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Thank you, Chairman Inhofe, Ranking Member Boxer, and distinguished members of the 

Committee.  I am Vanessa Allen Sutherland, and I am honored to have been nominated 

by President Obama to be the next chairperson of the U.S. Chemical Safety Board, the 

CSB. I would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge members of my family 
and friends, here today, who have encouraged, advised and supported me 
significantly throughout this process and long before it. 
 

The CSB plays a unique and vital role investigating the most significant chemical 

disasters at fixed industrial sites, and making safety recommendations to prevent future 

loss of life and property. Although fortunately major disasters are rare, when they do 

occur they can have significant and lasting impacts on workers, employers, and 

communities.  The Board is a non-regulatory agency whose investigations are not 

designed to punish or find fault, but rather to help all of us learn from these tragedies. 

 

First, a bit about who I am and why I am so excited about this nomination.  My 

background is as a practicing attorney, and I hold an MBA from American 

University.  After serving in both government and industry for many years, in 2011, I was 

appointed as Chief Counsel of the U.S. Department of Transportation’s Pipeline and 

Hazardous Materials Safety Administration, or PHMSA. 

 

PHMSA is involved in overseeing many of the same industries and similar hazards that 

the CSB investigates.  As chief counsel, I manage a team of 31 lawyers advising the 

administrator and senior DOT personnel on hazardous materials policies, interagency 

relationships, media and Congressional affairs, investigative plans, and employment 

issues. 

 

Improving chemical safety is an issue that holds great significance for me.  Within a year 

of my joining PHMSA, there was a serious gas pipeline explosion in West Virginia.  The 

administrator and I went to the site, where among others we met Ms. Sue Bonham, whose 

home was located next to the pipeline.  Her story and testimony is one that I will never 

forget.  She described to us in vivid detail the experience of living through a major 

explosion. 

 

As she would testify to the Senate, “I stood in the center of my home where it was 

trembling, shifting, shaking, grinding all around me; the ground rumbling beneath me, 

thinking the earth would open up at any moment and swallow me.”  She recalled looking 

up from under her dining room table “only to see everything sizzling, blistering or 

melting.” 

 

While Ms. Bonham miraculously survived this explosion, her heart wrenching account is 

all too similar to the workers and residents who have experienced the industrial chemical 



accidents that the CSB investigates.  From the residents of West, Texas – who saw much 

of their town destroyed by an ammonium nitrate blast in 2013 – to the brave workers on 

the Deepwater Horizon, 11 of whom perished - these experiences are all eerily familiar 

and analogous. 

 

Despite its small size – just 40 people with an $11 million annual budget – the CSB has 

been in forefront determining the technical causes of these accidents and highlighting 

opportunities for improvement.  CSB investigators drew attention to the unsafe storage of 

ammonium nitrate at the West fertilizer depot and were also first to put forward a detailed 

explanation for why the Deepwater Horizon’s blowout preventer failed to operate. 

 

The same safety management systems and practices that we have sought to promote for 

pipeline safety are equally important in the chemical sector.  These include implementing 

good engineering practices, worker training and procedures, equipment inspections, and 

above all a safety culture that permeates throughout the organization, and influences all 

decisions from the CEO downward.  Over the years, the CSB has played an important 

role promoting these practices in the chemical sector. 

 

I have always believed that safety is a shared responsibility.  It is shared among company 

personnel, government agencies, standard-setting bodies, local emergency planners and 

responders, and educational institutions.  For the public to feel safe from low-frequency, 

high consequence chemical disasters, all these organizations need to work together 

collaboratively toward a common purpose. 

 

From my perspective, the CSB, through its nearly 100 major investigations over the 

years, has amassed a tremendous wealth of knowledge on chemical accident hazards.  If 

confirmed by the Senate, I hope to use my term in office to encourage even greater use of 

this knowledge by industry, government agencies, and others for accident prevention and 

response.  I believe the CSB’s work is a tremendous and often untapped resource for 

these organizations. 

 

In 2009, the CSB made an important recommendation jointly to the American Institute of 

Chemical Engineers and to the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology, 

which called for university chemical engineers to be trained on chemical process safety.  

By 2012, the two groups had successfully acted on this recommendation, and as a result 

process safety training is now a requirement for getting a chemical engineering 

bachelor’s degree across the U.S. 

 

Similarly in 2011, the CSB recommended that the American Chemical Society develop 

hazard evaluation guidelines for university chemical research laboratories, and the ACS 

has now done this as well. 

 

And the CSB has done a great deal of educational work itself through its online safety 

video program, which began in 2005.  This is a program to educate companies and 

workers about accident hazards, directly based on CSB investigation findings.  The 

program has now produced at least 55 online animated videos on YouTube, with nearly 



four million total views.  The videos have been translated into many languages around 

the world, and won many awards both in the U.S. and overseas.  I understand that most 

major U.S. chemical companies are using these videos in their training programs. 

 

With education and collaboration we hope this Senate will not be hearing from another 

Sue Bonham. 

 

Once again, I am honored by the President’s nomination, and I will be happy to answer 

your questions.  Thank you for the opportunity to appear here today. 
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honored as "Leaders in the Law - 2010" for advancing the law, serving the community and 
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annually for the March of Dimes–Central Virginia and has been a member of the 
fundraising arm of the Richmond Symphony Orchestra.   

After graduating high school at 16, Sutherland went on to obtain a B.A. from Drew 
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England, to a J.D. and an M.B.A. from American University and a Certified Information 
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Spanish. 



  
 


