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With hump day over and a festive holiday weekend just around the corner, persons attending the Arkansas Tech University emergency management symposium appeared refreshed and eager to ask questions of presenters from the state Office of Emergency Services (OES) Thursday.
The 5-day Symposium is featuring local, state and federal speakers and is being transmitted to offices of emergency services in California, Kansas, Washington and Illinois, several universities and other interested entities.
Thursday's session opened with remarks by Dr. Larry R. Robinson, vice president of academic affairs at Tech, before being turned over to Ray Briggler, training coordinator for the state office of emergency services at Conway. His "Special Needs Populations" presentation began with an ancient problem belief in myths.
Perceptions misleading
He said many beliefs about human behavior during disasters have proven to be wrong through scientifically conducted research studies.
Myth: When warned of an impending threat like a hurricane, most people will evacuate immediately.
Myth: When people evacuate from an area, most will seek refuge in a shelter.
Myth: The most common disaster response for most people is panic.
One by one, Briggler shattered the myths associated with disasters. People are reluctant to evacuate an area and often do not want to go to a shelter. He told the emergency managers-to-be that, to do their job, they need to assess their own beliefs and develop an understanding of the public's response during disaster.
Briggler served 21 years in the U.S. Air Force and holds a bachelor's degree in sociology and a master's degree in counseling. He has been working in the emergency management profession in Arkansas since 1981.
Co-worker at the state OES, David Maxwell, took the podium in the afternoon to outline the state's role when disaster strikes.
He explained that duty officers manning the state office only know what is reported to them about a disaster and rely on county coordinators, sheriff's offices, and others to give them information. When they do learn of a disaster, they start making phone calls to find out what type of assistance and which resources are needed in an area. Then they try to get it there.
Inform the governor
Officers at OES are also responsible for preparing reports for the governor.
"Our philosophy is all disasters should be handled at the lowest form of government," said Maxwell.
The mayor of the town or city decides if more assistance is needed and, if so, calls the county judge. If the county resources are not adequate to deal with the disaster, the state OES is called, which then notifies the governor. If federal government resources are needed, the type of assistance and which resources are needed in an area. Then they try to get it there.
The mayor of the town or city decides if more assistance is needed and, if so, calls the county judge. If the county resources are not adequate to deal with the disaster, the state OES is called, which then notifies the governor. If federal government resources are needed, the governor sends a letter to the president via the district office of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).
APolitics does get into it. That is a fact of life and you just have to acknowledge it and go on,@ Maxwell said.
For example, he described a 3-week wait after a disaster declaration was asked for because wind storms in Arkansas had caused extensive damage. The problem was Bill Clinton and George Bush were in a race for the White House and Bush was wary of the political fallout from approving the declaration.
Sometimes, only a Adeclared emergency" is asked for, rather than a "declared disaster." Maxwell said a disaster opens up all programs, whereas an emergency means the state has to ask for specific assistance. That was the case after the tornado hit Manila earlier this year.
Housing for residents there was thought to be vital by OES, since there was little rental property and residents were looking at uprooting children from school, commuting many miles to work, or moving from the area. Maxwell said that after first asking for a disaster declaration, they decided to go back and ask for the emergency declaration.
"We asked for mobile homes. We were pleased to get them," he said.
Special process
Maxwell talked about working with FEMA once it has been called into a disaster area. Public affairs is important to the agency and multiple press releases are written each day. Community outreach is "a big deal" with teams going out to make sure people know what to do. Security at the disaster field office is important, with no one being let in without a badge.
"It never ceases to amaze me the job they do," said Maxwell. "I've yet to see one with a bad attitude."
He also pointed out that FEMA is forbidden under the Stafford Act to base a disaster declaration solely on a financial basis, but the economic impact is a factor. A $2.50 per person figure is normally used and a state such as Arkansas, with a population of about two million, would have to have about $5 million in damage before it is considered for a disaster declaration.
During a question and answer period, questions by Tech students and from others sending them by email, the toll-free phone line and the Internet included whether tort immunity in Arkansas would be extended to another state coming in to help during a disaster. Maxwell said, yes, it would.
Another questioner asked if states helping states through the Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC) is always by request or can be through automatic mutual response agreement.
"We discourage that," Maxwell said about automatic agreements.
What are the funding sources for county-wide emergency coordination efforts and which agency coordinates training of emergency personnel?
Maxwell said state and local assistance is typically passed on to local entities for coordinating response efforts and the state can provide training through the training section typically maintained at the OES. In Arkansas, a schedule of training sessions is continually posted on the OES web site, www.oes.state.ar.us.
A $50,000 grant from FEMA, authorized by Director James Lee Witt, is paying for the production costs incurred by the Arkansas Education Television Network handling the transmission and uplink of the symposium.
The event will conclude today with a morning presentation by Kay Goss, FEMA associate director, who will talk about FEMA's role in relief and recovery efforts, and an afternoon session with Vernie R. Fountain, founder and instructor of the Fountain National Academy of Professional Embalming Skills. He will talk to Tech students and those watching by satellite about how to respond to mass fatalities.
