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SYNOPSIS

In March 2002 Senator Frank Murkowski, held a blank white poster in front of Congress as his rendition of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to encourage the federal government to open the protected area to oil drilling.  “Don’t be misinformed,” he demanded.  Oil on Ice, a one-hour documentary about the refuge and the controversy over drilling for oil there, unveils a very different picture than the image of a snow-covered and lifeless wasteland portrayed by Murkowski.  The film is a visually stunning journey through a pristine land that is teeming with wildlife, enriched by centuries of Native Alaskan culture, and at risk of being destroyed by the invasive trucks, bulldozers and pipelines of the oil industry.  

Narrated by renowned actor Peter Coyote, Oil on Ice explores the dangers and consequences that surround opening one of America’s last great wild places – or any protected wild place, for that matter.  Interviews with esteemed arctic biologists and environmental experts deduce that hybrid cars and renewable energy sources are viable short- and long-term solutions to the nation’s dependence on oil for energy.  Native Inupiat Eskimos and Gwich’in Indian activists share their heritage and way of life, and express on camera how their entire way of living is at risk due to oil drilling.  The Gwich’in Indians, for example, describe how they have depended on the Alaskan caribou for food, clothing, tools and their spirituality for generations.  The environmental impacts of oil drilling, however, are driving caribou and other wildlife away, changing the way the native people have lived with them for centuries.

Archival footage of the Exxon Valdez oil spill and excerpts from an Exxon corporate video are combined with the filmmakers’ own footage of the effects of the infamous oil spill (which are still evident 15 years later) to show that even the most sincere promises of safety and responsibility are futile at the hands of human error and mother nature.  To this day, neither the biology nor economy of Prince William Sound has fully recovered, and Exxon has yet to pay the residents in the spill zone for the destruction of their commercial fishing and subsistence way of life.  The filmmakers go on to demonstrate the vulnerability of the Alaska Pipeline in a scene where oil spews uncontrolled onto the pristine landscape after someone shot a hole in the pipe.  
Ultimately, Oil on Ice reveals how the fate of the refuge is inextricably linked to decisions our nation makes about energy policy, transportation choices, and other seemingly unrelated matters, while the culture and sustenance of the native people and the survival of migratory wildlife are caught in the balance.  Because the film examines both the consequences of oil drilling and alternative solutions to our energy needs, it tells the viewer, “Don’t be misinformed.”
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