Evaluation of Emergency Preparedness Drill of 18 October 2008

Jane Adams and Tom Trippe

The Northside EmPrep Group pretended that a large earthquake occurred at 10am on 10/18/08. We followed our Emergency Response Plan as described on our website

http://northside-emprep.org/neighborhood.html. This evaluation describes what took place, what problems occurred, and what suggestions were made to correct the problems.  At the end of the report there is a list of action items and suggestions resulting from the drill.

Incident Command Center at the cache location

Setup and role assignments

As people arrived, we set up the table, chairs, bulletin board, team signs and chairs as planned. The Northside EmPrep Captain took the role of Incident Commander and assigned a communications team member as the Communications Specialist. Fire team, Search & Rescue team and medical team leadership arrived and so took the roles of Fire Team Captain, Search & Rescue Team Captain and Medical Team Captain. The shelter/logistics team captain arrived but took on the task of posting incident reports on the bulletin board.  The Incident Commander realized later that there was no shelter/logistics team captain because he noticed that three shelter events had been posted but no response teams had been dispatched. He then called for another shelter/logistics team member to step in as Captain.  The leadership roles were not clear to those who just arrived. We should have caps, hard hats, vests, or badges labeled with their roles to let people know who is who.

Too few CERT trained volunteers

Other than the team captains, only a small number volunteers with Community Emergency Response Training (CERT) showed up at the cache.  We had to dispatch several response teams with only untrained volunteers, no trained members.  Some untrained volunteers reported being disturbed when they arrived at the incident and realized that they did not know what to do.  We need to encourage more people to take CERT training. 

New, large bulletin board worked well

On one large board was posted a large map showing all 3 divisions, a whiteboard section for recording incidents by type (fire, etc.) with address and division block number, a list of all members organized by street, and multiple colored pushpins to locate incidents. To keep track of progress, codes were created as follows: O = dispatched, O with check mark inside = completed, O with check mark and crosshatch = paperwork completed.

Terrific new map

The new large map and its copies show all divisions with block groupings; location of gas shutoffs, how many and if automatic; location of shelters with number of beds; location of division assembly points; house numbers, including non-member house numbers; and cache. On the reverse of the smaller (11” x 16”) copies are locations of ladders, wheelbarrows, and cribbing, and details of gas shutoff locations when it is not obvious by map alone. One division captain found that block boundaries were harder to see than on old hand-drawn maps because he had not highlighted the boundaries. Maybe we should spring for colored map printing the next time or have a boundary highlighting party.

Communications from Divisions to Incident Command

One division captain reported that their walkie-talkie didn’t seem to work right so they ran back and forth to the cache to bring messages to Incident Command and to get another walkie-talkie, leaving their Division Assembly Point without leadership. The questionable walkie-talkie was returned to the cache without labeling it as defective. We need more walkie-talkie practices and need to identify any defective walkie-talkies. Another division captain was not able to raise anyone at Incident Command because of other competing walkie-talkie communications, so they communicated using a runner.

Communications at the Incident Command

The communications table is where the Communications Specialist records incident reports from Division Captains by radio or runner. It was first set up on the deck behind a big hedge. The lack of a line of sight between the table and the bulletin board was a problem.  The distance between the communications table and the large bulletin board was too long for rapid posting, so the table was relocated near the large board hung on a tree near the cache. Still the posting was too slow, because each call had to be copied from the communications log before taking it to the board and the response team captains. Suggestion: instead of recording reported incidents in a notebook log, have recorder use a receipt type book with two carbon copies to speed up the transmission of incident reports to the posting board and to the response team captains. This also eliminates errors in transmitting the incident report to response team leaders. This will eliminate problems encountered as in the party game “Telephone,” where the more times something is passed on, the more it changes.

Communications between Team Captains and response teams

Some search-and-rescue teams were dispatched without walkie-talkies because we ran out of them at the cache. We need more walkie-talkies at the cache.

