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Imperfect barriers a fragile defense
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PENSACOLA -- The last, desperate defense
against the oil creeping onto the delicate shores
and tangled marshes of the Gulf Coast are bits
of plastic that at best can only keep some of the
slick away.

Yet imperfect as they are, the booms are so
precious some of them have been stolen and
coastal counties are clamoring for miles more -- 
underscoring the helplessness that pervades
communities along the Gulf of Mexico 45 days
into the spill.

Miles off shore before reaching the booms,
the oil has been set afire, laced with nearly
250,000 gallons of chemical dispersants at the
source of the leak and skimmed off the
surface by more than 1,900 vessels.

Those containment attempts have been attacked
by politicians, scientists and heartsick coastal
residents who say the science has not changed
since the Exxon Valdez ran aground off the coast
of Alaska in 1989, dumping raw crude on the
shores.

Former EPA administrator William Reilly, who
is co-chairing a presidential spill commission
along with former Florida Sen. Bob Graham,
called the response technology ``scandalous''
and promised it would be a ``prime focus'' of
the commission's work.

``The response technology is about as primitive
as it was in the Exxon Valdez case,'' Reilly said
Thursday on MSNBC. ``Skimmers that are
dysfunctional, booms that break, dispersants
that are not ready for prime time and may or may
not be toxic.''

In Florida , the U.S. Coast Guard has enlisted
928 charter boats, fishing boats and other vessels
to lay boom and skim oil, Adm. Thad Allen said
Friday in an interview with The Miami Herald and
St. Petersburg Times. The Coast Guard is also
preparing vacuum trucks to collect oil before it
trickles into Escambia Bay .

The skimmers -- which suck in oily water and
either store it or pipe it off to a barge -- remain
the best way to keep the slick from shore. They
are most effective near the spill area where the
oil is concentrated; federal officials have pegged
the recovery rate in the open ocean at 20 percent -- 
and sometimes as high as 50 percent.

The Coast Guard has to juggle which parts of
the 1,300 miles of coastline will see the most
benefit, and Allen acknowledged that there may
be some turf wars over deployment of resources
among the coastal states.

``I don't think there is any doubt the resources are
stretched fairly thin,'' he said.

Four helicopters are providing surveillance information
to skimmers in Mississippi , Alabama and Florida .
The Coast Guard Cutter Elm is off the coast of
Pensacola working around the clock to skim oil.

Every available skimmer in the nation has been
called into action in the Gulf, Allen said -- though
not at the expense of oil operations in other parts
of the country. Under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990,
there are operations along the Texas coast and
Mississippi River that must have the capability of
responding to a spill.

``If we were to remove that, we would have to grant
them a waiver and take a risk position,'' he said.
``We've never been faced with a challenge to cover
this amount of coastline.''

To cover that shore, more than three million feet
of boom have been laid out, and the U.S. is working
with Canada and Europe to bring in more. Federal
officials said Thursday there is enough boom in
Louisiana and Mississippi , but a 100,000-foot
shortage in Alabama -- something President Barack
Obama acknowledged in a visit to the Gulf Friday.

``We deployed initially a lot of boom here in
Louisiana ,'' he said. ``That meant that some in
Alabama wasn't where it was supposed to be.''

Florida has more than 250,000 feet of boom
guarding its shores, but it is unlikely to need vast
areas of it or to require widespread use of
chemical dispersants because the oil is likely to
arrive as tar balls.

Booms don't stop gooey tar from washing up
on beaches, federal officials told Congress this
week. And Allen said Friday the dispersants are
not effective on the oil nearing Florida , which
is weathered and not as raw as oil closer to the
leaking well.

Still, miles of boom have been laid out along wetlands,
beaches and marshes from Florida to Texas , their bright
orange and yellow color rapidly becoming a signature
of the coast -- even as officials acknowledge there are
limits to what boom can do.

Boom that absorbs oil needs to be replaced. And oil
can slide under the plastic containment boom, or lop
over it if there are strong winds: ``They're only partially
effective,'' said Keith Wilkins of the Escambia County
emergency operations center.

Patrols have to check that the boom is not dislodged
by boats or weather -- or stolen, like the 5,000 feet
that disappeared about a week ago from Pensacola
Bay , Wilkins said.

In Louisiana , parish officials pleaded with the federal
government for more booms, even as oil reached
delicate barrier islands, leaving dozens of brown
pelicans -- the Louisiana state bird -- doused in oil.

``We don't have enough boom when we have all these
guys out there fighting their hearts out to protect their
way of life,'' said Tim Kerner, mayor of Jean Lafitte,
a village along the Barataria bayou where fishermen
idled by the spill have been setting out boom 24 hours
a day.

He toured the bayou by boat with U.S. Sen. Mary
Landrieu, a Louisiana Democrat who recognized
the boom is ``not foolproof.''

``But we can't just sit here and let our marsh, and
America 's marsh, go unprotected,'' she said.
``We're not 100 percent sure any of it will work,
but we've got to try it.''

BP officials say it's the combination of cleanup
efforts that will help clean the spill.

``One single thing on its own is not going to do the
work,'' said Lucia Bustamante, BP's community
outreach liaison in Pensacola . ``No effort has
been spared . . . No money has been spared.''

The company has been working to train 4,100
paid volunteers to help with the effort in Mississippi ,
Alabama and Florida , she said.

About 1,600 people will be trained in Florida .

Meanwhile, BP has received close to 30,000
ideas from the public on how to clean up, cap
or contain the spill, Bustamante added.

Suggestions in Escambia have ranged from
spreading absorbent hay and peat moss in the
ocean to using bacteria to biodegrade the oil.

Bacteria has been used in past spills, Bustamante
said. Hay -- like homemade booms full of hair -- 
is problematic because it absorbs oil and water
and sinks. As for peat moss, Bustamante said
turtles choke on it -- and it creates barriers to
nesting turtles.

Mazzei reported from Pensacola , Clark from
Louisiana and Klas from Tallahassee . Miami
Herald staff writer Carrie Wells contributed to
this report from Miami .
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