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A U.S. surveillance ship was conducting electronic and acoustic monitoring
of the exercises from about 320 kilometers (200 miles) away and at least one
U.S. submarine also was operating in the general vicinity of the largest
Russian naval exercises of the year, according to officials.

While adamant that no U.S. ships could have been involved in a collision
with the Kursk, Pentagon officials cautioned that they could not account for
submarines or other ships belonging to European nations that may have been
operating in the area.

The United States has offered to help the Russian government in its rescue
efforts.

"At this point there's been no requests for our assistance," White House
spokesman Joe Lockhart said. "We are following this closely, and if the
Russians are in a position where they believe we can offer some assistance,
we will do that."

Norwegian defense officials also said they were aware of the crisis, had a
ship nearby and had offered assistance to the Russian Navy. The Norwegian
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Navy routinely monitors the movement of Russian vessels in the Barents Sea.

Evacuation a risky task

Standard rescue procedures call for the crew to be rescued using a "bell" or
"capsule" which is lowered onto the hatch of the submarine.

Russian submarine crew members are trained to swim out of the torpedo
tubes, but experts said if the sailors tried to swim to the surface they would
run the risk of being killed by the extreme depth and the freezing Arctic
temperatures.

Paul Beaver, a spokesman for Jane's
military information group, told CNN:
"At 300 to 500 feet, you can actually
swim to the surface. It is very
dangerous to do so, but it has been
done by the British Royal Navy."

"It's not what you want to do, because
it affects your lungs, your hearing,

your eyes and whatever. It is possible . i
to do a free escape as long as they've g photo of a similar Oscar-class
got the escape equipment. nuclear submarine taken September 1999

"The other thing you can do is put another submarine across, a special rescue

vessel -- it's called a DSRV, a deep submersible rescue vessel -- and pull of
people perhaps say 24 at a time. That's possible. The Americans have that
capability."

In 1989, the Russian Navy suffered another nuclear submarine disaster in the
Barents Sea when the crew of the Komsomolets abandoned that vessel after a

series of electrical fires broke out. A total of 42 Russian sailors died in that
incident.
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