Report on Northside EmPrep 9/8/07 Earthquake Drill

Final Report - 1/16/08

Introduction

The Northside EmPrep group held its first disaster preparedness drill, an earthquake drill, on Saturday, 8 September 2007, from 10 am to noon. About 40 group members participated. Links to the Drill Plan and supporting Word documents are on the Northside EmPrep Neighborhood Preparedness web page. In the report that follows, positions, not names, are used to preserve the privacy of our members, since this document will be posted in the public area of our website.

The earthquake: We imagined a large earthquake happening at exactly 10 am, Saturday, 8 September, big enough to cause injuries, structural collapses, fires, broken gas lines, telephone outages, downed power lines, and roads impassable by cars. The drill covered what we needed to do in the first two hours after the earthquake. No one left their own house before 10:00 am.

Purpose of the drill: The goal was to improve our preparedness for a disaster by developing and testing a response plan. We have formed teams in Fire Suppression, Light Search and Rescue, First Aid/Medical, Shelter/Logistics, and Communications. Many have taken CERT trainings in these areas, but we still needed a plan for a coordinated response. Our first draft of such a plan is given in the document Northside EmPrep Emergency Response Plan.

Twelve emergency situations: To test the plan, we taped twelve envelopes to the front doors of eleven houses, one house having two envelopes. Each envelope contains a one-paragraph description of the emergency situation at that house. The descriptions were designed by our teams to test their preparedness. They are given in the document Twelve Emergency Situations for the Earthquake Drill and are also listed in Appendix A below, along with the addresses to which they were assigned, the times of their being found and reported to Incident Command, the teams dispatched, and the resolution, as given in the communications log.

Response to the emergency situations: Volunteers responded according to the Northside EmPrep Emergency Response Plan. They searched for the emergency situations (envelopes) and reported them to the Incident Command. The appropriate response teams and equipment were deployed. They did not actually enter houses, turn off gas, put out fires, bandage victims, or prop up walls with cribbing, but reported back what they would have done with the equipment that they brought. At the end of the drill, we gave a briefing of our status and needs to the Berkeley Fire Department. Three firefighters had arrived at 11am in a Station 2 fire engine and stayed through the first part of our review, but were called away on a real emergency. 

Volunteers for the drill: To be sure that we had enough people to carry out the drill, volunteers committed themselves in advance to filling the necessary positions as described in the document Positions to Fill for the Northside EmPrep Earthquake Drill. In a real emergency, these positions would be filled on the spot by whoever is available.

Other neighborhood participation: Other neighbors who wished to participate were asked to place a white sheet in a front window to tell searchers that they were OK, as long as their house was not one of the eleven with emergency situations (envelopes on the front door). They were also invited to come to the Incident Command Center at the cache in case additional people were needed.

Divisions and Blocks

Our recently created Division and Block structure seems to have worked. Each of our three Divisions is divided into three Blocks of about 10-15 houses each. The nine Block Captains did a remarkable job of going to all of the 110 houses in our area, finding the 11 houses with emergency situations, and reporting them to their Division Captains. The Division Captains then communicated the situations via walkie-talkie to Incident Command, where the Communications/Scribe fielded the calls and logged them. All but two of the twelve situations were logged within 31 minutes after the earthquake. One was reported and responded to early, before the logging began, and one appears to have been missed altogether. 

We had asked residents whose houses did not have emergency situations to hang a white sheet out their windows to tell the Block Captain searchers that everything was OK, but we didn’t hear from anyone whether this was useful or not.

Incident Command and Communications

Incident Command was located at the cache. The Communications/Scribe sat at a table and fielded, logged and kept track of all calls. The Incident Commander stood close by and took some of the calls when the incoming call volume saturated the Communications/Scribe. The volume of calls at the peak, about 20 minutes after the earthquake, was very large. The scene became chaotic but eleven of the twelve emergency situations were conveyed to Team Captains, who then dispatched one or two person teams to the emergency situations.

 In most cases the Communications/Scribe communicated directly with the Team Captains about reported emergencies. This allowed the Team Captains to dispatch their team members rapidly. In some cases, the Incident Commander informed the Team Captains of the emergency, but this added another layer of communication delay. In some cases, Team Captains directly monitored the incoming calls. 

At times it was difficult to locate Team Captains because they had walked away from the command center to the cache. This interrupted the information flow and delayed the dispatch of their team members. Team captains need to stay near the communications table so that they are available. They should ask team members to access the cache as needed so that they can remain at the communications center.

It was difficult for the Incident Commander or others to get an overview of where things stood and to see what needed to be done because the only record was the Communications/Scribe log, which was constantly in use. To improve this situation, the Communications Coordinator began posting reported emergencies on the lists and maps on the bulletin board. This helped, although there were some problems: The maps were too small and hard to read for this purpose and the lists were filled with information and had no place to write. A large map should be made showing all divisions and all paths. Lists in street address order with space to write should be made. The bulletin board was too low to the ground so that it was difficult to use. We need a better bulletin board with legs.

