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Coast Guard Adjusts After 
Spill Estimate Rises Sharply

By LIZ ROBBINS

The Coast Guard moved on Friday to cope 
with new, much larger estimates of the rate that 
oil is gushing from the damaged well in the 
Gulf of Mexico, and to press BP, the oil 
company responsible for the well, to adapt its 
plans to process the oil while continuing to try 
to cap the well. 

"We're still dealing with the flow estimate, and 
we're trying to refine those numbers," Adm. 
Thad W. Allen said in a news conference on 
Friday morning. Referring to BP's proposals for 
handling the oil, Admiral Allen said, "We're 
reconciling to see if the plan they have given us 
meets the requirements." 

A government panel of scientists released findings 
on Thursday saying that before the stricken well's
riser pipe was cut on June 3, a step needed to fit 
a containment cap over the leak, crude oil was 
being released at a rate of 25,000 to 30,000 barrels 
a day. That range was a substantial increase from 
the panel's previous estimate of 12,000 to 
19,000 barrels daily, which in turn far exceeded 
the early 5,000-barrel figure that the Coast Guard 
proposed, and BP eventually deferred to, for 
weeks after the accident. 

These larger estimates suggest that an amount 
equivalent to the Exxon Valdez disaster could 
be flowing into the Gulf of Mexico every 8 to 
10 days. 

Admiral Allen said that BP's latest assessment 
included a plan to handle between 40,000 and 
50,000 barrels a day of recovered oil by mid-July. 
That capacity would seem to take into account the 
possibility that cutting the riser pipe increased the 
flow rate, as BP officials warned it could. 

Admiral Allen said that the next step for the team 
of scientists would be to put sensors at the seabed 
to more accurately measure the pressure and 
verify the volume coming from the well. 

For now, the Coast Guard has two vessels at the 
scene of the stricken well, about 50 miles off the 
Louisiana coast, to collect oil from the containment 
cap and process it. One, the Discoverer Enterprise, 
can handle up to 18,000 barrels a day, Admiral 
Allen said, while the other, the Q4000, will be able 
by next week to process up to 10,000 barrels daily. 
Between them, they could almost manage the top 
end of the new range of estimates, if the cap 
succeeds in capturing all the gushing oil, though 
some scientists think the true flow rate may be 
even higher. 

The Coast Guard has asked BP to bring in 
another vessel that could process another 
10,000 barrels of oil a day, so the capacity 
may reach 38,000 barrels a day by the end 
of June. 

In July, BP plans to replace these three vessels 
and its current structure with a system that would 
both provide more capacity - up to 50,000 
barrels a day - and be more easily disconnected 
in case of a hurricane or other severe weather. 

On Thursday, Coast Guard spokesman Eric 
Halvorson said BP was only able to capture 
15,400 barrels of oil, down slightly from the 
15,800 barrels it had collected on Wednesday. 

So far, the government has spent $130 million 
to $140 million on the cleanup costs, drawn from 
the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund, Admiral Allen 
said on Friday; that figure excludes what BP has 
spent, he said. 

BP has spent $1.4 billion thus far in cleanup and 
compensation, Raymond Dempsey, the Vice 
President of Strategy for BP America, told a 
Senate hearing on Thursday. The question of 
trust between the Obama administration and BP, 
and specifically its chief executive, Tony 
Hayward, was raised yet again in Friday's 
news conference. 

"We have to have a cooperative, productive 
relationship for this thing to work moving forward," 
the admiral said. "When I talk to him and ask 
for answers, I get them. You could characterize 
that as trust, partnership, cooperation, 
collaboration, or whatever. But this has to be 
a unified effort moving forward if we're going 
to get this thing solved." 

For days, President Obama's advisers have 
fended off questions about why he has not spoken 
directly with Mr. Hayward. Admiral Allen wrote 
on Thursday to the chairman of BP's board, 
Carl-Henric Svanberg, requesting that he and 
"any appropriate officials from BP" meet with 
administration officials next Wednesday in 
Washington. Mr. Obama would participate in 
part of the meeting, he wrote. 

On Friday, Admiral Allen said that BP had 
responded positively but had not said specifically 
whether Mr. Hayward himself would take part. 
"We want it to be a very focused meeting," the 
admiral said. "We want to come out with some 
measurable outcomes related to advancing the 
issues both BP and the administration have." 

Administration officials suggested that they had no 
immediate plans to directly block BP from paying 
its quarterly dividend in July, even as the White 
House and its allies continued to press the company 
to make paying spill-related claims its top financial 
priority. 

A BP executive said the company could eventually 
decide to alter future dividends, either by halting or 
cutting them, deferring them, or paying them in 
shares, but no decision would need to be made 
until late July. The executive, who spoke on the 
condition of anonymity because the company had 
not made a public announcement about the 
deliberations over the dividend, added that the 
situation was very fluid. 

BP's efforts to combat the gushing oil with chemical 
dispersants were the subject of controversy in 
another round of hearings in Washington on Friday. 

Robert J. Barham, the secretary of the Louisiana 
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries told a House 
subcommittee that the unknown chemicals 
beneath the water just might be more environmentally 
damaging than the actual oil, itself. 

"As bad as it is we have a whole lot more 
experience dealing with oil on the surface than 
we do in subsea where we have literally no 
experience," Mr. Barham said. 

He said that despite repeated requests to BP and to 
the manufacturer of the dispersant, they have not 
received information on the percentages of the 
components of the chemical, Corexit. 

John Williams, executive director of the Southern 
Shrimp Alliance, told the committee that the 
shrimping industry was angry over the continued 
use of the dispersants without proper knowledge 
of how the chemicals could affect the seafood. 

"Both NOAA and EPA have described their 
decision as simply an environmental tradeoff," 
Mr. Williams said, speaking about the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and 
Environmental Protection Agency. 

"To date, no one in our government has taken the 
time to sit down with us to explain why our 
shrimp industry became a national tradeoff," 
Mr. Williams said. 

Henry Fountain, Clifford Krauss and Justin Gillis 
contributed reporting.
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