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Itretie Alaskaand Rep. ]ohn Miller Face Scrutiny 

·~er·1990 Sinking of Fishing Ship in Bering Sea 


By JU'fREY H. BIRNBAUM . . npofc)feiic -·an<f~~ve. rerrtts:." For 'oow'. 
s1Qf/""po''"o/ T111r. WAu. ST11F.F.TJouRNAL th-Ou~~ be •dds, we shou~ reserve Judg

For a March afternoon In the Bering ment on.what he calls his little lntert~S· 
: Sea, the sky was clear and the sea8 were · slon." · 
calm. The 31 crew members of the 162·foot But several relatives of the crew mem· 
Aleutian Enterprtse were bringing aboard bers who perished have already reached 
one last, hugt haul of cod and pollock. . . their Judgment, and It Is a harsh one. "ff~ 

Suddenly, the net broke; spewlnf tons of 
flopping fish onto the deck and causlnr the 
vessel to list.notice· 
ably to port. Water 
shot through severai 
~ncovered openings 
m the side of the 
hull-drains and a 
chute used to dis· 
pose of fish guts. In 
1ust minutes, the ; . marks on a hull 11\dlcaUng._hQW low In the 
ship capsized and 
sank, kllllnr nine 

people.


Coast Guard In· 

vestlgators ·say the 
1990 tragedy might
have ~en ~verted _ _ . _ 
had the ships owner. Seatlle·based Arctic . 
Alaska Fisheries Corp., complied with a 
fed~~al safety statute called .~ "load 
line Jaw that requlres rigorous testing 
and se~s stiff .standards ~o_r stabllJty and 
watertlrhtness. .• . . 

But the ship .hadn~t complied wl.th the 
Jaw. A. ma1or reason: a ·concerted cam· 
palgn by Republlean Rep'. John Miller or 
Washington. to block enforcement of the 
law against the company, whose em-. 
p~oyees had given thousands of dollars to 
his campaigns.

Now the actions of both Arctic Alaska 
and Rep. Miller are coming under scru· 
tiny. The Coast Guard's Seattle office has . 
referred the matter to the Justice Depart· 


· ment for possible criminal prosecuUon of 

the New York Stock Exchange-listed com· 


: pany. 
Rep. ·Miller, who has been known as a · . chlnery.requ'lred ·Y.9r th~ l?f~esslnr posed 

· champion of flshlnr·shlp safety Jeglslatlon,

doesn't see any connection between his ac· 

lions and the sinking of the Aleutian Enter· 


' prise. He says his Intervention dealt only

with one of Its sister ships, which didn't 

sink. "If It turns out thafln some way this 

[his actions J had an Impact" on the sink· 

Ing, he says, "of course I'm golnf to be 


. heJped prevent the Jaw from being en 
forced, and that particular law, If It had 

· been enforc~. would have saved that ship 
. and my son, asserts Robert W. Davis, an 

engineer from East Lyme, Conn., whose 
. , 800• Robert Jr., ~as kllled In the accl· 
· dent. . · 
. Arctic Alaska ~enles any wrongdoing. 

:'. c;cmpany officials say th~~· ~ad a strong. 
~. ~ase that a J<>ad I.ine-actually a series of 

water the vessel can safely noat-was un· 
necessary·1n lhe case Rep: Mlller helped
them on. They add that their ships have al· 
ways been safe, and:since the Aleutian En· 
terprlse.accident.they·ha~e becqme even 
safer: the company-ls moving to·brlng all 
·of Its affected vesselS lnlo compll;mce·with 
1oad..Jlne safety sta11dards~ . 
. .But c;ompany executives admit to hav· 
'Ing at least sonie seeotid thotiihl$. "I 
guess, like any operator, we certa.tnly have 
rev.-etst. ~ys Te.ffy ~. :Baker. who has 
since retired as~ company's chiefexecu· 
·tlve officer. "There=are always·things you 

.. :could &> better and more of,'" he adds. 
'.''The Aleutian EnJerprl5e certainlydemon· 
strated,that." . ..'> . . - · 
: Arctic A·laska b!S a' fl~et Of~:·vessels, 
.many of whJch doW1ore·tti:i:n jus(trawl for 
fish. They are, In1Ffect; flOatlnr ractorles: 
·In cramped quart~ t>e!Ow decks; workers 
process the catch'3ltito llJlets or Into a fish 
paste called sutitili, from.which artlDclal 
·crab legs are made. 

