             

[image: image1.png]


                                                                                                 
     Hello to all of our families and friends keeping the home fires burning!  I wanted to send you TAMPA's first family newsletter since I assumed command.  By the time you read this, we'll have finished our mid-patrol maintenance period in Key West, Florida and be on our last few weeks of patrol.

     As you all know, we have been very busy this summer.  After taking TAMPA to the Coast Guard Yard in Baltimore, Maryland, we prepared for our August – October patrol on CGC HARRIET LANE.  We are the first crew of our size to conduct multi-crewing in the Coast Guard.  This means that TAMPA's crew has "borrowed" CGC HARRIET LANE for a patrol.  When we return at the end of October, we will turn HARRIET LANE back over to her crew.  The process to turn the ship back over will take the first two weeks after we return.  Following the turnover, we'll have some well-earned down-time.

     We have been fortunate that TAMPA's time in the shipyard has not required more presence by the crew.  We expect the requirement to provide people up at the shipyard to increase over November and December.  The current plan is for us to re-man the ship in January and return TAMPA to homeport sometime in February.  Of course those of you who have been around the Coast Guard long enough to know – all plans can change.  I will try my best to keep our TAMPA family informed of "the plan" as we know it.

     We have had an extremely eventful patrol!  What haven’t we done this patrol?!  We’ve been lucky enough to have our hands in almost every Coast Guard mission there is.  We started off the patrol in our first few days with a search and rescue case off the coast of North Carolina, which turned into a fisheries violation case and an arrest of a fishing vessel captain for personal use of narcotics.  We then conducted helicopter recertification of our flight deck personnel in both HH-65 Dolphin and MH-68 Stingray (armed helo) qualifications.  After a slight delay in Key West, due to freezer issues, we conducted migrant operations in the Straits of Florida for a couple of weeks.  Over the course of that time, we housed about 140 Cuban migrants on our flight deck until they were repatriated back to Cuba.  Once the last migrant stepped off the fantail, we started cruising South to our operational area in the deep Caribbean off the coast of South America for a counter-drug patrol.

     Most cutters patrol for weeks in their operational area before finding a suspected drug smuggler to board, for us it only took a few hours.  On the 27th of August, one of our lookouts noticed a suspicious looking vessel on the horizon.  Upon initial inspection, the vessel appeared to be a normal, everyday fishing boat.  However, most fishing vessels have fishing gear and nets onboard, and this one did not.  The lookout noticed three white bales in the stern of the vessel wrapped in netting.  We identified the vessel as being suspected of illicit traffic and once granted permission, proceeded to board the vessel.  The boarding lasted two days and by the end of those 48 hours, four smugglers had been detained and 1400lbs of cocaine had been confiscated.

     Only a few days after the bust, while continuing our patrol in search of drug smugglers, our mission was changed again and we were diverted North to New Orleans, Louisiana to help with Hurricane Katrina relief efforts.  When we got there, the sight was surreal.  We moored up to a wharf along the riverwalk in downtown New Orleans, and you could immediately feel the emptiness of the city.  We became the Command and Control Center for Coast Guard surface operations in the New Orleans central business district.  We were responsible for ensuring security along the waterfront by patrolling 20 miles of the Mississippi river and protecting the petroleum facilities hit hardest by the storm.  Coasties from across America were sent to help us out.  We had an extra 80 Coasties living onboard to crew three 41-foot utility boats, four 25-foot MSST boats and four 25-foot PSU boats.  There were people sleeping in the lounges, setting up cots in the deck office, log office and in the hangar on the flight deck.  We provided hotel services to over 300 people a day; meals, showers, haircuts and laundry for a host of people including members of the 82nd Airborne, DHS Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers and the Navajo Scouts from the National Park Service forest fire firefighters.  In addition to our homeland security mission, throughout our two-week stay we searched for survivors and helped clean up the city.  A search and rescue team from the Great Lakes headed our Coast Guard search efforts for survivors.  On some streets the water was only 1-3 feet deep, but on others it was more like 7-8 feet deep.  We had to use airboats and small boats to transit flooded streets.  Everyday about 6-8 TAMPA crewmembers would join the Great Lakes team and search for people trapped in their houses.  We rescued 126 people and over 150 abandoned pets.  Other crewmembers formed work parties to clean up parks, hospitals and fellow Coasties' homes.  It was a very rewarding experience and we were all very happy to be in New Orleans helping out in any way we could.  In our time there things vastly improved due to the heroic efforts of your Coasties.

     As you might imagine at this point in our patrol, our thoughts have turned to home and you.  I want to thank you all for the wonderful support and encouragement you provide your loved ones out here at sea.  Your support allows us to focus on our mission and do the good things I've mentioned above.  On behalf of the crew, we all look forward to that big hug on the pier when we get back!

                                                                            CDR Steven A. Banks, USCG

                                                                            Commanding Officer
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