The Communications Coordinator had to give crash courses in walkie-talkie use to some who had not had experience with them. Even with this, some communications with the walkie-talkies were sometimes very difficult because of users not holding the walkie-talkies close enough or not holding the PTT button down firmly enough. We need additional walkie-talkie practices.

The Incident Command Center became very chaotic, with crowds of unoccupied team members and other volunteers standing close to the Communications/Scribe table and chatting.  They were asked to move away from the communications table. We would have benefited by specifying separate standing areas for each of the teams and for extra volunteers, near the communications area, but not so close as to interfere. We need to make signs to identify these areas.

Fire Team

The fire team had equipment pre-packed into backpacks and added a fire extinguisher where needed. They also dispatched the water sprayer backpack to the grass fire.  Each pack had a walkie-talkie, as did the Fire Captain. The fire team should take Caution tape to any downed power line scene to cordon it off. The fire team would like to have a shovel in the cache for grass fires.

The fire team ran out of members so the Team Captain had to respond to an emergency.  We had no organized way to see who was an extra volunteer, available for this emergency so that the Team Captain could have remained at the Incident Command Center. This could be solved by having a standing area for extra volunteers.

One house needed gas shut off and the meter was hard to find. We need to complete the utility shutoff map.

The "fire department" (one of our members stood in for them) was called for three of the incidents, as they should have been. The real fire department could not be with us for this part of the drill but arrived later for a briefing.

Search and Rescue

The Light Search and Rescue had only two walkie-talkies from the cache. The captain and one response team used them so one of the two teams had to go to respond without a way to communicate. They felt that each team which actually goes to check out an incident needs a walkie-talkie to communicate with the team captain.

The team needs to get back packs to carry their basic tools—hammer, flashlight, caution tape, crowbar, etc., and walkie-talkies.

The team found that there were insufficient cribbing supplies and that cribbing was hard to transport. We need a cache of cribbing in each division and wheelbarrows. We also need to locate houses where ladders are kept and note this on master map.

The team needs to do some more research on what to do if a building is in danger of collapse. Cribbing is not the solution—longer wood would be needed and possibly other tools.

Medical/First Aid

This team had pre-packed their medical supplies into smaller packages than the original 50 person first aid kit so that they were able to take some to each medical emergency.  They need to acquire back packs to carry their supplies.

There was one report of a “death” due to a lack of timely response if the medical team to one of the reported medical emergencies.  It was unclear how this happened since the log shows that medical teams were dispatched to all medical emergencies.

Shelter/Logistics

The maps and group list with shelter information proved inadequate for the task of locating housing for the seven displaced people from emergency situation #8. The shelter information list was ordered by name rather than street address and the maps had no shelter information. They made up a map on the spot that had the needed information, but plan to make a permanent map with shelter information.

To alleviate the bottleneck in dealing with the flood of incoming communications, the Logistics Team Captain requested and was granted permission to monitor incoming calls and send a response team without waiting for instructions from the Communications/Scribe or Incident Command. This allowed a rapid response but left the Communications/Scribe and Incident Commander out of the loop. As a result, the dispatch and response of the Logistics team were not logged. Team Captains should be sure to tell the Communications/Scribe that they have responded to an emergency.

The Next Drill

This drill was unrealistic in the sense that all roles were filled in advance by people who confirmed that they would participate. To make the next drill more realistic, we need to fill all roles on the spot with whoever shows up. That is how it works in the Incident Command System: All roles must be filled by whoever shows up. The first person to arrive at a Division meeting spot is simultaneously the Division Captain and all of the Block Captains. Likewise, the first person to arrive at the Incident Command Center is the Incident Commander, the Communications/Scribe, all of the Team Captains and team members. They then divide up the roles as others show up.

The drill was a real learning experience and helped us to formulate and improve our response plan. We need to do this every year to have fresh eyes review and improve the plans and have members become better trained in emergency response.

Conclusions and Action Items

The drill was a great success. We learned a lot and gave ourselves confidence that we could actually respond in an emergency. Here are action items from this report.

· Appoint a Drill Coordinator to plan the next drill.

· Specify separate standing areas for each team and extra volunteers. Make signs.

· Improve the emergency bulletin board by adding legs.

· Develop improved map for posting emergencies as they are reported. Should have all paths shown and include all divisions on one map.

· Develop better list for posting emergencies as reported. Should be in street address order and should have space to write notes.

· Develop map with shelter information (maybe same as above map?)

· Complete the utility shutoff map.

· Note locations of tall ladders on map.