• 
Sister Ship /:.:c · . " '. : 

the exb'a er~~. members ~and ma· 

-what the Coast <.tuard .saw as a:potentlat · 
safety problem. I~ .1988, It beran to t,ry to 
.force Arctlc Al~~~ to fet a: loa'~ line for 
the U.S. Enterprl~; a sllih,tly Jar.ger·sister 

· ship of the Aleutll!~ Enterprise, l!Sthe .nrst 
step toward lm~ng the requl('ement on 
the enllre neet. of so-tailed factory
trawlers-tncludlnf the Aleutian Enter
prise. 

I •"o.\\ -sn-~:IQ\lf~\ I· 
""""' A- .

\ O · ~C"°'\ . 
"Mr. Baker knew It (the load-line re 

qulrementJ would apply to several other 
vessels In his Oeet " Coast G rd 
Capt. James M. Mici:.:n!fd, chief o;~he
agency's Inspection and documentation dl· 
vision. And Mr. Baker agrees: "It also 
would have been applied to other ves
sels::· . 

Meeting the standards can be costly· 

Arctic Alaska claimed It would cost $250,: 

000 on the U.S. Enterprise alone But Arc· 

tic Alaska attorneys argued that the U.S. 
Enterprise didn't need a load line because 
It was more a flsh_lng than ·a processing . 
vesset . ~ ·.. . ., : -. . i 

·On Jan·. 11, 1989; ·th~n-coastGuard Com· ! 
mandant Paul A. Yost, In a i>ersonal rul· 
Ing, fo~mally dlsaifeed. That:ls when the J 
company tumed to ~p. Miller, ;us local ·1 
congressman and 'a member~ of the Mer· ·,
Chant Marine anct_Fisheries: Committee · 
Which oversees the Coast Guardi . :~ : ' 
.. · Mr. Miiler argues that the company had 
a credible position,".and says hinvas' as· 


su.red that safety.:Wasn't an :Issue ~ _the 

sleek new ~actory. trawlers. ~:· >::. ,:,
Election Cycles : · \· ": .· ~· 

. · · ·· · ' .· :. " · . : 

tri ·He was alreadr. w.ell acq~alnted ~ft~ 

e company. A~rdlng to~ Wa1_1Street 


Jou~! tabAulattllon',. t°P office~ll al'.!<f -at~r·
1neys '.or rt c : -~ aska, If!~ udlng Jr. 

~ker, have gfv~n: hl.s .cam~lf!1s m~)"t!

~an:J~~1: tht~ 1?ast two eleG,tlQ!j cy~Jfs.
1n a , n, . tc -~~Alaska em.Pl<>Yees W' . 

lltlcal aetlon committee gave:Mr. :Mlll~r·s . 

campaign a total of $3,400 In 1~9 a,nd l~. . 

:k1~18'm~ts l~ges~ slngle beneficiary. . 

i .r. er ~Mien consJde!"ng_running 

or the ~nate In 1992.1 _ .; ; ._ .. 

, Rep. Miller and Mr• .BaJcet as~rt ~~at 


there wasn't any connection between ca?n· 

palm giving and '~heir . coope~iUlon on l)le •,_,~ 
J~cHlne issue. ~t there certaf!ily ..Vas , ·~...i..-; 
c!Qse cooperation. Char~s F. Broches,llie 
congressman's R~rles alde,~sa~ he.te
lied on a ~!clc m~morandum.- from com· 
pany lawyers todraft' letter!() Adm. Yt>st 
tha·t Rep. )l\llet signed and ..JenFon J~. 
27. 1989. "I belleve that this v~J ls llot 
subject to loid line requirements·and re· 

I 



Public Affairs News Break 
lffiliresslon that the commandant was sUll 
rtvlewlng certain aspects of tht' qutstlon 
·... and thilt review was the result of Con· 
gressman Miller's lnqulrlts," says Coastquest y0ur conflrmatlori that th~ vessel Guard·capt; Harry Dudley, the officer Inwill not be detained for a possible load line 
charge of marine Inspections In Seattle.violation," Rep. MIJler wrote. "At that point In the game, until J got a:On Feb. 17, A~. Y~ wrote back to flnn policy statement •.. I put this 011 the 

