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In the devastating aftermath of the 2008 economic meltdown, many have 
sifted the ashes for clues about why it happened, critical moments when it 
might have gone much differently, and insight into how to prevent the next 
crisis.  Now FRONTLINE looks back to tell the story of one woman’s early 
warning, to reveal the intense battle between high-ranking members of the 
Clinton Administration, and to investigate a concerted effort not to regulate 
the emerging, highly complex and lucrative derivatives markets.

In The Warning, veteran FRONTLINE producer Michael Kirk (Inside the 
Meltdown, Breaking the Bank) reports on the story of Brooksley Born, head 
of the tiny Commodities Futures Trading Commission, who argued in 1998 
that the unregulated $29 trillion dollar derivatives market was a recipe for 
financial catastrophe.  Through interviews with key players, the film 
recounts the brutal behind-closed-doors battle waged by Wall Street Banks, 
Fed Chairman Alan Greenspan, Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin, and 
Rubin’s deputy Larry Summers to shut down Born’s effort to regulate what 
was known as the “dark market.”

Greenspan, Rubin and Summers prevailed and Congress stepped in to 
stop Born and limit future regulation of derivatives. “Born faced a formida-
ble struggle pushing for regulation at a time when the stock market was 
booming, Alan Greenspan was the maestro, and both parties in Washington 
were united in a belief that the markets would take care of themselves,” 
Kirk says.

By 2008 the secretive derivatives market had grown to more than $530 
trillion and the unregulated market helped to plunge the country into a 
financial collapse, potentially costing taxpayers more than a trillion dol-
lars.  Now, with many of the same men who shut down Born in key positions 
in the Obama administration, The Warning reveals the complicated politics 
that led to this crisis and what it may say about attempts to prevent the 
next one.

“It’ll happen again if we don’t take the appropriate steps,” Born warns 
FRONTLINE. “There will be significant financial downturns and disasters 
attributed to this regulatory gap over and over until we learn from experience.”
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