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Navy Joins New York Effort to Free Ship Stuck in River 
By PATRICK McGEEHAN

The United States Navy has agreed to spend as much as $3 million to rescue the Intrepid, a retired aircraft carrier that has been trapped in the mud off Manhattan since Monday, federal officials said yesterday
After hearing appeals from several members of Congress, the mayor of New York City and the governor of New York, the Navy agreed to send a salvage team to engineer a second effort to free the Intrepid from the mucky bottom of the Hudson River, the officials said. The Navy expects to have the ship ready to be towed within three weeks, said Bill White, the president of the Intrepid Sea, Air and Space Museum, which the ship has housed since 1982.

Mr. White said he sought help from the Navy and the Army Corps of Engineers on Monday afternoon, just hours after a team of tugboats failed to move the Intrepid more than 15 feet from its berth at Pier 86 on the West Side. The ship was bound for a dry dock in Bayonne, N.J., and the first stage of a two-year overhaul, but the tugboat operators gave up after the ship’s hull became wedged in a mound of mud.

The failure ruined an elaborate farewell celebration that drew two senators, two former mayors and several military and city officials. Since then, Mr. White and his staff have huddled with officials of the Navy and the Corps of Engineers to draw up a foolproof plan to move the ship to Bayonne.

“I feel like we may have let so many people down,” Mr. White said. “We’re not going to go through this on a second round. I can promise people that.”

Mr. White said the Navy’s mission was to “free the vessel for tow.” Doing so, he said, will involve clearing an enormous amount of mud from under the ship for the second time in a month.

The foundation that operates the museum spent about $1.6 million to dredge more than 15,000 cubic yards of muck from under the ship’s stern in October. But the ship’s four giant propellers, which were not clear, dug into the mud when the tugboats started pulling.

The Intrepid’s stern now sits about two feet higher than its bow, said Peter Shugert, a spokesman for the Corps of Engineers. That position is placing stress on the plates in its keel and could cause damage to the hull, Mr. Shugert said.

“That’s why the Army Corps of Engineers said we’ve got to expedite this permit,” Mr. Shugert said.

At 8 p.m. Friday, the corps approved modifications to a dredging permit it had previously granted, Mr. Shugert said. The revised permit allows for the digging of a trench 35 feet deep along the starboard side of the ship and for the vacuuming of mud from under the hull at the ship’s stern, Mr. Shugert said.

Usually, dredging is not allowed in or around New York harbor after Nov. 1 because that is about the time the water turns cold and some fish swim up from the ocean seeking a winter haven, Mr. Shugert said. But, he said, the river water, now at about 55 degrees, is unusually warm, making it less harmful to dredge.

The new plan shocked Marcy Benstock, director of the Clean Air Campaign, an environmental group, who said that the dredging would destroy an important habitat for several types of fish, including striped bass, which migrate downriver.

“It’s an excuse they cooked up to do what shouldn’t be done,” Ms. Benstock said. “The corps and other officials should stop putting special interests before the need to preserve the lower Hudson River as an open river and stop misusing public funds for habitat-destroying schemes like this one.”

Mr. White said the second round of dredging would probably cost more than the first, though he declined to provide an estimate. But Patricia Dolan, a spokeswoman for the Navy Sea Systems Command in Washington, said Intrepid officials told the Navy that the project could cost $3 million.

Ms. Dolan said Navy divers were scheduled to be in the Hudson River tomorrow to get a close look at what is locking the Intrepid in place. She said the secretary of the Navy “determined that the Intrepid was in a precarious situation” and approved the plan after Mr. White pledged to repay the costs.

“We don’t have the money right now to get this done,” Mr. White said. But he added, “We agreed that we would make best efforts to repay the Navy for these services.”

Mr. White said that McAllister Towing, the tugboat operator that Intrepid officials paid $250,000 for the first attempt, agreed to provide its services again at no cost. He said no date had been set for the second try.

