
The Loop Current may not have protected South Florida this year
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The Loop Current, so-called because it loops through the Gulf of Mexico before 
exiting and becoming the Gulf Stream, is not static. The figure at left shows just 
how far west the Loop Current can extend – to the longitude of Texas and, not 
incidentally, to the heart of offshore oil fields. The Gulf of Mexico is not a flat 
body of water. Though the eye can’t perceive it, the ocean has relatively higher 
and lower areas. This color bar indicates sea surface height relative to mean 
sea level (red being high, blue low) in centimeters (the height difference across 
the Gulf Stream is about 100 centimeters – 1 meter, or roughly 3 feet).

Surface currents (arrows indicating the direction of the flow) are 
superimposed on sea surface height. In April, the eddy separa-
tion, caused by a low stand of sea level pinching off the two 
adjacent high stands, occurred in almost the identical place this 
year as last year, just a few weeks earlier.

This figure from May 1 shows a complete separation between the 
Loop Current and its shed eddy, the same condition that saved 
much of Florida and the East Coast last year from feeling the 
effects of the spill.

This figure from May 11 shows that the Loop Current subse-
quently reattached to the eddy and extended nearly to the 
location of the Deepwater Horizon well head. Had this happened 
last year, oil from the spill would likely have made its way through 
the Florida Straits and up the East Coast.  As of now, the Loop 
Current remains intact.

Source: Robert H. Weisberg, University of South Florida Times
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T he Gulf of Mexico 
Loop Current became 
a household term last 
year when people feared 
that oil gushing from 

the Deepwater Horizon wellhead 
would be carried by the Loop Cur-
rent to the Florida Keys and up the 
East Coast. Instead, an eddy broke off 
from the Loop Current, breaking the 
connection with the Florida Keys and keeping 
the spill contained to the northern gulf.

In short, much of Florida got lucky. But this 
luck wouldn’t have held out this year. In fact, 
if the oil was spilling right now, the Loop Cur-
rent would be doing just what experts feared 
last year — polluting a long stretch of Florida 
and the East Coast.

The Gulf of Mexico Loop Current is part of 
the North Atlantic Ocean’s western bound-
ary current system, which connects the Carib-
bean Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, the Southeast-
ern United States and points farther north. 
Entering the gulf through the Yucatan Strait, 
the current loops clockwise, hence its name, 
before exiting through the Florida Straits, 
where it is called the Florida Current, and 
then continuing north as the Gulf Stream.

This massive, ever-present ocean current 

owes its existence to heating by the 
sun, plus the rotation and spheri-
cal shape of the Earth. These factors 
result in winds and ocean currents 
that are nature’s way of transport-
ing heat from the tropics to the poles. 
In combination, this coupled ocean-
atmosphere circulation is what 
determines Earth’s climate.

Because the Loop Current contrib-
utes to the ocean temperature around Flor-
ida, it directly influences Florida’s climate. 
By virtue of the Loop Current’s connectivity, 
it also influences where materials spilled into 
the ocean may end up, hence the concern last 
year during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.

The position of the Loop Current within the 
Gulf of Mexico is highly variable. At times the 
Loop Current flows directly from the Yucatan 
Strait to the Florida Straits without pene-
trating northward. More generally, though, 
it cycles back and forth from south to north, 
reaching almost to the Mississippi River Delta, 
or even as far west as the longitude of Texas, 
before breaking off a piece — an eddy — and 
then retreating to the south to start its north-
ern migration and eddy shedding cycle anew. 
Each cycle generally lasts 8 to 16 months.

Many of the present Gulf of Mexico oil pro-

duction platforms are located just to the north 
of the Loop Current’s historical pathway axis. 
New, deeper ocean production platforms will 
likely be within the historical pathway, and the 
proposed drill sites north of Cuba are almost 
always within the Loop Current’s path.

Early into the Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
last year, it was the pinching off of an eddy 
that broke the connection between the well 
site and the Florida Keys, thereby sparing 
South Florida and the East Coast from any 
significant oil encounters. Each year is subtly 
different, however. A Loop Current eddy just 
recently formed and broke off in an almost 
identical manner as occurred last year; but, 
instead of remaining separated, the eddy rap-
idly reconnected with the parent Loop Cur-
rent. So we may speculate that had the Deep-
water Horizon blowout occurred this year, 
there would now be oil flowing through the 
Florida Straits and up the East Coast.

Indeed, given the Loop Current speeds, 
analyses of historical data show that the travel 
times are quick. From the Yucatan Strait to 
the Florida Straits the average travel time is 
20 days, plus or minus nine days, and from 
the Florida Straits to Cape Hatteras, 15, plus 
or minus two days.

