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Resources for Florida lag as oil comes ashore

Paul Flemming
News Journal capital bureau

MOBILE - The gift of time is gone for Florida as toxic
oil arrived on Pensacola-area beaches 47 days after the
explosion of the Deepwater Horizon rig in the Gulf of
Mexico.

As the widening spill hits the northern Gulf Coast ,
resources are spread thin and a frustrating chain of
command continues to vex officials.

More than 1,150 Florida boats have contracted with
BP to help with spotting and skimming. Yet on Friday,
only 112 had been activated.

"My understanding of it is there are a lot of vessels
that continue to sign contracts but have yet to be
trained," said Coast Guard Lt. Cmdr. Natalie Murphy
at the Unified Command in Mobile . "As you can
imagine, the training takes time. They're trying to
get people through that as quick as possible."

Florida Attorney General Bill McCollum flew over the main
slick about 30 miles off Pensacola on Thursday.

"There clearly were no vessels in the waters with the sheen,"
he said. "That disturbed me."

More skimmers are being promised.

"BP has told us that they are deploying 20 skimmers off
the coast, in addition to the four that were already deployed,
that will help capture some of the break-off sheen that is
near Florida's coasts," state Department of Environmental
Protection spokeswoman Amy Graham said.

Florida Gov. Charlie Crist is asking for more skimmers,
said Coast Guard Adm. Thad Allen, national incident
commander for the spill.

"I had a personal call with Gov. Crist last night," he said
Friday. "He requested more skimmers for Florida . We
are attempting to source those right now."

Florida CFO Alex Sink, who along with McCollum is
running for governor, said that not having the vessels in
place now is troubling.

"It's a bit concerning to me that we've known for six
weeks that Florida was possibly going to get hit by
this oil," Sink said. "Apparently the Coast Guard really
hasn't been ready. There's been a lot of attention in
Louisiana , and rightly so, but Florida has the most
mileage of coastline at risk."

The oil itself is thwarting efforts as well.

"The type of oil product that is off our shores is
difficult to skim," DEP's Graham said.

Also a problem is the lack of boom in place.

Fifty miles of boom has been deployed in the state,
which has 770 miles of Gulf Coast shoreline.

Coast Guard, state and BP officials previously had
said the winds and currents that kept the spill from
Florida 's shores would allow extra time for more
preparation. But now the state finds itself up against
the oil without the needed boom.

"I don't think any response plan ever contemplated
response over this long period of time moving into
a hurricane season," Allen said. "It's going to
significantly stress not only boom production
capability of the country, but the ability of skimmers."
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