
Unfortunately, in the aftermath of Deepwater and 
hurricanes Katrina and Rita — and on the issue of 
climate change — Louisianans are being asked to take 
sides. For advocates and proselytizers, the spill — and even 
the hurricanes — are skirmishes in a larger struggle. On one 
extreme we have the “don’t tread on me” view that sees any 
government regulation as an intrusion and dismisses those 
who point to real risks as Chicken Littles. On the other 
extreme we have the “no growth bunch,” who want to alter  
our lifestyle and outlaw everything they personally dislike, 
most recently offshore drilling (perhaps as the first step to 
banning fossil fuels completely). Both sides are sure they  
are in the right. 

Like countless Louisianans, I reject these extreme 
perspectives. Unfortunately it’s easy to divide us, to use  
scare tactics and inflammatory words to demonize  
legitimate ideas or concerns. But instead, we need to find  
a sensible middle ground, to make some sense of these 
disasters and find some lessons to build on. Here are two 
lessons I see. 

First lesson: you ignore sound science at your peril.  
Statistics have no agenda. When you ignore statistics and 
probabilities, you are trusting your future to pure luck.  
You could be living on the brink of disaster and you won’t 
know it. The Deepwater Horizon’s well managers reportedly 
failed to comply with industry standards and universal safety 
practices. If that is true, they were ignoring science, common 
sense and sound business practices. Well, we’re taking the 
same kind of risks with the planet and the Gulf Coast by 
failing to act on climate change.

In fact, denying the science of man-made climate change  
is actually more reckless than assuming that a blowout 
preventer will work. The fact is, the blowout preventer is 
designed to be a last resort. That doesn’t make it right to  
rely on one, but I could argue that the climate change risk  
we are taking is far more reckless. Climate evidence points  
to a high probability of a catastrophic outcome, and we don’t 
have a “last resort” mechanism to rely on. 

Second lesson: we are again reminded that prevention is 
orders of magnitude cheaper than cleaning up after the fact. 
Compare the costs that were saved at Deepwater Horizon  
to the costs of the accident, and the case for “an ounce of 
prevention” is clear. But even as we speak, Congress has 
decided to put off action on a climate change bill. 

So, once again, we find ourselves doubling our bets against 
science, taking massive risks when the odds are against us, and 
putting our future in the hands of pure luck. And once again, 
it’s Louisiana that will have to pay up when the time comes. 

The longer we fail to deal with climate change, the  
faster the opportunity for the “ounce” of prevention 
slips through our fingers. Climate science deniers —  

the “flat earthers” of our day — rail about the cost  
of prevention, but they never mention the cost of doing 
nothing. What will they call the cost of relocating families  
and businesses if rising sea levels put much of our coast 
underwater in our children’s lifetimes? Who’ll pay the  
cost of changed patterns of food production, flood and 
drought, diseases and species? Who will decide who is  
saved and who will be left on their own when it becomes  
a worldwide problem? 

The fact that we can’t predict with precision how these  
events will play out doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t act.  
The U.S. is the world leader in climate change research, but  
the world’s laggard in doing something about it. And I don’t 
mean “solutions” that simply won’t work, such as entirely 
banning coal-fired electricity in the U.S. That won’t stop 
climate change, but will create severe economic dislocations 
where coal is used. And for each megawatt of coal-fired 
capacity we close down, China and India will soon build two. 

We’d be far better off learning to use fossil fuels more 
efficiently and cleanly. Capturing and sequestering the 
greenhouse gases that escape from coal-fired plants is not  
a pipe dream, not if we commit to full-scale demonstration 
now, and it’s transferable to the rest of the world. 

There is no need to ban offshore drilling. Instead, we need  
to be sure that the government is actually watching as we 
thought they were all along. Let’s start by making sure the 
existing standards are followed. And, as proposed by Senator 
Mary Landrieu along with Senator Lisa Murkowski of Alaska 
(and joined by 24 other senators), let’s direct the offshore 
drilling revenue sharing to those most at risk from spills. 

The extreme factions will go on fighting, no matter what.  
But we should insist that the Obama administration and  
our own congressional delegation — Republicans and 
Democrats alike — find a sensible middle ground for the 
aftermath of the spill and for policies to address climate 
change. The world is a risky place. We cannot avoid all risk  
and hope to prosper. But I have every confidence that setting 
the market to work on greenhouse gas emissions will produce 
a safer world and solutions we can’t even predict. We need to 
begin today. 

Louisiana has been many times blessed. It has the finest cuisine, the best music, the 

friendliest people and the most dedicated sports fans who have been rewarded with 

numerous national championships and most recently, an NFL championship. But our  

spirits and our strength have been tried tragically as well, by Katrina and Rita, and now 

by the Deepwater Horizon calamity. And hovering in the background are the longer term 

catastrophic threats to the Gulf Coast that are presented by climate change.
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