Similarly, if the Loop Current were to 

extend to the vicinity of the Deepwater Hori-
zon wellhead, as it nearly does now, the travel 
time to the Florida Straits is only about one 
week. We may conclude that as bad as the oil 
spill was for northwest Florida last year, much 
of Florida actually lucked out. That may not 
have been the case if the Deepwater Horizon 
blowout occurred at the same time this year.

Such oceanographic discussions for Flor-
ida extend far beyond oil spills, hypotheti-
cal, or real. As a peninsula nearly surrounded 
by water, Florida’s economy is in every way 
touched by the ocean. It is vital that we con-
tinually advance our understandings on the 
complex workings of our estuarine, coastal 
and adjacent deep-ocean regions to better 
serve the citizens of Florida and the nation.

Much remains to be learned, and strong 
academic oceanographic research programs 
in partnerships with our management agen-
cies are essential for doing this. We cannot 
effectively manage complex systems that we 
do not adequately understand.

Robert H. Weisberg, distinguished university pro-
fessor, is a professor of physical oceanography in the 
College of Marine Science at the University of South 
Florida St. Petersburg.

Nature puts Florida back in loop
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U.S. space program 
needs new ‘giant leap’
W here were you on 

July 20, 1969?
I was in Fort 

Lauderdale, 
recently discharged from the U.S. 
Marine Corps and preparing to 
resume my undergraduate stud-
ies. Like millions of other peo-
ple around the world, I was glued 
to my television set, anticipating 
what was about to unfold.

Then, it happened: The Apollo 11 
spacecraft landed on the moon. The 
image was grainy, but there was no 
mistaking what was taking place 
about 250,000 miles above Earth.

Neil Armstrong emerged from 
Apollo’s lunar module, stepped 
onto the surface of the moon and 
said, “That’s one small step for 
man, one giant leap for mankind.”

Armstrong, along with fellow 
astronauts on the mission, fulfilled 
the goal of President John F. Ken-
nedy, who had promised on Nov. 
25, 1961, that the United States 
would land a man on the moon 
before the end of the decade.

The moon landing, along with 
everything surrounding the 
Apollo moon mission, was more 
than a scientific accomplishment. 
It reminded most of the world 
that humankind could rise above 
its differences and accept shared 
values of the mind and spirit. 
It was a symbol for peace and 
progress. It initiated what was 
to become a generation of space 
exploration and discovery.

Supporters of continued space 
exploration, of which I am one, 
believe the time has come for 
the United States to officially 
acknowledge the significance of 
Apollo 11’s moon landing by mak-
ing July 20 a nonpaid holiday on 
the order of Flag Day.

The holiday would be called 
Space Exploration Day. Former 
Sen. Jake Garn of Utah and Sen. 
Bill Nelson of Florida, both of 
whom flew on the space shuttle, 
support the effort. Utah Sen. Orrin 
Hatch also supports it and is work-
ing to get it established. NASA offi-
cials also support it.

Along with celebrating the 
Apollo landing, the holiday would 
remind Americans of the life-sus-
taining benefits that have come 
from space exploration. Spin-
offs can be found in nearly every 
field of human endeavor, includ-
ing energy, geophysics, electron-
ics, industry, medicine, nutrition, 
oceanography, safety, national 
defense, pollution control and 
even urban development with 
new technology for quality, low-
cost modular housing.

Ironically, despite the untold ben-
efits of space exploration, interest 
and excitement for it have declined 
substantially in recent years. Some 
research links the decline directly 
to less focus on science and math 
that were traditional parts of Amer-
ican public education. And with 
the space shuttle program ending 
this year, interest and excitement 
for space exploration probably will 
dwindle even more if something 
drastic is not done.

Each year, studies show that 

U.S. children lag behind those 
of other industrialized nations 
in math and science. Support-
ers of space exploration believe 
that an annual holiday would give 
our schools and cities opportuni-
ties to show children the practical 
side of what can be accomplished 
through math and science. Such 
efforts will spark children’s imagi-
nations, perhaps inspiring them to 
become space explorers and show-
ing them what they can achieve.

“There is a unique inspirational 
value that comes from viewing the 
wonders of nature,” according to 
the Space Exploration Day website 
(www.spaceexplorationday.us). 
“This exploration of the unknown 
is a natural instinct that is very 
apparent in young children. We 
grow and learn to appreciate the 
joy of life through our discover-
ies. Space exploration is a discov-
ery process that all mankind can 
share together. The space frontier 
is filled with beauty, mystery and 
wonder.”

David Baxter, Space Exploration 
Day Holiday founder, said the goal 
is to persuade President Barack 
Obama to issue an executive order 
permanently establishing the holi-
day. But he recognizes the difficul-
ties involved in getting the presi-
dent’s attention.