· Need wheelbarrows and caches of cribbing material in each division.

· Fire team wants a shovel in the cache.

· Teams need to acquire walkie-talkies if they plan to use them.

· Search and Medical need to acquire back packs.

· Hold walkie-talkie practices for all people who plan to use them in emergencies.

· Update our Emergency Response Plan to reflect what we learned in this drill.

Appendix A – Finding and responding to the 12 emergency situations

The twelve emergency situations are listed below, followed by the address of the emergency and, if found, the time that it was reported to Incident Command. Team dispatches and further resolutions found in the log are also given. Ten of the twelve situations were listed in the log as having been reported by 10:31 am. An eleventh was believed to have been reported before logging began. The 12th was apparently not reported.

Fire Suppression

1) A house smells strongly of gas. No one answers the door, which is locked. The neighbors think that one resident is home.

Assigned to 1600 La Loma in Division A. Found and reported at 10:20 am. Resolved by 10:43 am, gas turned off. 

2) There is a smell of smoke coming from the back door, which is open. You can see in but don’t see smoke or fire.  There is one resident inside shouting from a second story window that he is afraid to exit his room because the smoke. If someone enters they will find denser smoke in the kitchen and a small grease fire on the stove. If the flames can be extinguished, the smoke will subside.

Assigned to 2706 Virginia in Division B. Found and reported at 10:28 am. Sent fire team, took fire extinguisher.

3) A large branch has fallen across a road which has power lines and the power lines are down. There is some sparking from the lines, which are pinned under the tree. Some grass is being ignited by the sparks. 

Assigned to 2611 Le Conte in Division C. Found and reported at 10:24 am. Sent fire team and called “fire department.”

Damage Assessment / Light Search and Rescue

4) (first envelope addressed to Block Captain at the same location as situation 7) Earthquake has caused collapse of retaining wall behind residence, smashing one wing of house. We can hear cries from an area of house we can’t see into.

Assigned to 1546 La Loma in Division A. Found and reported at 10:12 am. Sent search/rescue team. Reported cleared at 10:43 am.

5) Earthquake has damaged house so that entry doors are jammed—no one appears to be home and no sound is heard but can’t be sure everything is OK within.

Assigned to 1730 La Vereda in Division B. Found and reported at 10:17 am. Search team went up and returned.

6) Earthquake has damaged house so that entry doors are jammed—no one appears to be home but can’t be sure that everything is OK within. There is a fire next door to the right (when facing the house from the street) which may ignite this building.

Assigned to 2680-82 Hilgard in Division C. Found and reported at 10:18 am. Reported that 2670 Hilgard is on fire. Called “fire department.”

Shelter Operations / Logistics

7) (second envelope at same location as Situation 4 addressed to Light Search and Rescue) The earthquake has damaged this structure. There may be trapped residents in the building. An extensive cribbing operation will require at least three more milk crates of cribbing material than what the Search and Rescue team normally has with them.

Assigned to 1546 La Loma in Division A. There is no record of this additional cribbing material being requested.  There was not enough cribbing material to satisfy this need in any case.

8) After the earthquake this multi-unit building is clearly unsafe to occupy.  There are 7 people standing outside without a place to be safely:  a family of four (two adults, two children), one adult couple and one elderly person with mobility problems, all of whom need housing by nightfall. 

Assigned to 1631 La Vereda in Division B. Found and reported at 10:23 am. There is no record of the response.

9) The fraternity house just outside our neighborhood has been damaged in the earthquake. The 55 young residents would like to stay together until they can re-occupy their house. They have come to this house in our neighborhood to ask for help.

There is no record of this being assigned to a house, found, or reported. However some people remember this as having been reported very early, before the logging of communications was set up.

First Aid / Medical
10) The earthquake has seriously damaged the house and injured the occupants. Most occupants are already outside. One has a bleeding arm injury needing splinting. One has a painful shoulder. One is emotionally upset. One person remains inside the building and has a possible spinal cord injury. The building is threatening to collapse.

Assigned to 1570 La Vereda in Division A. Found and reported at 10:21 am. Medical and Search Teams dispatched.

11) The earthquake has badly damaged this house and it is on fire. An occupant is outside, seriously burned, and laying on the ground screaming. Another occupant is with them, appears unhurt, but is freaking out and shouting for someone to help.

Assigned to 2776 Hilgard in Division B.  Found and reported at 10:29 am. Sent medical team and called the “fire department.”

12) This house is not badly damaged by the earthquake so the home is safe to enter, but the resident seems to be disoriented and can’t give clear information about who is home. They are confused and don’t know what to do. They are starting to try to cook breakfast.

Assigned to 1705 La Loma in Division C. Found and reported at 10:31 AM. Sent medical team. Reported that this was cleared.
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