Ken he do it? 
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Pensacola, FL - $20 billion has been set aside by British Petroleum (BP) in a compensation fund for those who have suffered financial losses due to the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig disaster in the Gulf of Mexico.  This fund was not an altruistic move by BP, nor a public relations gimmick.  Rather, it was forcibly extracted by the U.S. government while the oil was still gushing from the damaged wellhead and Gulf Coast beaches were being severely damaged by oil washing ashore.
BP itself had initially set up a claims process to compensate businesses and individuals along the Gulf Coast from Texas to Florida who were suffering losses, both directly and indirectly, from the oil spill.  Fishermen who have been prohibited from going into the Gulf to earn their livelihoods have obviously suffered direct damages, while those involved in the tourist industry, such as hotels, have lost most of the summer tourist trade due to concerns among vacationers about oil-soaked beaches.  

The BP claim process has been flawed.  Some have described it as arbitrary and capricious, although I am certain that BP would argue otherwise.  Many claims have apparently disappeared into “the BP Black Hole” as those who have submitted claims, but received no response, have complained.  Others have noted that their claims have been summarily dismissed or drastically reduced by BP with no explanations. The CFO of one hotel chain, for example, stated in a recent hearing that their $500,000 claim for lost revenues was agreed upon by the local BP claim adjustor, but then cut in half with zero explanation by BP corporate headquarters in Houston.
Enter Ken Feinberg.  He is the person appointed by the Obama Administration to head the $20 billion compensation fund, which begins to be distributed at 12:01 AM on August 23.  He came to Pensacola recently to hold a forum in the Civic Center which was open to the public to address concerns and answer questions about how the fund will be administered.  Ken’s title is “Independent Gulf Coast Claims Administrator.”
In his presentation, Mr. Feinberg made it very clear that as of August 23, BP will no longer be in the compensation loop.  They are putting up the $20 billion, but Mr. Feinberg, and his team, will decide who gets what, and who does not.  He certainly has an impressive background in these matters.  He was in charge of the government compensation process for victims and families of the deceased of the 9-11 tragedy.  He certainly appeared in his remarks and his demeanor not only to be very comfortable being in charge, but also extremely knowledgeable and forceful.  This is not a man who minces words.  His words were delivered in plain language, and he answered even the most complex question without equivocation. 
Feinberg began his hour long forum with a 30-minute set of prepared remarks in which he very clearly laid out the process by which claims will be handled and judged.  He stressed that there would be two phases, the first to provide emergency funds of up to 6 months of payments for those currently hurting due to the effects of the spill, and then a “final settlement phase” lasting up to 3 years.  His main focus now is to administer the emergency fund in a “user-friendly,” efficient manner where most claims will be decided in a week, with checks then issued within 48 hrs.

I was extremely impressed by this man.  He directly, often very directly, almost to the point of being brusque, answered every question.   At no time did he waffle on an answer or sound anything like a politician.  He warned that his staff does include fraud experts, but that if a claimant has even moderate documentation, that person will quickly receive compensation funds.  He stressed that this is not an open-ended gift bag, but that claims will be decided on 3 criteria, among which are how close the activity affected is to the Gulf itself, how much the affected activity is directly related to the spill, and whether or not there is appropriate documentation.  For example, you could submit records of hotel occupancy during this same period last year, along with records for a similar period this year after the spill when vacationers have stayed away.
I found comfort that a professional, no-nonsense fellow like Ken Feinberg is heading this entire compensation program.  I am certain that there will be instances both of folks receiving less than they requested, and also those who manage to work the system to reap unfounded claims.  My overall impression was that if anyone can manage this incredibly complex process for tens of thousands of claims covering at least 4 states, Ken can do it.

I thought you might like to know.
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