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SYNOPSIS 
 

A Sea Change follows the journey of retired history teacher Sven Huseby on his quest to 
discover what is happening to the world’s oceans. After reading Elizabeth Kolbert’s article 
“The Darkening Sea” in The New Yorker, Sven becomes obsessed with the rising acidity of 
the oceans and what this “sea change” bodes for mankind. His quest takes him to Alaska, 
California, Washington, and Norway as he uncovers a worldwide crisis that most people 
are unaware of. Speaking with oceanographers, marine biologists, climatologists, artists 
and policy experts, Sven discovers that global warming is only half the story of the 
environmental catastrophe that awaits us. Excess carbon dioxide is dissolving in our 
oceans, changing seawater chemistry. The increasing acidity of the water makes it difficult 
for tiny creatures at the bottom of the food web – such as the pteropods in the films – to 
form their shells. The effects could work their way up to the fish one billion people depend 
upon for their source of protein. 
 
A Sea Change is also a touching portrait of Sven’s relationship with his grandchild Elias. As 
Sven keeps a correspondence with the little boy, he mulls over the world that he is leaving 
for future generations. A disturbing and essential companion piece to An Inconvenient 
Truth, A Sea Change brings home the indisputable fact that our lifestyle is changing the 
earth, despite our rhetoric or wishful thinking. 
 
A Sea Change is the first documentary about ocean acidification, directed by Barbara 
Ettinger and co-produced by Sven Huseby of Niijii Films. While emphasizing new scientific 
information, the feature-length film is also a beautiful paen to the ocean world and an 
intimate story of a Norwegian-American family whose heritage is bound up with the sea. 
 
 



 
 

FILM SUMMARY 
 

Imagine a world without fish. A powerful new documentary on climate change and the 
oceans proposes just that. The film, A Sea Change is the first documentary about ocean 
acidification, the underbelly of climate change, a little-known but potentially devastating 
threat to ocean life. 
 
The Film's Genesis & Story Line. Sven Huseby, descendant of Norwegian fishmongers 
and life-long environmentalist, had never imagined the oceans were endangered by 
greenhouse gas until he read a New Yorker article on ocean acidification. That article, "The 
Darkening Sea" (Nov. 20, 2006, p. 66) changed his life. He discovered that the effects of 
climate change are not limited to global warming: they extend to the sea, where water 
chemistry is being changed by excess carbon dioxide, creating a profound threat to the 
food chain, starting with the tiny creatures at its bottom. 
 
The next step? Huseby and his partner and wife, the award-winning director Barbara 
Ettinger, decided to create a feature-length documentary about ocean acidification. The film 
was completed after two years of production, thousands of miles of travel, and hundreds of 
hours of editing. The odyssey begins with a meeting with Elizabeth Kolbert, author of the 
article in The New Yorker that catalyzed the film, and ends with a series of meetings with 
charismatic entrepreneurs whose daring innovations may help turn the tide on changing 
ocean chemistry. The meat of the film is engaging conversations with scientists whose 
research is in the forefront of the race to understand ocean acidification. 
 
Sven's travels are interwoven with a tapestry of wilderness on land and beneath the 
ocean's surface, making visible what is so often invisible. Followed by the camera of 
cinematographer Claudia Raschke-Robinson (Mad Hot Ballroom, My Architect), Sven 
travels to fishing villages in Alaska, conferences and laboratories, and to ancestral sites 
from the Copper River Delta to the barren glacial beaches of Svalbard, Norway. Raschke-
Robinson's lens shifts between stately, panoramic shots of scenic beauty to intimate, 
handheld verite in human interactions. 
 
Huseby is the means by which the audience encounters the problem of ocean acidification 
and begins to understand the issue and its possible solutions. Driving his voyage is his 
concern for his five-year-old grandson Elias and what environmental legacy he will inherit. 
The film's spine and comic relief are the charming, intimate conversations and games 
between Huseby and Elias. 
 
