proposed that further research into the preemptive risk communication will shed light on patterns of communication that may have left Louisianans underinformed about the dangers of offshore drilling. 
A content analysis of local media outlets, BP official documents, and government publications will be utilized to uncover weaknesses and discrepancies in the risk communicated to community members and workers prior to the Deepwater Horizon explosion. Special attention will be given to documents and press releases that are rich in scientific jargon and are written for high reading level adults as opposed to the general population. It is hypothesized that much of the risk communication between BP, the government, media, and the public was largely too complex in nature to adequately inform the general populous about risks relating to offshore drilling.
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Palenchar and Heath (2006) claim that, “organizations find reason to implement programs whereby they increase publics’ understanding of technical processes as a means for lessening the fear of the threatening unknown and of increasing trust.”  While a myriad of qualitative risk analyses has been performed on the technical systems within projects such as the Deepwater Horizon and said event itself, “much less attention has been focused on the human and organisational factors,” (Skodalen & Vinnem, 2016). 
	From a post-spill perspective, BP’s communication of risk has been analyzed according to federal and state regulations, most notable among these, the Emergency Planning and Communication Right-to-know Act (EPCRA). The act is described by the Environmental Protection Agency as having, “a significant role in protecting human health and the environment over the last quarter century by providing communities and emergency planners with valuavle information on toxic chemical releases in their area,” (30 Years of EPCRA, 2016) .After being sued by the Center for Biological Diversity, a federal judge ruled that BP and Transocean, the owners of the rig itself, were not required to communicate risk as dictated by EPCRA due to language excluding spills comprised of petroleum (Rodriguez, 2015).
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