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Crystal blue Caribbean waters, picturesque resorts, lush green hillsides…the British Virgin Islands (BVI) are a favorite vacation spot for a lot of people.


But visitors to the 59 small scattered islands of aesthetic pleasure may not be aware of the inherent dangers that pose a constant threat to the citizens of the islands.


Sharleen DaBreo, a student at Tech who is originally from the British Virgin Islands, explained:


“The Caribbean islands, especially in our area, are very much prone to the effects of natural hazards, especially hurricanes and earthquakes.  In the BVI itself, we get recorded (earthquakes) up to 4.5 (on the Richter Scale); monthly we may get two or three of them at that magnitude with the epicenter being very close by, however they do not cause any structural damage,” she said.


“The BVI are located close to a tectonic plate boundary zone and other possible seismogenic structures such as the Anegada Trough and the Puerto Rico Trench which have the potential to generate moderate to large earthquakes.  Several large damaging earthquakes have been recorded in our area including one which occurred in 1867 and which was accompanied by a Tsunami.

It caused massive destruction to the islands and recorded a magnitude of 7.7 on the Richter Scale,” said DaBreo.


As for hurricanes, the BVI gets “up to four or five systems threatening the area each year, some gaining strength to a Category 5 (155 mph and greater ),” said DaBreo.  “And we’ve spent millions of dollars responding and rebuilding.  So the government has been very conscious of what can happen,” she said.


The BVI government “decided in the early 1980s that they wanted to actually formalize the whole process of emergency management,” said DaBreo.


Thus the BVI Office of Disaster Preparedness was born under the responsibility of the Governor.


“We have sole responsibility for emergency management.  We look at things like preparing people for the effects of these hazards, educating the community on how to protect themselves and their property, we look at things like mitigation, which reduces the impact that hazards can have on a community.


Some of the activities that we  have undertaken include updating our building codes, making sure our emergency response agencies have the capability to respond and establishing regional and international contacts,” said DaBreo.


“Because we’re so vulnerable to hurricanes and earthquakes, the government has put measures in place to make sure that when people build, they build to certain standard, so that you won’t have buildings collapsing in the event of a hurricane or earthquake,” she said.  “So we have moved away from building houses with wooden structures.  It is good for earthquake activity, but our main hazard is hurricanes. So we’ve instituted things like the way that you tie your steel in when you build your home, instituting support mechanisms and strengthening of walls,” explained DaBreo.  “Most of our homes are concrete and we’ve got very flat concrete roofs, so you don’t have a problem with the winds taking your roof off.”


DaBreo began working for the Office of Disaster Preparedness in 1992, and she currently holds the title of National Disaster Coordinator. “I realized that emergency management has become so specialized now that I needed to get myself formally educated in this field if I am to make a greater impact on the BVI’s Emergency Management Program.”

DaBreo said she looked around for schools in the United States, but only found that two offered the program of study she wanted; the University of North Texas and Arkansas Tech.


“I needed more of an administrative background , because of the work I was doing, and Arkansas Tech tailored for that,” she said.


“And the other thing is that the sociology option that is available is more beneficial to our region as we depend heavily on community support in executing our programme activities,” she said.


DaBreo is majoring in Emergency Management Administration and Management at Tech, and her roommate, Leann Hill who is also from the BVI and an employee of the Office of Disaster Preparedness, is majoring in Health Information Management. DaBreo’s interest include broadcast journalism, and she has worked in various positions for a television station back home in the BVI.