Many Voices & Experts Weigh In. The tone of the film is unavoidably dark at times. When 
he is asked at a conference of leading oceanographers "Are we screwed?" Dr. Edward L. 
Miles from the University of Washington says, "Yes, to a considerable extent." Kolbert 
herself mourns that she is leaving her son a degraded world. Yet there is hope, and 
Huseby, the documentary's protagonist, finds it where he can, among the scientists, 
entrepreneurs, and visionaries, and in his moments with Elias. 
 
Audiences. A Sea Change has played to sell-out crowds at major film festivals in 
Washington, DC, San Francisco, Seattle in 2009. The filmmakers hope its message about 
ocean acidification will reach millions of people and leading policy-makers across the globe 
ahead of the UN Climate Change conference in Copenhagen in December. 



 
 

SELECT FILM QUOTES / SOUNDBYTES 
 

“There are massive unrecognized changes of geologic scale taking place in the ocean. 
Ocean chemistry is being altered on a scale not seen for millions of years. And we don’t 
know what the consequences will be.” 
- Dr. Edward L. Miles, Virginia & Prentice Bloedel Professor of Marine & Public 
Affairs, University of Washington 
 
“Are we screwed? Yeah, to a considerable extent. A world of 500 PPM is a world of 
enormous environmental destruction. We ought to recognize that and say it. And we cannot 
stop there. That is not an acceptable final threshold. But can we do any better than that 
now? I don’t know. If there are ways of dealing with it, the knowledge will come from you.” 
- Dr. Edward L. Miles, Virginia & Prentice Bloedel Professor of Marine & Public 
Affairs, University of Washington 
 
“The vast majority of scientists think we’re already past the point whereby we should be 
concerned, we should worry. I think we’ve gone past there point whereby we can avoid 
losing significant species.”  
- Professor Lloyd Peck, British Antarctic Survey 
 
“We’re playing poker. If we lose the poker we could have a lot of problems for civilization.” 
- Professor Lloyd Peck, British Antarctic Survey 
 
“I opened an issue of The New Yorker and read an article by Elizabeth Kolbert called The 
Darkening Sea about this phenomenon I never heard of called ocean acidification. I knew 
that modern technology had made it easier for the oceans to be over fished. What I didn’t 
know was that so much of the carbon dioxide was falling into the ocean and creating a 
horrible problem.” 
- Sven Huseby 
 
“I have become somewhat obsessed with ocean acidification.” 
- Sven Huseby 
 
“The more I learn the more frightened I’ve become about what this all means.” 
- Sven Huseby 
 
“We put the equivalent of 118 billion VW Bugs’ worth of CO2 into the ocean for the last 200 
years and 43% of that has happened just in the last 20 years and it’s growing exponentially. 
You as we start to project out to the future it really gets scary.” 
- Dr. Chris Sabine, oceanographer, Natl. Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
 
“I think we’re a very visual creature and so what’s below the surface of the water in a sense 
becomes invisible, and so we’re not connected to it. What we can’t see we pollute because 
we actually don’t even see it as existing.” 
- Maya Lin, artist and architect 
 
“Right now the science is there, if the political will is not there yet we’re going to keep on 
them until they recognize that this really is an issue that needs to be addressed. 
- Miyoko Sakashita, attorney, Center for Biological Diversity's Oceans Program 



 
 

PRAISE FOR THE FILM 
 

"This film is both a love letter to the planet and an urgent plea to its citizens."  
- Justin Berton, San Francisco Chronicle, excerpt from review, 4/17/09 
 
"The story that "A Sea Change" tells is urgent, unsettling and desperately in need of 
understanding and action." 
- Ann Hornaday, The Washington Post, excerpt from review, 3/12/09 
 
“Gripping.” 
- Mark Yuasa, Seattle Times, excerpt from article, 5/30/09 
 
“A Sea Change sounds an alarm.” 
- Wendy Rieger, WRC-TV, NBC4, 3/13/09 
 
“Ocean acidification is a significant part of the climate change story. A Sea Change does a 
unique and excellent job of conveying this complex scientific issue to the public.” 
- Dr. Richard W. Spinrad, NOAA Assistant Administrator for Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Research 
 