Team assembly issues

New signs designated standing areas for each response team with one for extra volunteers. The signs were not very effective because they were obscured behind people. The idea of the signs was that team leaders, as soon as they were assigned, would gather team members and new recruits at their team sign and keep them there except when they needed to access the cache. This did not happen. People kept drifting closer to the communications table to see what was happening and then stayed there to chat with each other. This made communications over the walkie-talkies difficult. It was suggested that we return the communications table to the deck and move the bulletin board to the wall at the entrance to the deck to better isolate the communications table, but still have the communications specialist, team leaders, and others be able to see the bulletin board. Perhaps having team leaders wear their marked hard hats, caps or vests with team name added would be an easier way to locate teams. Another consideration for locating the communications table would be to keep it and the large board down in the area with the cache, because at night you could consolidate use of the big lights and eliminate the need to maneuver stairs. This needs to be decided.

Division Assembly Points

More chaos this year

Division Captains reported more chaos than at last year’s drill. Only about half of the Block Captains showed up. Other volunteers gathered at the division assembly points and were asked to do some of the searches. In some cases, Division Captain had extra maps but in others they had to describe the block to be searched. Some untrained volunteers ignored DO NOT REMOVE UNTIL END OF DRILL on the envelopes and returned them to the Division Captain. Some handwritten incident reports were unclear and led to wrong response teams being dispatched. Untrained volunteers congregated, chatted and laughed, interfering with radio communication.

Who is in charge?

As was the case at Incident Command, some volunteers at the division assembly points reported that they were confused about what was going on and were unclear who was in charge. It was hard to determine roles. Maybe caps or vests could be used here too, with each Division Assembly Point having a box containing caps, vests, maps, notepads and pens, locked with the same combination as the cache.

When should volunteers come to cache location?

There were not enough volunteers at the cache early on and there were too many at the division assembly points. Suggestion: most people should be sent to the cache command as soon as division needs permit, but division leaders should remain at assembly points with their walkie-talkies.

Communication of the 12 emergency situations

The communications between the Division Captains and Incident Command were established at two of the divisions by radio, but one division took longer because the division captain had no radio. Fortunately this meeting spot was only a few hundred yards from the cache, so they got a radio from the cache. The division captains, block captains and volunteers succeeded in finding all of the 12 emergency situation envelopes that were posted at houses and on a telephone pole. We forgot to record the times of their calls, but it took about 40 minutes, slightly longer than the 32 minutes last year.

The Twelve Drill Exercises

Each of the four teams (Fire, Search & Rescue, Shelter, and Medical) had three emergency situations to respond to. Their responses are described here.

Fire

1600 La Loma: A division captain and a block captain responded, one having training in fire suppression, arrived at 10:50 with the right equipment and reported the exercises complete at 10:58. Their comments were: incomplete information was relayed from division to communications recorder. It was not clear that no hose bibs were nearby, and nature of fire was not clear since we had no info the fire was in a field. Since response team was unable to get through to ask more questions, all equipment possibilities were brought, just to be sure. Response team had difficulty finding the fire since address was given as 1600 La Loma instead of saying the location was across the street (East) from that address.

1701 La Vereda: We had only one untrained volunteer (actually a visitor observer). He arrived at 10:40 with the right tools and completed the exercises. We should always find a second person for a fire response team.

1690 La Loma: Had one respondent, a trained fire team member. He arrived at 10:30 with the right equipment, completed the exercises and reported back at 10:35. Fire leader forgot to tell about bringing back paperwork. We should always find a second person for a fire response team.

Search & Rescue
1525 La Vereda: Two untrained volunteers were sent. They arrived at 10:30 but could not locate needed ladder because it was not where the ladder list said it would be. They needed to know alternative ladder locations. They said that they located a window access to the second floor. Didn’t have other needed material. They finished at 10:45.

2776 Hilgard: one untrained volunteer was sent and arrived at 10:44 with right equipment. House is hard to find as it does not front on the street. Suggestions: Team leader should point out location on posted map. Once incident is discovered, have some sort of marking like chalk in street or red flag or such to aid in locating the incident. Every team should have a walkie-talkie. Finished at 10:55.

