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To Whom it May Concern: 

My name is Samantha Berg. I am a former SeaWorld Animal Trainer.  I worked at 
SeaWorld of Orlando from February of 1990 until August of 1993.  I was working 
at Shamu Stadium in 1992, on the day Tilikum arrived from Sealand of the 
Pacific.  

I hold a Bachelor’s degree in Animal Science from Cornell University, and a 
Master’s in Acupuncture from Tai-Sophia Institute.  I currently own an 
Acupuncture Center in Palmer, Alaska. 

I am compelled to contact you in reference to the recent  OSHA Citations against 
SeaWorld due to Dawn Brancheau’s death.   Apparently, SeaWorld has proposed 
that the solution to trainer safety when working in the water with the whales or 
when working from exposed ledges would be to provide every trainer with some 
kind of “spare-air” or modified SCUBA system.     

This is a mistake on several levels. “Spare-air” has a much greater potential to 
cause problems than to solve them, and I don’t see how “spare-air” would have 
been any use to Dawn or any of the other trainers in the past who have been 
injured or killed by Killer Whales.  

The issues I see with this proposed solution are: 

1.There many videos available on YouTube that show the strength, agility and 
speed of Killer Whales.  They move FAST.  The depth of the main show pool at 
Shamu stadium is 36 feet which translates to a pressure of two atmospheres.  
This means, if you take a breath at that depth, the air expands to double the 
volume on ascent.  Anyone who is trained to SCUBA dive will know that the 
key to avoiding a lung over-expansion injury is a slow, steady ascent while 
exhaling or breathing normally.   A trainer who was unlucky enough to be 
grabbed and dragged down to the bottom of the pool would be subject to this 
pressure.  If, by some miracle, while being tossed around by a 6,000-12,000 lb 
animal, the trainer was even capable of getting access to their air, he or she 
would be in serious danger of death or serious injury from lung over-expansion 
if the whale suddenly decided to make a rapid ascent with the trainer still in his 



mouth.   Imagine trying to “breathe normally” or remember to “slowly exhale” 
with your arm or leg in a Killer Whale’s jaws, while you are being forcibly 
dragged all over the pool.  This is completely unrealistic and, frankly, 
preposterous. Please read some of the descriptions of past attacks on 
SeaWorld trainers.  Trainers often describe being taken down to the bottom of 
the pool and being pulled back up rapidly multiple times.   See the first page of 
this link for a description of lung over-expansion injuries and their results: 
http://www.doalasvegas.com/html/diving_injuries.html

2. Depending on the system SeaWorld devises, a “spare-air” system could just 
give the whales something else to grab.   One of the problems all marine parks 
face is how to keep things out of the mouths of the dolphins and whales.  I 
know of at least one dolphin at SW that died from ingesting coins (zinc 
poisoning) that were thrown into its pool by tourists.  Even if the system is 
embedded in the wetsuit, the trainer would have to remove it to get access to 
it.  SeaWorld claims that Dawn Brancheau was at fault for her own death 
because she dangled her ponytail in front of Tilikum’s mouth.   If a whale 
wanted to grab a trainer, do you think it would matter if to the whale if it was an 
attached air hose vs. an arm, a leg or a ponytail?   A system that is designed 
to release or break-away if the whale grabs it would endanger the whale, 
because the animal could potentially swallow some of the SCUBA gear.  And 
the system would be absolutely no use to the trainer in that situation. 

3.  Dawn Brancheau died from trauma, not lack of oxygen.  Therefore, “spare air” 
would not have saved her.  So, I do not see how “spare air” can be considered 
to be a solution to the problem.  A marginally conscious, hypothermic, badly 
injured trainer in shock in the jaws of a 12,000 lb whale would be just as dead 
if he or she were carrying extra air or not. 