“A Sea Change could not be more timely. I believe acidification of our oceans is actually a 
greater threat to our survival than is temperature or sea level rise, the conventional ‘global 
warming’ threats. Acidification is confusing and difficult to even imagine for most people—
we need your film.” 
- Rob Moir, PhD., Executive Director, Ocean River Institute 
 
"A Sea Change offers a searching, emotionally powerful look at ocean acidification. This 
problem is sometimes called the "evil twin" of climate change, and many of us regard it as 
an existential threat to the future of fishing. The story is full of heart, scientifically accurate, 
and lyrical. It also offers good reason for hope, which is indispensable in the face of such a 
huge challenge." 
- Brad Warren, Sustainable Fisheries Partnership 
 
"A Sea Change follows ex-history teacher, activist and grandfather Sven Huseby as he 
travels to visit various scientists to learn more about the impacts of ocean acidification and 
tries to find ways to explain the problem to his 5-year-old grandson, Elias. I completely fell 
in love with Sven and the extraordinarily bright Elias. The people in the film are very real 
and approachable and the ocean footage is stunning. Optimistic, with a whole section of 
solutions at the end. Broad appeal for all ages." 
- Dr. Cat Dorey, Sustainable Seafood Advisor, Greenpeace International 
 
“Like Sven and many others in A Sea Change, once I learned about the problem of ocean 
acidification I have been able to think of little else. The dire message of ocean acidification 
is beautifully conveyed in the film and does a wonderful job of highlighting the duty of us all 
to become educated and called to action.” 
- Jess Reese, The Climate Project Presenter 
 
 



 
 

THE FILMMAKERS & CREW 
 
BARBARA ETTINGER 
Director / Co-Producer 
 
Director Barbara Ettinger’s first film Martha and Ethel screened at Sundance and was 
distributed theatrically by Sony Pictures Classics. She and her husband Sven Huseby co-
founded Niijii Films, through which they produced Two Square Miles, aired nationally on 
PBS's Independent Lens in 2006 and 2007. Two Square Miles is a documentary about the 
conflicts that unfold as a proposed coal-fired cement plant threatens to reshape the small 
town of Hudson, NY. A Sea Change is their second project. 
 
SVEN HUSEBY  
Co-Producer 
 
Sven Huseby, co-producer of Niijii Films, is a retired independent school head who worked 
as a teacher and administrator at The Putney School for 30 years. He remains involved 
with non-profits to build organizational capacity and to plan for the long term.  
 
CLAUDIA RASCHKE-ROBINSON 
Director of Photography 
 
Claudia Raschke-Robinson’s experience includes Mad Hot Ballroom, Shoot Down, and 
Frame of Mind. 
 
TOBY SHIMIN 
Editor 
 
Toby Shimin has edited numerous films, including Everything's Cool, A Leap of Faith, 
Martha and Ethel, and Out of the Past. 
 
 
 



 
 

FILMMAKER STATEMENT 
 

A Sea Change Informs Us of the Dangers of Waiting Too Long 
 

By Barbara Ettinger, Director, A Sea Change 
   
In November 2006 my husband Sven and I read a piece in The New Yorker that changed 
our lives. In the article, "The Darkening Sea", journalist Elizabeth Kolbert reported in detail 
on ocean acidification, which she called the "flip side of global warming." We were shocked 
to learn that this rapidly rising acidity, the little known consequence of CO2 combining with 
sea water, has the potential to extinguish life in the seas. 
 
Our desire to do something about the threat posed by ocean acidification led us on a most 
unusual global journey, one we hope will bring this issue to the public and to policy-makers 
who have the power to affect change. Making an engaging and effective documentary on 
this subject was a challenging undertaking but one we knew had to be completed. The 
result, A Sea Change, draws the audience into this story, which uncovers the immediate 
and ongoing effects of CO2 on our global oceans. 
   
How bad is ocean acidification? Ocean acidification is the phenomena of ocean water 
becoming more acidic as a result of the absorption of increasing amounts of CO2 from the 
atmosphere. The combustion of fossil fuels in power plants, for transportation and a range 
of other human activities currently puts 70 million tons per day of CO2 into the atmosphere 
and of that 22 million tons, or approximately thirty percent of this CO2 is absorbed by the 
oceans and combines with water to form carbonic acid. 
   
