Florida Sinkhole Forces Evacuation
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ORLANDO, Fla. (AP) -- A 150-foot-wide sinkhole swallowed trees, pipelines and a sidewalk and forced the evacuation of two buildings in an apartment complex. 

The 60-foot-deep opening could grow Wednesday if rain falls and destabilizes the ground, engineers said. 

``That's the worst thing that could happen,'' geotechnical engineer Mark Canty said. ``If it rains, there's the potential for (the hole) to start moving again.'' 

As a precaution against erosion, apartment workers draped heavy plastic liner across the slope closest to the dwellings and hooked up drainage pipes to divert runoff. 

Gary Kuhns, a senior engineer hired by Wilson Co., which owns the apartments, said at least the sinkhole's depth appeared stable. ``It shouldn't collapse any further,'' he said. 

About 60 residents of the Woodhill Apartments have been forced out of their homes. Twenty-one buildings circle the area where the sinkhole formed, and trees, park benches, underground pipelines and a sidewalk have fallen in. 

The hole reached within six feet of one building's stairway. Residents were moved into empty units around the complex, and spent Tuesday night into the morning removing their belongings. 

``We didn't get finished until 3 a.m.,'' resident Kamal Khan said. 

Khan's wife, Sabeela, was cooking dinner Tuesday when a worker at the complex banged on her door and ordered her to leave immediately. 

``It was pretty scary because it was just sucking everything up,'' she said. 

It was central Florida's second large sinkhole in recent weeks. On May 29, a 10-foot-deep, 15-foot-wide sinkhole collapsed part of Interstate 4 in Lake Mary, about 15 miles north of Orlando. 

Sinkholes occur when sand beneath the surface begins to erode and falls into underlying limestone cavities, causing the surface to collapse. Several factors may contribute to the collapse, including drought, excessive water pumping, traffic or construction. 

Heavy rains also may cause sinkholes by raising the water table and soaking and weakening the top layer from beneath. 

The geology of Florida makes it especially vulnerable to sinkholes, although they also are found in Texas, Alabama, Missouri, Kentucky, Tennessee and Pennsylvania. 
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