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Coast Guard sends 1,500 reservists,
cutter to Gulf to help with oil spill

By Mark Schleifstein
The Times-Picayune

The Coast Guard has mobilized 1,500 reservists and
moved them to positions in Louisiana and elsewhere
on the Gulf Coast as part of President Barack Obama's
promise to triple the manpower fighting the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill, according to the new
Coast Guard commandant.

Adm. Robert Papp, who took over the Coast Guard's
top post two weeks ago, said the service also has
repositioned several buoy tenders from East Coast
stations to assist with skimming operations, with at
least two more on their way from San Francisco and
Hawaii.

He also has moved a state-of-the-art Coast Guard
cutter from its drug interdiction duties in the southern
Caribbean Sea to the Gulf.

"We have a finite set of Coast Guard cutters out
there," Papp said during Wednesday from Houma
on his second visit to the state since assuming the
top post. "They're versatile and adaptable resources,
but they can only be in one place at any one time.
I've taken one major Coast Guard cutter off drug
interdiction operations down south and moved it up
to the Gulf here to act as a commander task unit
because it has helicopter deck capability and a better
command-and-control suite to be able to keep
track of our forces."

The move comes as the federal government has
beefed up drug interdiction efforts on the Mexican
border in response to drug-related violence.
Papp said he's aware the extra border pressure
could result in drug smugglers shifting to the Gulf.

"I'm sensitive to the fact that we need to keep the
pressure on in the deep Caribbean and we're
doing that, but I also have to look at our needs up
here in the Gulf," Papp said. "So we're making
reasoned decisions in terms of resources to try
and mitigate risk across all of our mission areas."

He's practicing a similar balance in moving
resources to the Gulf as a more-active-than-
normal hurricane season begins.

As Atlantic Area commander before moving up to
commandant, Papp was in charge of Coast Guard
responses for Hurricanes Gustav and Ida in 2008 in
the Gulf, including the problems caused by dozens
of barges that broke away from their moorings in
the Industrial Canal during Gustav, threatening the
canal's floodwalls.

"We corrected a lot of that by the time Ike and other
storms came through," he said. "We have contingencies
and procedures in place with the sector commander
(in New Orleans) to make sure we get out and inspect
those waterways to make sure the barges and other
things are secured before a storm."

In the Gulf, a tropical storm will require a similar scramble
to move spill-response vessels and personnel to safety, he
said.

"I'm acutely sensitive of the fact that if we have a hurricane
come through here, it's going to disrupt our ongoing work
out there in the Gulf, and we'll have to move forces (away
from the oil spill area), and in the aftermath, not only have
to respond to the storm, but also get people out there
responding to the spill," he said.

He'll be assisted by Department of Defense planners who
are joining the spill-response team to design a hurricane
redeployment strategy, and the Federal Emergency
Management Agency, the Coast Guard's sister agency
in the Department of Homeland Security, Papp said.

Papp already has discussed planning with FEMA Director
Craig Fugate.

"He's acutely aware that we've got this extra added
element and challenge of the oil spill out there, in addition
to the potential for being ready for hurricanes," Papp
said.

The increased manpower and equipment required to
respond to the oil release is likely to require Obama
to request more money from Congress, he said.

"We will spend what we need to spend to keep the
operation going," Papp said. "This is the largest
environmental response, it will be the largest
environmental recovery challenge we've ever had
in this country."

Mark Schleifstein can be reached at mschleifstein@timespicayune.com or 
504.826.3327.
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