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River is 'a very dangerous place’

By Tom O'Neill toneill@enquirer.com

The Cincinnati Enquirer

For commercial transportation, few of the nation's
“highways ” beat the 981-mile-long Ohio River.

It's been a strategically located artery for centuries.

With the river inching closer today to flood stage, and
choppy, wind-swept waters a week ago claiming two
fishermen's lives, everything slows down.

A commercial towboat also sank last week, but no lives
were lost.

The slower business moves, the higher the cost of doing
business, which typically filters down to consumers.

But it beats the alternative of compromising safety, say
those who work the river.

“You do things with extreme caution,” David Hammond,
vice president of Edgewood, Ky.,-based Inland Marine
Services, said Friday. “It costs money to make these
adjustments, but in the big picture, we're limiting our
exposure. You won't take the risk.”

Inland moves about 90,000 tons of product daily,most of
it coal going to Cinergy. Coal now represents 55 percent, by
tonnage, of all commercial transport that finds its way to you
via the Ohio, according to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

“A barge alone could cost $300,000, plus the product,”
Mr. Hammond said. “By the time you have an accident and
sink one, you're looking at a $600,000 to $800,000 loss.”

Commercial traffic on the Ohio has increased about 30
percent in the past decade, according to the Corps of
Engineers. From 1989-98, the number of tows increased 25.3
percent at Meldahl Dam 45 miles east of Cincinnati in
Clermont County, from 4,474 annually to 5,604.

That's a problem, because commercial crafts are far
more difficult to maneuver than personal boats and crafts like
jet skis.
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It's a cautionary tale lost on some pleasure boaters,
Coast Guard Lt. Commander Robert Bowen said Friday.
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Today is the start of National Safe

Boating Week, when local, state and federal agencies,
including the Coast Guard, will again emphasize three key
boating lessons:

» Always wear a life jacket.

* Boat carefully, especially around commercial craft, and
without impairment.

» Get continued boating safety education, which is
available in every state, often free of charge.

Though the increase in overall boating injuries and
deaths is, in part, due to the rise in personal boat ownership
in the past decade, the statistics are troubling, Lt. Bowen
said.

According to Coast Guard figures from 2000, the most
recent year available, Ohio had 198 water crashes, including
22 fatal accidents that killed 25 people.

The leading cause of crashes was collision between two
vessels, with 59. Such collisions also were the leading cause
of crashes in Kentucky, with 32 of the state's 98 crashes.

Ohio has the most boat registrations of any state in the
United States, according to Coast Guard statistics.

For many years, Joe Betz, an 80-year-old Navy veteran
from Mount Washington, had one of those.

The lifelong boater went down to Captain's Cove Marina
on Columbia Tusculum Friday to look at the fast-moving Ohio
River. He sized it up this way:

“It's a fun place but you can't mess with it, you gotta
respect the river,” Mr. Betz said, avoiding the torential rain by
sitting in his car with his wife, Norma. “It's a dangerous
place.”

This is the heart of Lt. Bowen's message.

“Towboats and barges are like a train on the tracks, they
cannot stop,” he said. “They're restricted in the ability to
maneuver. Pleasure crafts can turn quickly, these can't.

“The rules of gross tonnage apply.”

The perilous nature of the Ohio River is not always
obvious from its banks.

Stand at the edge, close your eyes and listen to the
majestic Ohio River lap its shore like a subtle metronome. It
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soothes the soul.

Open your eyes and watch seemingly calm water sweep
west, calling boaters and recalling the painters and postcards
that captured Cincinnati's famous front door.

It's all a lie.

“It's a very dangerous place to be,” said Dale Appel,
Boone County Water Rescue captain. “Fishing, pleasure
crafts, any body. Even the commercial people are having
problems. It's not a safe place to be.”

It is unclear what led to the capsizing of the small boat in
which longtime friends Danny Eaton, 27, of Foster, Ky., and
Robert Wood, 24, of Falmouth, Ky., were fishing Monday
near the Meldahl Dam.

A companion, Jeremy King, 25, of Colmansville, Ky.,
was rescued by a towboat.

Mr. Eaton and Mr. Wood are presumed drowned. The
river currents were so strong in the days that followed, no
divers or underwater equipment could be used in the
recovery effort.
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