Speaker has advice on disaster deaths

Training officer part of Arkansas Tech emergency management seminar
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RUSSELLVILLE - If an earthquake in eastern Arkansas killed hundreds, dealing with the dead would be as arduous as helping the living, a national training officer said Friday.

"We want to recover the dead, identify the dead and return them to their families," said Vernie Fountain of Springfield, Mo.

Fountain, a national training officer with the federal Disaster Mortuary Team, spoke at Arkansas Tech University during a five-day emergency administration and management symposium.

The program dealt with such topics as terrorism, response to chemical fires and hazardous materials, response to mass fatalities and interaction of the military in emergency response.

Kay Goss, an associate director with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, talked about that agency's role in relief and recovery. Goss was President Clinton's senior assistant for intergovernmental relations when he was governor.

Mary Ann Rollans, dean of community education and professional development at the university, developed the symposium. She is largely responsible for Arkansas Tech being only one of two universities nationally to offer a bachelor's degree in emergency management.

While strides have been made in helping to save lives, Fountain said, plans to deal with multiple casualties are often lacking.

One Missouri community, he said, planned a morgue at the local hospital. Fountain said he viewed the supposed morgue and found an "8-by-10 room."

"They were just thinking in terms of one or two fatalities," Fountain said.

Fortunately, portable morgues are available in many disasters, Fountain said.

He said the lack of planning for multiple-fatality disasters is because of people's desire to avoid the subject of death or the possibility that something so terrible could happen in their communities.

Several years ago, he said, earthquake drills were held in eastern Missouri. One part of a simulated disaster was that each town's water system would fail.

Officials in one town insisted that part of the drill be eliminated.

"They feared people would think the new water system was not capable or withstanding the earthquake," he said.

Fountain said another important part of preparation is making sure of the availability of people trained in removing and embalming bodies, identifying corpses and performing reconstructive surgery on the bodies to help do that.

Those responding to such disasters also must know local and religious beliefs and traditions concerning burial, he said. The emergency team also should include counselors to help survivors and friends cope with death.

Fountain recalled one situation where a young man died in a disaster and those dealing with funeral arrangements had to make sure that they did not violate the beliefs of the parents.

The parents were atheists, who wanted no crosses in a makeshift funeral chapel but wanted burial for their son in an unmarked grave in a cow pasture.

Fountain said that while the first priority during a disaster is to save the living, like people trapped in the rubble of a collapsed building, the dead can=t be ignored for long.

AWhen decomposition starts, it attracts the flies very quickly after death,@ he said. That can lead to spread of disease, he said.

Fountain said the body fluids also present hazards.

He said that anyone who wants to work in emergency management and disaster response must be able to deal with such unpleasantness.

Fountain said that recovering of bodies can endanger the lives of those doing the chore.

He recalled a hotel disaster where a skywalk fell and crushed people in a dance. Afterward, he said, only part of the skywalk could be lifted.

People recovering the bodies had to put their hands under the boards.

That created the possibility that someone could be severely injured if the skywalk collapsed further, he said.

Fountain said that in some situations disaster teams deal with people who were dead before the disaster.

He said he has helped on two occasions search for body remains after floods washed out cemeteries. While some people may question the value of such an effort, Fountain said, it helps to bring closure.