. i:tep• .Mll1er, assertlq that the lawmaktr back burner." 
.was mlslnlormed about the ves.wJ and the The Issue wasn't brought' to the front 
law. "However, because of your con· burner unUI nearly eight months later 
cerns," he continued, the Coast Guard when, on March 22. 1990, the Altutlan .En· 
woukl refrain from detalnln1 the ship lhe terprise sank. In a soon·to·be relPased 
next tbne It tame Into pOrt, pending a le- Coast Guard report on the accldtnt, lnves· 
·ga1 review. A handwritten notf ·at the bot· tlgators say an alarm failed to sound. crew 
tom of the letter added: "l'd be ~t members had trouble gettl.ng sun·lval stilts 
hippy to meet with You If you desire." and escape routes were partly blocked. But 

On April '17, Rtp. Miller took advantace had the ship been forced to pass a c<irn)>e· 
of Adm. Yost'.s Invitation. In his offl« In te11t load·llne Inspection, Investigators ~y. 
the Lonporth House Office Bulldlq, lie the openings In the hull would have ~n 
played host to three Coast Guatd represen· cl~d. and water probably wouldn't have 
tatlves and three representatives ol Arctic been able to shoot with such ferocity 6nto 
Alaska, tnciudlng ·Mr. Baker, whO sat at the factory level. In addition, stability 
the (()llgressman's rltllt. At the meeting, problems detected by the Coast Guard 
according to an official Coast Guard sum· would have been corrected. · 
mary, the lawmaker said Congress never "There's no doubt about It 11M'dlng a 
Intended to place "any new cost require· load line," says capt ·Roussel. "Jf there 
ments on the fishermen." had been a load line, the vessel would have 

The meeting ended with capt. MacDon· been more survivable." 
! aid saytng no action would be taken With these findings In mind. the Coast 
against Arctic Alaska until the C03St Guard soon began to enforce the load·lll'le 
Guard finished Its review. On July 31, ... law. And on A1>rll IS, 1990. nearly a' month 
Adm. Yost wrote the congressman that After the sinking of the Aleutian Enter· 
··u.s. Enteryrlse must comply with the re- p1·ISP, the Coast Guard fonnally notified 
qulrement. . Arctic Alaska that the U.S. Enterprise had 

usually, when Rep. Miller receives a to get a load line. . 
response from an agency, he sen.~s a copy · For relatives of dead crew members, 

. of It to the,,constltuent with a for your that was far too 'late. Some have· voiced· 
· Information note. But this time, Rep. their anger to the coniressman · hhnsel(.

MJller and Mr. Brocbes Insist, there Is no . · · · .. · . 
record that such communication took Rep. MIJler met In bis capitol HIJI office 
place. Mr. Mlller says that although he witJ1 Ann c;. Wllllam,s. w.h~ brother Joh,n 
tallced ''oo numerous occasions" to com- Dieterich was the Aleutian · Enterprise s 
pany officials "on other topics;" the Yost ' chief engineer. The congressman defended · 

.1·esponse never c;ame up. , . his lnterventlo~ by saying~~ was helping a 
· ''When we responded back to Congress·. constituent.· '.'Our !>rother.W.as one of your. 

man Miller, we assumed.. that he woµld constituents t~." Mrs. Williams says she 
convey tht Coast Guard .rtsponse to the replied, "and he's dead now." 
constituent who brougJit up the Issue In the 
~lrst place," capt. M~cDonald says. Adm. 
Yost, who Is now retired from the Coast 


. ·Guard, adds: ·"J'm sure tht congressman 


. got lmmt'dlately back to his constituent; 

.congressmen don't leave their constituents 
twisting In the wind." 

· · ·But Michael J. Hyde, a· JaW)'er for the 

company who attended ~ the meeUng In 

Rep. Mlller'.s Office, says, "The Coast 

Guard ntver noUfled me, or. Biii Myhre 

lariother Arctic Alaska laWYer at the meet· 

Ing I or the company, to 'JllY knowledge."

And Coast Guard Capt. Re.ne Roussel, who 

headed an lnve$tlgatlon Into the ·sinking, 

concede.: "It leJJ through the cracks." 


The Seattle ·omc~ of the Coast Guard 

was lnfom1ed about Mr. Yost's July lettPr, 

but took no action against the U.S. Enttr· 

prise or any other vessel. "I was under the 


Paga-3:_ 

http:rother.W.as
http:gettl.ng



