Alaska's dirty dollars
Exxon has spent more than $2bn cleaning up the oil which spilled from the tanker Exxon Valdez, making it one of the world's costliest industrial accidents. Much of this money has found its way into the pockets of a few thousand inhabitants who lived in the path of the oil slick. Yet Exxon's gold has not brought contentment to their small Alaskan fishing towns. It has set neighbor against neighbor and led to allegations that Exxon succeeded in buying off the anger of the local communities.

The largest US-based oil company invented a novel technique last summer to clean up the public relations mess left by the March 24 spill. It sprayed dollars around the shores of southern Alaska almost as liberally as its supertanker had sprayed oil into the clear waters of Prince William Sound. Spending on this scale opened up unsuspected fissures in Alaska's inward-looking towns. Pragmatists were pitched against idealists; newcomers against oldtimers; and, at its crudest, those who welcomed against those who were appalled by the chance to take Exxon money. The idyllic self-image which these communities harbored – of the last great American frontier, where hardy, self-reliant people came to escape the modern world – was shattered in the process.
The town of Homer is typical. It has just enjoyed one of the most prosperous years since its foundation in 1896 by a gold-digging adventurer from Mchigan. Yet, like the gold rush itself, it is a feverish sort of prosperity which had divided Homer's 4,000 inhabitants.

John P. Calhoun, Homer's nervy, chain-smoking mayor, has only recently felt up to the task of talking to strangers about the impact on his town. "The economics of the spill in the short term were very positive. It infused more money into our town than normal. The trouble was that not everyone gained to the same extent,' explains Mayor Calhoun in his pint-sized office in Homer's city hall.
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