THE VENTURA COUNTY STAR
Sunday, July 4, 2010
WHY NO LEGAL ACTION AGAINST BOAT GIRL’S PARENTS?
By Robert Weiner and Noah Merksamer
On June 10, 16-year old Abby Sunderland of Thousand Oaks nearly lost her life — with her parents’ permission.

Instead of merely questioning the decision of Laurence and Marianne Sunderland to place their daughter in the middle of the Indian Ocean all by herself during storm season, the media should be asking why legal action has not been pursued. California Penal Code 273 states that any parent who “willfully causes or permits that child to be placed in a situation where his or her person or health is endangered” can be charged with child endangerment.

After departing on a solo mission to circumnavigate the globe in a sailboat, the young would-be world sailor became stranded in a remote part of the Indian Ocean when a storm wrecked her boat, Wild Eyes (even the name is a message), and knocked out any communication capacity. Three-story waves and hurricane force winds left the teenager dangling in her helpless sailboat.
           Thankfully, after nearly three days, during which Abby could have easily died, a French fishing boat rescued her.
            Although the Sunderlands denied any desire for future financial gains through book deals and documentaries based on the voyage, Abby’s father, as reported in The Star, said that his family had discussed but never agreed to do a reality show. Sunderland claimed that the reality show was the last thing on his mind.
           Richard and Ryo Heene, made famous for their “balloon boy” hoax and reality show aspiration, exploited their son and were prosecuted. But at least the Heenes never actually sent their boy in the air.
           In fact, this is the second time that the Sunderlands have allowed and expedited the logistics for one of their children to risk life. Last year, they allowed Abby’s brother, Zac, then 17, to undertake a solo circumnavigation of the globe.
            Why have her parents avoided legal prosecution for placing two different teenagers, on separate occasions, who at the time were just learning how to drive, by themselves in the middle of the ocean, unprepared for weather and harsh conditions, with no rescue boat or plane nearby? This question has not been asked yet but should be. Even the World Speed Sailing council recognized the ridiculousness of the record by discontinuing their “youngest” category.

Sixteen-year-old Abby defends her parents. She claims that she had the necessary experience to handle what her father’s website described as “rough storms, pirates, deserted islands, (and) the loneliness of spending weeks alone at sea.”

Common sense and past experience tell us that these are not something a 16-year-old should handle.

“I think that a lot of people are judging me by the standards they have for their teens and other teens that they know ... and thinking ‘she’s exactly like them,’ ” Abby told The Associated Press in a recent interview. “They don’t understand that I’ve sailed my whole life and I do know what I’m doing out there.”
Yes, her whole long life. Parents are supposed to guide teen know-it-alls. None of us is that far removed from our teenage years, when we thought that we had judgment, but later realized that we hadn’t. This is what parents are for. We fondly look back and remember our parents saying “No.”

If accidentally leaving an infant in a hot car for too long is considered a felony by California’s child endangerment laws, shouldn’t sending a minor on an enormously high risk, solo voyage across the globe qualify?

— Robert Weiner was a Clinton White House public affairs director and spokesman for the U.S. House Government Operations Committee. Noah Merksamer is a policy analyst, student at Colgate University and writer for the Colgate University Maroon News. Both fondly remember their parents saying “no.”
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