Carbonic acid in the oceans is particularly corrosive - in fact destructive - to marine 
organisms that have shells made from calcium carbonate. To date, ocean scientists have 
been able to measure the corrosive effects of ocean acidification on calcifying zooplankton 
species. These organisms are at the base of the ocean's food web. As a result, the food 
supply of many fish species consumed by people is being directly threatened. 
 
Since CO2 emissions are changing the oceans, and the planet, so rapidly, I continue to ask 
myself and people around the country: What will it take to convince people that there is 
urgency, that we are in fact in a state of emergency?  
   
In the same way that The New Yorker article shocked us into action, our primary goal is to 
use the film and the continually emerging scientific information to build awareness of ocean 
acidification in this country. And we want to contribute to the U.S. moving towards a 
leadership role at the COP 15 UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen in 
December 2009.  
   
As the Director, I wanted to introduce the concept of ocean acidification in a way that 
touches across generations on a personal level, while learning through the voices and 
actions of scientists. A Sea Change reveals this story through the voice of a Norwegian 
grandfather (Sven, my husband) who is concerned that his American grandson (Elias) will 
never know the seas as he did as a child. Through Sven's growing relationship with his six 
year-old grandson, ocean acidification becomes an issue that touches cultural and personal 



 
chords. Sven's odyssey is driven by his childhood memories as well as his lifetime concern 
for the environment.  
   
Just as the film heightens the audience's concern for our oceans and our planet, it also 
inspires with optimism. Efforts to reduce CO2 emissions are getting underway worldwide. In 
A Sea Change, we meet people in the U.S. who are already poised to take advantage of 
the next economic boom that is predicted in alternative energy systems.  We recognize that 
China and India are rapidly becoming world leaders in alternative energy markets.  China, 
with a top down economy, is in a position to act quickly once they see that there is more 
money to be made in moving in the direction of clean energy technologies.  In the last third 
of the film we show signs of change and provide possibilities for a better energy future. 
   
My hope for A Sea Change is to serve as a catalyst for immediate change as it entertains 
and informs the audience about the dangers of waiting too long and failing to move beyond 
fossil fuel and "business as usual".   
 
 
 



 
 

FEATURED INTERVIEWS IN THE FILM 
 
Interviews included: 
 
• Dr. Richard Feely, NOAA and University of Washington 
 
• Dr. Edward I. Miles, University of Washington 
 
• Dr. Jeff Short, NOAA, Juneau, AK 
 
• Dr. Ricki Ott, Cordova, AK 
 
• Dr. Ken Caldeira, Carnegie Institute of Global Ecology, Stanford University 
 
• Dr. Richard Bellerby, Bjerknes Centre for Climate Research, Bergen, Norway 
 
• Dr. Victoria Fabry, California State College, San Marcos, CA 
 
• Dr. Jan-Gunnar Winther, Norwegian Polar Institute, Tromsoe, Norway 
 
• Elizabeth Kolbert, Writer, The New Yorker 
 
• Miyoko Sakashita, environmental lawyer with the Center for Biological Diversity, San 
Francisco, CA   
 
• Deborah Williams, President, Alaska Conservation Solutions and former Special Assistant  
to the U.S. Secretary of the Interior   
 
• Andrew Beebe, President, Energy Innovations 
 
• Borea Schau-Larsen, hotelier and owner of Solstrand Hotel in Os, Norway 
 
• Maya Lin, artist and architect. 
 
 



 
 

POPULAR PHOTOS 
 

 
 
Sven Huseby and grandson Elias at aquarium in California 
 

 
 
Sven Huseby and grandson Elias on beach in California 
 
 
 
 
To receive high-resolution images for use in media coverage please contact  
Adam J. Segal at (202) 422-4673 or adam@the2050group.com  
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A SEA CHANGE: END CREDIT ROLL 
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Published by Bob Yari Music, LLC 
Courtesy of Yari Music Group, LLC 
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Published by Bob Yari Music, LLC 
Courtesy of Yari Music Group, LLC 
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Published by Malu Music 
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