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New patrol boat ready for action
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SOMEWHERE IN LAKE ERIE - The deputy at the helm of the new police patrol boat powered up the engines and the bow smoothly leveled out.

On this day, Lake Erie was relatively calm with one-foot waves. The 31-foot Safe boat, the latest addition to the Monroe County Sheriff's Office marine division fleet, didn't so much bounce through the waves as float over them.

"It handles and performs like a patrol boat should," said Deputy Brian Francisco, the boat's operator and a marine officer. "This is designed as a patrol boat instead of a converted fishing boat."

Built for speed and endurance and designed to handle almost anything Lake Erie can muster, the Safe boat is now available for patrols and emergencies. With a weatherproof cabin and 18-person capacity, the vessel is made to withstand harsh conditions. It will be able to transport officers to emergency scenes into December and its design makes it unsinkable.

And perhaps best of all, the federal government picked up the $240,000 cost of the boat, which is equipped with the most advanced technology available, including radar and digital performance data.

Sheriff Tilman Crutchfield is thrilled at the latest addition to Lake Erie waters. He took a ride for the first time since his office took delivery in late May and came away impressed.

"It enables us to increase patrol and visibility," he said. "It extends our season. When the weather starts to change, it just wasn't safe to be out here before. Now we can. It's everything I expected it to be."

In the past two years, the sheriff's office has obtained almost $2.5 million worth of Homeland Security grants. The Safe boat, its trademark name, was part of the equipment obtained through the grants.

"These aren't toys," Sheriff Crutchfield said. "These are law enforcement tools to help better protect and secure the community."

Maj. David Thompson said Monroe County qualifies for so many grant dollars because of its proximity to international boundaries and it is home to the Fermi 2 nuclear power plant.

Marine officers have been training with the Coast Guard to use the new vessel to its full potential.

Petty Officer Third Class Ryan Hess of the Toledo unit said the community should embrace the newest addition to the fleet because of its ability to get to scenes faster in inclement weather.

"It's the same kind of boat we use," Petty Officer Hess said. "For an area like this, they're money. They're fantastic."

He added that the Coast Guard often works closely with the sheriff's office on emergency calls and the new patrol boat will make everyone's job easier.

"When someone's life is at risk, you want to have something like that," Petty Officer Hess said. "You can't put a price on it."

It was late morning on the lake and boat traffic was slow. Deputy Francisco piloted the boat up the River Raisin to make sure boaters were following the new "no wake" zone, which now begins east of the new marina instead of the I-75 bridge.

Back out on open water, the patrol boat made it to the Canadian boarder, some 12 miles from the county shore, within minutes. It cruised at 33 mph and can top out at 55 mph.

Sheriff Crutchfield acknowledged that Monroe County is probably low on the list of targets for international terrorists, but with a nuclear power plant, nothing is impossible.

"The problem is, we don't know," the sheriff said. "But the possibility exists, certainly, because of our proximity."

As the crew made its way back to Bolles Harbor where the boat is docked, the waters were calm. But a few weeks ago, the deputies were out on rough seas and saw firsthand how well the Safe boat can operate.

"The first day of training there were four-footers out here," said Deputy Randy Sehl. "We didn't even get wet."
