Sample Letter to a Representative
(your address)
(the date) 

The Honorable (your representative)
(The representative's address) 

Dear Rep. (insert last name): 

I am writing to express my deep concern about the current case before the Supreme Court, Exxon Shipping Co. and Exxon Mobil Corp., v. Baker, et al., (No. 07-219) and the long lasting effects the outcome may have on environmental laws.  The Exxon Valdez Oil Spill is considered one of our nation’s worst environmental disasters.  Ironically, after nineteen years of litigation, this pivotal decision could undermine the very laws that were enacted to protect our nation’s waterways from pollution.
Though nearly two decades have passed, no one affected by the spill has forgotten the circumstances that led to that fateful night and the lasting harm it caused.   The economy, native culture and environment of Alaska’s Prince William Sound forever changed when on March 24, 1989 the Exxon Valdez, a supertanker owned by Exxon and commanded by Captain Hazelwood set sail from the Port of Valdez loaded with 53 million gallons of crude oil.  Although the weather was calm, shortly after midnight the Exxon Valdez left the shipping lane and ran aground on Bligh Reef, a well known navigation hazard.  The collision ruptured eight of the ships eleven tanks and spilled at least 11 million gallons of crude oil into Prince William Sound.  When the clean up effort finally began three days later the oil had already spread beyond containment.  As days and then weeks passed the oil stretched across 600 linear miles and killed wildlife, oiled beaches, and effectively crippled the fishing industry upon which so many depended.  

With few other options, a class of over 32,000 fishermen, women, and Native Alaskans sued Exxon to recover economic damages caused by the spill.  The 83 day trial revealed that on the night of the spill Captain Hazelwood drank between 5 and 9 double shots of vodka before he boarded the vessel.  It also revealed that for three years prior to the spill Exxon knew that Hazelwood was an alcoholic and that he had fallen off the wagon.  Yet Exxon continued to ignore the reports and recklessly allowed Hazelwood to command the giant tanker filled with hazardous material.   
Based on these facts and many other circumstances the jury determined that Exxon was reckless, liable for the oil spill and for punitive damages.  Today, at issue on appeal to the United States Supreme Court is the $2.5 billion dollar punitive damage award and whether it is available under maritime and statutory law.  

Of great concern is Exxon’s argument that the Clean Water Act supplants all existing common law remedies and forecloses punitive damage awards.  This would effectively shield Exxon and allow the company to escape responsibility for the spill.  It would also leave a large gap in the comprehensive environmental legal scheme.  Environmental protection and the protection of the public requires federal standards, state standards, and common law remedies.  
Although today oil spills are governed by the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 rather than the Clean Water Act this argument will surely arise again.  The Oil Pollution Act was created in the wake of the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill and is certainly more comprehensive in the damages it specifically allows, but like the Clean Water Act, there is no mention of punitive damages.  Both statutes however contain a “savings clause” that essentially allow other laws, including common law torts, that do not directly conflict with the statute to remain in effect.  

Recently, the Court has discounted the validity and purpose of the “savings clause” in a variety of statutes.  To do so in this case and in the event of future oil spills would weaken environmental protection.  It would also allow reckless polluters to “shoot the gap” and escape the full gamut of damages that would otherwise be available.

I urge you to examine this matter and stop corporate giants like Exxon from undermining the efforts of Congress to protect the nation’s waters.  The people of Prince William Sound and future generations are counting on your support.
Sincerely,

(your name)