4. And, finally, “spare-air” does nothing to safeguard the trainers who are working 
from exposed edges or sides of the pool.  Because of how quickly the whales 
can move,  a trainer is still in danger of being injured even if they are not in the 
water.   Dawn was not in the water with Tilikum and he had no problem 
grabbing her and pulling her in.   The following YouTube video demonstrates 
how quickly things can go wrong: 

This video is labeled as “Funny blooper”, but this incident could have easily 
resulted in a broken neck - the trainer was very lucky: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=haUj8tY5HfM  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=haUj8tY5HfM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=haUj8tY5HfM


In addition, I’d like to add a few other comments about safety and transparency 
at SeaWorld.  As you know, animal training can be a dangerous job so trainers 
should be provided with as much information as possible to make informed 
decisions about the animals they work with.  

While at Shamu Stadium, I witnessed Taima grab a trainer.    At Whale and 
Dolphin Stadium I saw a beluga whale close down on a trainers arm once and 
refuse to let go for a few minutes.  Fortunately, neither one of these incidents 
resulted in an injury.  At Sea Lion and Otter there were multiple otter bites and 
the occasional sea lion bite.  Due to the unpredictable nature of the animals,  It 
was important for trainers to share information about what each animal had done 
in the past in order to know it’s history and make better decisions about working 
with it in the future. 

As I said before, I was at SeaWorld when Tilikum arrived.  In reference to Keltie 
Byrne’s death, I was told by management that she slipped and fell into the pool 
and expired rapidly from hypothermia.   Tilikum, Nootka and Haida then played 
with her body and didn’t want to give it up.  I was further told that they treated her 
like a toy just because the whales were not accustomed to “waterwork,” and they 
didn’t understand what it meant for a person to be in the water.    1992 was pre-
internet days, and I had no reason to doubt what my supervisors told me. 

After Dawn’s death, I did some research and found a couple of articles about 
Keltie.  The description of her death is actually eerily similar to the witness 
descriptions of Dawn’s death.  It appears as though the same thing happened to 
Keltie almost 20 years ago as what happened to Dawn this past February. Keltie 
was a strong swimmer and almost got away several times but was kept from 
leaving the water by the whales.  This is the EXACT same description that 
witnesses to Dawn’s death have reported.  Here are the Keltie Byrne articles for 
your reference: 

http://community.seattletimes.nwsource.com/archive/?
date=19910221&slug=1267466

http://www.timescolonist.com/technology/1991+Whales+drown+trainer+Play
+pulls+woman+into+Sealand+pool+Victoria/2608322/story.html

Additionally, I started at SW after the Sillick accident.  I heard about the accident 
in very vague terms from other trainers at Whale and Dolphin stadium.  But at no 
time was I ever shown a video or told by anyone in management about the extent 
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of Sillick's injuries.  I didn't even know what actually happened.  Not even when I 
was transfered to Shamu Stadium 

I recently watched the Sillick video for the first time, and I actually gasped when I 
saw Orky landing on John.  If I had seen that video, I definitely would have had a 
whole different perspective about the dangers of working with Killer Whales.   
Watching this video should have been a requirement for any trainer at SeaWorld 
who intended to work with Killer Whales.  And the Kasatka video along with any 
other “incident videos” should have been required as well.   

The graphic knowledge and impact that these videos provide would have given 
the trainers a heightened awareness of the risk involved in training Killer Whales.  
These incidents serve as reminders that wild animals, no matter how well trained, 
are ultimately unpredictable.  Trainers that don’t know the full extent of an 
animal’s history and what they are capable of are denied information that would 
allow them to make a fully informed risk assessment.   Past mistakes will 
ultimately be repeated with devastating results.  

There is an inherent conflict of interest between SeaWorld’s role as an 
entertainment business versus the safety and well-being of the trainers who work 
there.   Truthfully, there are so many variables that are beyond anyone’s control, 
that another accident is all but guaranteed to happen if trainers return to working 
in the water with the Killer Whales. 

Reflecting on all of this now, I have no reservations saying that trainers do not 
belong in the water with any of the Killer Whales in any circumstances.  

If you would like clarification on any of these points of concern, please feel free to 
contact me.  

Samantha Berg, M.Ac, L.Ac., Dipl.Ac.

Former SeaWorld Trainer 