1709 La Loma: An untrained volunteer (a visitor from the 900 Shattuck group), joined at the Division C assembly point by a trained member of the Communications Team, arrived at 10:30 without any equipment. The gate was locked, and no cribbing was nearby. Gave up and returned.

Shelter

2696 Cedar: Initially mistaken as Search & Rescue incident. Three untrained volunteers were dispatched at 10:50 with equipment for Search & Rescue. Later a trained shelter/logistics person was dispatched, but residents had already been relocated.

1616 La Vereda (Situation 8, intended for posting at 2776 Hilgard): One untrained volunteer spotted the situation at 10:10. Division B Captain had difficulty communicating to Incident Command, as busy use of walkie-talkies made getting through hard. The envelope for this location got mixed up somehow with one for a different address, but the needs of the incidents were met! Displaced children and adults were cared for at Division B assembly point. Volunteer came to cache at 10:40. Another member returned at 10:50 to 1616 La Vereda and took the displaced people to her house.

2650 Hilgard: one untrained volunteer dispatched at 10:50. Shelter Captain searched list for house with many shelter beds. Brought 8 people and two kittens to a member’s house near the cache. Volunteer reported complete at 10:55.

Medical

1542 La Loma: two volunteers responded at 11:00 (why so late?) with the right equipment.  Used runner when walkie-talkie problem was encountered. Reminder: kids make great runners. Reported complete at 11:15.

2708 Virginia: solo responder arrived at 10:45. He had no medical training due to miscommunication that this event was to rescue a trapped person rather than to attend to a medical problem. Suggestion: if not trained (and crucial for medical issues), have a walkie-talkie with each response team. 

2634 Le Conte: medical team member and another volunteer arrived at 10:25 with the right equipment. House number was hard to find because it is set back from street. Complete at 10:40.

Action Items

1. Obtain caps, vests, or badges to identify assigned roles.

2. Print maps with colored boundaries (or have map coloring party).

3. Encourage members to have readable and prominent house numbers.

4. Hold more walkie-talkie practices.

5. Encourage more members to take CERT training.

6. Get a triplicate carbon copy receipt book for recording incidents and distributing them to the bulletin board and team captains.

7. Buy six more walkie-talkies so that each response team can have one.

8. Make the mountings of team signs higher, so they will be visible over people’s heads.

9. Decide where to place communications table, bulletin board, and team signs.

10. Build boxes for Division Assembly Point to hold caps, vests, maps, chalk, notepads and pens, locked with the same combination as the cache.

11. Modify the Emergency Response Plan to say that untrained volunteers should go to their Division Assembly Point first, but when they are not needed there, they should proceed to the cache.

Additional suggestions:

· Display a white cloth in a visible place outside your home if all occupants are OK.

· Put incident addresses on future drill evaluation forms. Instead of envelopes and separate forms, use one page with emergency situation on top half and evaluation form on bottom half.  \Fold in half and tape to door so only top half shows.

· Have a group walk to familiarize all with the layout of the neighborhood (paths, flag shaped lots, streets which don’t go through, etc.)

· Block captains should have lists of people to check off to be sure all are accounted for.

· Walkie-talkies: For new users here are some basic tips that product instructions don’t include. Hearing and speaking are unlike cell phones or phones. There is only one spot for speaking and hearing. To hear and speak hold that area in front of your face. To speak hold 2 or 3 inches from mouth. To hear turn up volume if needed.  Walkie-talkies will not ring. When you are tuned into the same channel, you will automatically hear all conversation. To speak, press and hold down the “push to talk” button (PTT) on side. Aim high enough to hit the button.

· What if there is a fire at our cache? We need a backup command area, which needs to be near a cache. We are big enough to have more than one cache. Kevin Eves, observer from City fire commission, will follow up about our cache needs.

· We need to consider how to handle looting after an earthquake.

· We need animal care tips. Should we have some leashes at the cache? Do we know where to find cat carriers?

· Some team leaders need help in setting up email mailing lists for response teams.  How should we do this?

· Response teams need to meet. Maybe at the next business meeting they can split up into individual groups.
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