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September 28, 2010

A Plan for the Gulf
Three months ago, President Obama asked Ray Mabus, the Navy secretary, to figure out 

what comes next in the Gulf of Mexico — to design a strategy that moves beyond the 

immediate job of cleaning up the oil to the larger task of restoring an ecosystem that was in 

deep trouble even before the BP spill and is worse off now. 

Mr. Mabus’s report, released Tuesday, is sound. But its goals will not be met without the full 

commitment of Congress, which still has not honored its post-Katrina promises to the gulf. 

This means that the work for Mr. Obama and Mr. Mabus has just begun. 

The report has two main recommendations: Congress should create a Gulf Coast Recovery 

Council — made up of federal, state and local officials — to coordinate the long-term effort to 

repair the damage to the environment and to public health; and Congress should amend 

current law to ensure that a “significant amount” of the penalties owed by BP and others are 

invested in these projects. 

BP has committed $20 billion to an escrow fund to compensate Gulf Coast residents and 

businesses for economic losses. It is responsible for cleanup costs and for damages to natural 

resources, including fish species. And it could also end up owing an additional $5 billion to 

$20 billion in civil and criminal penalties. 

Under present law, these penalties would flow to a reserve fund created after the 1989 Exxon 

Valdez spill to pay for future cleanups. A big chunk of this money, Mr. Mabus urges, should 

be set aside for the gulf’s long-term revival, for rebuilding the marshes, wetlands and barrier 

islands that offer natural protections against storm surges and nourish one of the world’s 

most productive, but now threatened, fisheries. 

More than a third of these lands have disappeared over the last century, a victim of 

industrial development and levee-building along the Mississippi River, which together have 

starved the wetlands of the sediments that periodically replenished them. 

Congress promised to address these problems after Hurricane Katrina but never provided a 

vision or enough money to make it happen. 
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As a first step in the restoration plan, Mr. Obama is expected to sign an executive order 

creating an interim Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Task Force, which will be led by Lisa 

Jackson, the administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency. Her task will be to 

develop the best ideas for addressing the spill’s residual damage and the gulf’s long-term 

needs. 

But that is only a start. Congress must fully and finally commit to long-term renewal. It 

needs to set up and empower an effective coordinating council, free of political favor or 

whim. And it needs to ensure that there is a generous and reliable revenue stream to pay for 

a project that is likely to last for years. 
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