“White House staff mem-
bers resist the Space Exploration 
Day Holiday due to hundreds of 
requests they receive for frivolous 
holidays every year,” he wrote on 
the website. “The Space Explora-
tion Day Holiday is unique in that 
the mission of Apollo 11 was one 
of the greatest events of the 20th 
century … the holiday would serve 
the president’s and the nation’s 
interests well.”

bill MaxWell
bmaxwell@sptimes.com

This week, the Federal Reserve Bank 
of New York published a blog post 
about the “mistake of 1937,” the pre-
mature fiscal and monetary pullback 

that aborted an ongoing economic recovery and 
prolonged the Great Depression. As Gauti Egg-
ertsson, the post’s author (with whom I have 

done research) points out, 
economic conditions today — 
with output growing, some 
prices rising, but unemploy-
ment still very high — bear a 
strong resemblance to those 
in 1936-37. So are modern pol-
icymakers going to make the 
same mistake?

Eggertsson says no, that 
economists now know better. 

But I disagree. In fact, in important ways we have 
already repeated the mistake of 1937. Call it the 
mistake of 2010: a “pivot” away from jobs to other 
concerns, a move whose wrongheadedness has 
been highlighted by recent economic data. 

To be sure, things could be worse — and there’s a 
strong chance that they will, indeed, get worse.

Back when the original 2009 economic stimu-
lus package was enacted, some of us warned that 
it was both too small and too short-lived. In par-
ticular, the effects of the stimulus would start fad-
ing out in 2010 — and given the fact that financial 
crises are usually followed by prolonged slumps, it 
was unlikely that the economy would have a vigor-
ous, self-sustaining recovery under way by then.

By the beginning of 2010, it was already obvious 
that these concerns had been justified. Yet some-
how an overwhelming consensus emerged among 
policymakers and pundits that nothing more 
should be done to create jobs — that, on the con-
trary, there should be a turn toward fiscal austerity.

This consensus was fed by scare stories about an 
imminent loss of market confidence in U.S. debt. 
Every uptick in interest rates was interpreted as a 
sign that the “bond vigilantes” were on the attack, 
and this interpretation was often reported as a 
fact, not as a dubious hypothesis. 

For example, in March 2010, the Wall Street 
Journal published an article titled “Debt Fears 
Send Rates Up,” reporting that long-term U.S. 
interest rates had risen and asserting — without 
offering any evidence — that this rise, to about 3.9 
percent, reflected concerns about the budget defi-
cit. In reality, it probably reflected several months 
of decent jobs numbers, which temporarily raised 

optimism about recovery. 
But never mind. Somehow it became conven-

tional wisdom that the deficit, not unemployment, 
was Public Enemy No. 1 — a conventional wisdom 
both reflected in and reinforced by a dramatic 
shift in news coverage away from unemployment 
and toward deficit concerns.

So, here we are, in the middle of 2011. How are 
things going?

Well, the bond vigilantes continue to exist only 
in the deficit hawks’ imagination. Long-term inter-
est rates have fluctuated with optimism or pessi-
mism about the economy; a recent spate of bad 
news has sent them down to about 3 percent, not 
far from historic lows.

And the news has, indeed, been bad. As the 
stimulus has faded out, so have hopes of a strong 
economic recovery. Yes, there has been some job 
creation — but at a pace barely keeping up with 
population growth. 

So, as I said, we have already repeated a ver-
sion of the mistake of 1937, withdrawing fiscal 
support much too early and perpetuating high 
unemployment.

Yet worse things may soon happen.
On the fiscal side, Republicans are demanding 

immediate spending cuts as the price of raising 
the debt limit and avoiding a U.S. default. If this 
blackmail succeeds, it will put a further drag on an 
already weak economy.

Meanwhile, a loud chorus is demanding that 
the Fed and its counterparts abroad raise inter-
est rates to head off an alleged inflationary 
threat. As the New York Fed article points out, 
the rise in consumer price inflation over the past 
few months — which is already showing signs 
of tailing off — reflected temporary factors, and 
underlying inflation remains low. And smart 
economists such as Eggertsson understand this. 
But the European Central Bank is already rais-
ing rates, and the Fed is under pressure to do 
the same. Further attempts to help the economy 
expand seem out of the question.

So the mistake of 2010 may yet be followed by 
an even bigger mistake. Even if that doesn’t hap-
pen, however, the fact is that the policy response 
to the crisis was and remains vastly inadequate. 

Those who refuse to learn from history are con-
demned to repeat it. What we’re experiencing may 
not be a full replay of the Great Depression, but 
that’s little comfort for the millions of Americans 
suffering from a slump that just goes on and on. 
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