July 12, 2010

From: Marlene Eldridge, Manager 

Hello to all. I’m writing this memo to the Owners of Shipwatch because we have a situation on our hands involving the cleanup of our beaches. I know a lot of you have been here and watched with frustration, as it appears things aren’t getting done in the manner we would like for them to. A lot of you have been in the office to complain that the contractors hired by BP are working at a snail’s pace and getting paid to do nothing. I met with Sava Varazo, a member of the Incident Command, this morning and voiced some of your concerns. He assures me that they are working exactly as they have been instructed to. The cleanup crews have to meet OSHA’s guidelines. They are being monitored by safety and health regulators and also by the Incident Command. There are reasons for the breaks they take and for how much of the product they pick up. In his words, they are extracting 8 to 10 tons of product from our beaches each day. They work 12 hours shifts, 7 days a week, in the heat, and are encouraged to take things slow. He says they were losing so many people a day to heat stress that OSHA made them slow down. They employ about 1600 people from Pensacola Beach to Perdido Key. He told me how hard it was to find that many local people who could pass a drug test and fitness test to be able to work in those conditions. 

Mr. Varazo actually stopped by the office this morning to let me know that one of the beach employees was interfering with the cleanup. They are contacting his employer before they have to arrest him. Any interference in a natural disaster cleanup is a felony. The concern is that if we interfere with this cleanup, the National Guard will be called out and stand watch with weapons on our beaches. This would certainly not help with our already frustrating situation. He told me of situations where people were picking up the oil and selling it on E-Bay. He spoke to a young man who planned to sell the oil in vials and told him that in 20 years he might have to explain to his children why he had cancer. He talked of the health concerns of touching this oil. He says we’re fortunate that we are 130 miles from the spill site. This gives the oil time to bake and break up the toxicity of the product before it reaches us. However, this does not mean it’s safe to handle. He was concerned that people are still going into the water and letting their children swim. There are Health Advisories posted for all of Escambia County. We all want to come down and say that the beaches are clear, we see nothing in the water, and carry on as we normally would in July. This is not the case. This is a very serious matter. 

I’m asking you to let them do their jobs. They are following the guidelines laid out for them by professionals who are in charge of this cleanup project. Let’s not make it any more stressful for those working to improve our situation. I encourage you all to attend the meetings every Thursday night at the Perdido Bay Community Center from 5:30 to 7:30. Ask your questions there and give the professionals the chance to answer. 

