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Exactly how do you blow up a whale if the emergency team that first tried it only ended up with a blubbery mess all over the beach?
Students attending the second day of Arkansas Tech University's emergency management symposium, and those watching via satellite across the nation, were asked to come up with their own solution after watching a video about how not to do it.
The exercise was part of the afternoon presentation by Ben Blankenship, chief of the El Dorado Fire Department, and required using the five elements of Incident Command Systems (ICS): command, operations, planning, logistics and finance. Blankenship explained that the elements for managing any type of emergency incident are like those used by businesses and corporations, with one exception. The command person responding to an emergency, or the boss, can only have five people reporting to him.
With groundwork laid, Blankenship showed a video about the attempted removal of a rotting, beached whale on the West Coast. Too big to move or cut up for removal, emergency personnel decided to blow it to pieces and let the seagulls, crabs and other creatures of the seashore devour the remains.
Sticks of dynamite were appropriately placed, onlookers were sent down the beach and the whale was blasted - with chunks of stinking blubber falling on everyone and even breaking the windshield of a vehicle a quarter mile away. Parts of the huge carcass remained on the beach and the seagulls refused to eat any of it.
Whale of an assignment
Blankenship instructed the Tech students in the interactive classroom at Chambers Cafeteria to break into groups and devise emergency plans using the ICS guidelines for removing the decaying whale. After 20 minutes of brainstorming, the students came up with some innovative ideas that included towing the whale back out to sea, cutting it up and taking it to a rendering plant, or making fertilizer. One group even determined that, if taken back out to sea, the whale would later beach on a neighboring state's shore and relieve them of the problem of how to dispose of it.
The groups, each led by someone in command, specified operations, or the people who would do the work; the planning, or steps to be taken to completely dispose of the whale; logistics, which is who would provide the supplies needed; and finance, who would pay for the emergency response effort.
Blankenship told them, "It is that simple. ICS gives you the ability to manage an incident in addressing those five areas."
The exercise also pointed out another lesson about emergency management. That is, if the first response effort fails a second effort must be made.
Make sure your failures are small because they may cause lives. You owe it to the people who expect you to take care of them," he said.
Blankenship holds a degree in fire administration and fire prevention technology and is also a journeyman fire/medic with the U.S. Department of Labor. In addition to serving as fire chief at El Dorado, he is an adjunct faculty member at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences.
Other topics covered during the afternoon were the importance of local emergency planning committees (LEPC), emergency management personnel making a commitment, knowing when to ask for help, and Act 1191 enacted in Arkansas in 1993.
Many agencies needed
The LEPC are critical to the safety of communities since one entity cannot provide all the services needed. The plans bring everyone together and, if done properly, can take care of a community.
Blankenship encouraged the students to not "try to be everything in every situation" and to uphold their commitments to the public or "find another career." Several stories were used for demonstration, such as the older firefighter who thought he was expected to know it all so couldn't-ask for help. Another was of an elderly woman who prompted passage of Act 1191.
Blankenship said she wandered away from a nursing home and fell off a cliff. She was alive when emergency personnel found her but in a difficult place to get to.
"A private facility had the equipment we needed only one-half mile away but said they couldn't let us use it because of the liability. The woman died before we could get her out," he said.
Afterward, he and others went to legislators in Arkansas for help. The result was Act 1191, which was passed with not one dissenting vote. It states:
"Any person or entity who, at the request of' any city, county, or state agency, supplies specialized equipment or personnel in response to an emergency shall not be liable for any civil damages for good 'faith acts or omissions, provided 'that the services or equipment was provided without compensation at the place of the emergency."
Blankenship said he still is questioned around the country about how emergency personnel were lucky enough to get an immunity from tort liability law passed here.
Other points made were that emergency agencies should modularize their response units and not "Put all the eggs in one basket."  Equipment should be located in several places so it won't all be taken out at one time if there is an incident at the facility.
One Tech student, John Lambert, said the symposium presenters are helping him to see "the big picture." He appreciates information about how to work with other agencies, since he plans on working in emergency management for a private corporation eventually.
"Hearing it from these guys is better than reading it in a book," he said.
Tuesday's morning session was led by Gordon "Butch" Baker, who is the training representative for the Arkansas Nuclear Planning and Response Program. He talked about the necessity of cooperation, how to get volunteer support and funding for emergency departments, and recreating plans that are studied, followed, and contain flexibility for dealing with the unexpected.
The symposium continues today with presentations by Hanson "Junior" Hamrick of Russellville, who will speak on the role of local 9-1-1 offices, and Lt. Col. Richard E. Swan of North Little Rock, who will address the interaction of the military in emergency response.
Kay Goss, associate director for preparedness, training and exercises for the Federal Emergency Management Agency in Washington, D.C., will speak Friday morning about the federal agencies role in relief and recovery efforts. Vernie R. Fountain of Springfield, Mo., will speak that afternoon about emergency response to mass burial.
James Lee Witt, director of FEMA, is an invited guest lecturer and will attend the symposium if his schedule allows.
The 5-day symposium course, "Principles and Practice of Disaster Relief and Recovery," is being offered for credit or continuing education units to enrolled students through Tech's Community Education and Professional Development department. It was announced by FEMA to 15,000 emergency offices around the nation and is being viewed by emergency personnel in the states of California, Kansas, Washington and Illinois; universities in Virginia, Texas and California; and others who can receive the downlink from the satellite.
Dr. Mary Ann Rollans, dean of the department, said the students' final assessment will be to write a 15-to20-page paper in which a disaster scenario is developed and a plan for responding and coordinating efforts detailed. They must utilize the services and agencies discussed by presenters during the symposium and attend all 10 morning and afternoon sessions to receive credit.
