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Charges to Be Filed against Chevron in Brazil
STAN LEHMAN,Associated Press

SAO PAULO (AP) — Seventeen oil
company executives face criminal charges Wednesday for an oil leak in the Atlantic,
a legal action that has prompted debate about whether it could slow Brazil's effort
to develop its massive offshore finds.
At least 110,000 gallons (416,000 liters) of oil seeped through cracks on the ocean
floor near a Chevron Corp. appraisal well off the Rio de Janeiro coast in November.
The well drilled by Transocean Ltd. has since been sealed, but a small amount of
seepage reappeared in recent days, raising concern the damage is not yet over.
Marcelo del Negri, a spokesman for the federal prosecutors' office in Rio de Janeiro
state, said the charges will be put before courts on Wednesday. A judge will then
decide if the executives will face trial, which would be a lengthy process given the
number of defendants, the complexity of the case and the Brazilian legal system's
room for numerous appeals.
Del Negri said he did not know which charges might be filed, and it was not clear
how much jail time, if any, the executives could face.
Those named by prosecutors in preliminary documents include six Americans, five
Brazilians, two French and Australian nationals, one British citizen and one
Canadian. They include the heads of the Brazilian subsidiaries of both Chevron and
Transocean.
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A judge ruled late last week that none of the executives could leave Brazil.
Brazil has seen much worse oil spills, but the Chevron leak is the biggest test of
offshore drilling safety since massive deposits were discovered in recent years,
reserves that could hold 50 billion barrels of oil.
Brazilian officials are counting on their country being one of the globe's top oilproducing nations before the decade is out, and politicians debating how to divide
the future royalties.
But Eric Smith, an offshore oil expert at Tulane University in New Orleans, said legal
charges could spook other big foreign companies, risking delays in developing those
finds.
"If you start locking up executives, people back in other oil companies like Shell, BP,
ENI and anyone else with a concession in Brazil will notice and become wary," Smith
said.
With such a big potential payoff, "foreign oil companies won't abandon Brazil
completely, but they could retract, withdraw their assets and wait for better times,
like they're doing in Venezuela," he added.
Gustavo Gattass, a Rio de Janeiro-based analyst at Brazilian investment bank BTG
Pactual, disagreed.
"This strong stance by Brazilian prosecutors might rattle small companies, they may
become more reluctant. But the exploration of oil is for big businesses, especially in
Brazil's offshore areas," he said. "I don't see any evidence to support the idea this
will diminish investment."
At the time of the leak, Chevron said it had underestimated the pressure in an
underwater reservoir, so that crude rushed up a bore hole and eventually escape
into the surrounding seabed some 230 miles (370 kilometers) off Rio's coast.
The oil escaped through at least seven narrow fissures on the ocean floor, all within
160 feet (50 meters) of the well head.
Last week, Chevron confirmed "small new oil seepage" in the Frade field. The size of
the new leak isn't known, and Brazil's National Petroleum Agency said it was
detected because an oil slick appeared on the ocean surface.
Prosecutor Eduardo Santos de Oliveira said in his preliminary legal papers that the
two companies failed to adopt procedures to contain the leak. He wrote that those
expected to face charges didn't halt drilling operations soon enough and that when
questioned they said the risks involved "were acceptable."
Oliveira says Chevron and Transocean "altered the truth" in documents presented
to authorities, such as the number of ships deployed to contain the leak.
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"The reckless operation that led to the environmental damage was planned or
approved by all (the 17)," Oliveira. "They knew they were drilling in a high-pressure
area and that the walls of the well could not withstand that pressure."
Chevron has denied any wrongdoing, but has said any legal decision would be
abided by the company and its employees.
___
Associated Press writer Bradley Brooks contributed to this report.

Source URL (retrieved on 02/26/2015 - 8:05pm):
http://www.chem.info/news/2012/03/charges-be-filed-against-chevron-brazil

Page 3 of 3

