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TSUNAMI

Engineers providing essential knowledge to tsunami rescue efforts

By Dennis K. Bohannon

Public Affairs Officer, Pacific Ocean Division

FORT SHAFTER, Hawaii -- Teams of Army Engineers on both sides of the globe are applying their talents and capabilities to provide information that is essential to the Tsunami relief efforts.  


The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers deployed three six-member teams to Thailand specifically tailored with engineering disciplines that focus on ground, transportation, and power infrastructures. Other engineers are “virtually” onsite from various locations around the United States analyzing satellite imagery, assessing road, bridge, structural, and harbor damages. 


The information these engineers provide is essential to the immediate efforts of the dozens of organizations trying to find usable routes in providing relief to thousands of victims affected by the Indian Ocean tsunami. It is also information that is necessary to the future rehabilitation efforts in the weeks to come. 


The U.S. Army Corps of Engineer’s efforts are being coordinated through the Corp’s Pacific Ocean Division Emergency Operations Center located in Honolulu Hawaii. Steven E. Philben, Director of the Pacific Ocean Division’s Emergency Management Office, said that their involvement began shortly after the Dec. 26 tsunami occurred. “We had people monitoring the situations, and began coordinating with the people we support within 24 hours.”  The Pacific Ocean Division Emergency Operations Center was activated Dec. 27 in Honolulu Hawaii, initially to monitor the Indian Ocean tsunami and support U.S. Pacific Command requirements.

Once the magnitude of the disaster became more apparent, the Chief of Engineers, Lt. Gen. Carl A. Strock, sent a message advising the Division to, “Be proactive, push rather than pull.” Philben explains, “This is not a normal kind of operation. We had to pick up the phone, call the people, and say we’re available if you want us involved. The folks that we can support don’t always know when to ask for us. So, we have to push our capabilities forward.”  

In anticipation, three Forward Engineer Support Teams (Advanced) began to assemble in Japan, Alaska, and Little Rock within hours of the disaster. Each of the six-person teams is comprised of a team leader, Civil Engineers, Structural Engineers, Geo-technical Engineers, and are augmented by two soldiers from the 249th Engineering Battalion (Prime Power), headquartered at Fort Belvoir, Virginia.


The three FEST-A teams were deployed to U’tapao, Thailand between Jan. 5-7, at the request of the military’s United States Pacific Command’s Combined Support Force. They will work in direct support of the Combined Support Groups, working relief and damage assessment activities in Thailand, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia. In Honolulu, the Emergency Operations Center began around the clock operations to support the deployed teams. 


The FEST-A team from Alaska was further deployed to Phuket in the southern most areas of Thailand Saturday. Since their arrival they have provided onsite technical assistance in three critical areas. 

They have provided humanitarian assistance to the Victim Identification Site in Phuket. The team applied their engineering expertise to advise site managers on biohazard drainage applications. The site is being utilized to hold, view, and identify the bodies of more than 2,000 tsunami victims. 

The Alaska FEST-A team also provided assistance to helping Thai officials determine the best and most efficient methods of remove a 200-foot Navy Frigate, which was run aground by the tsunami and had been blocking water ways, thus hindering relief efforts. 

Since their arrival in Phuket, the team has completed exterior assessments of more than 140 buildings, finding many of not safe, and more detailed usability assessments for more than 50 building structures.

The team also helped restore power to an island off the coast of Phuket The team assessed the condition of an underground cable that serves as the prime source of electrical power for the island. They found that the cable had not been severed as first thought, but was simply dislocated as the tsunami rolled over the area.

The Alaska Team is comprised of Team Leader, Capt. Teresa A. Schlosser, Civil Engineer Bruno F. Sinigaglio, Structural Engineer Robert A. Haviland, and Geo-technical Engineer Robert B. Sanders.

The Japan FEST-A team deployed to Indonesia Tuesday. In Indonesia, the team is expected to conduct route assessments of the Saleh, Medan, Banda, and Maimum Ache roadways that connect to Meulaboh. As part of the same mission, they will conduct damage assessments in and around the Meulaboh airfield and seaport. According members of the deployed team, this type of analysis is critical to the relief efforts. The Meulaboh area in Indonesia is to be used by the United Nations as a major rehabilitation logistics hub. To have a functional hub, they need the status of the airfield, the port, and connecting road network for transportation of material. Most importantly, officials note, they need details of how to get the roads, airfield, and seaports open in order to make them mission capable. 

Japan’s Team Leader, Maj. Tong I. Smith, and Civil Engineers Harry V. Pham and Pat W. Naher, were joined by Geo-technical Engineer Edward E. Flint from the Division’s Far East District in Korea. Upon departure, Smith was anticipating a deployment of up to 45 days. However, Pham notes, “We’ll support as long as there is a need for us to be out there.”

The Little Rock FEST-A team, led by Maj. John W. Bitter, for the Ft. Worth, Texas District, continues to support the Combined Support Force Engineer Staff at U’tapao while awaiting clearance to further deploy to Sri Lanka. 

In addition to analyzing maps and data mining information in preparation for that deployment, the Little Rock team is helping fellow FEST-A teams and the Tsunami rescue efforts by identifying and coordinating usability and damage assessments for roads, bridges, harbors, airfields, and structures using satellite-imaging technologies. 

Before departing Little Rock, Karyn Higgins, one of the teams Civil Engineers, told news reporters that she had, “mixed feeling,” about deploying to Southeast Asia. But, she told them, "It's very nice because you are helping people and hopefully come out better before we make it there. But it is also bad, because we are going to see all the death and destruction and we're going to be a part of that." 

Through a combined effort stretching around the world, commercial and military imagery is being obtained for stricken areas. These images are provided to a variety of U.S. Army Engineer labs and centers of expertise throughout the United States. From these 1-meter resolution images, Engineers can assess damages or the usability of roads, bridges, airports, and seaports. As an example, these teams have conducted an assessment of the southwestern segment of the Sri Lanka Coast Road over the past week. 

Tom M. Brady, the Pacific Ocean Division’s military contingency planner, who is currently leading an Engineer Planning Team established in Thailand to help coordinate future rehabilitation efforts, said “The Thai government has expressed that they are ‘very happy’ with the team’s efforts so far.” 
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Editor’s note:

Lee Ferguson, Little Rock District, Grant Sattler, Japan District and John Killoran, Alaska District, contributed to this report. 

POD Tsunami Map

A map depicting the damage and usability assessments of roads, bridges, and airfields along a segment of the Aceh, Samatra coastline in Indonesia, was developed by Army Engineers through the use of satellite imagery and map overlays.

U.S. Army Photo by Dennis K. Bohannon 

POD Tsunami Strock (1) 

Lt. Gen. Carl A. Strock, Commander, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, discusses the Corps’ contributions to the tsunami relief efforts with assistance teams located in U’tapao, Phuket, Virginia, Alabama, New York, Washington D.C. and Alaska during a videoconference originating from Honolulu.

U.S. Army Photo by Dennis K. Bohannon

POD Tsunami Strock (2) 

As Ken Suiso of the Emergency Operations Center looks on (left), Lt. Gen. Carl A. Strock, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, discusses the Corps’ contributions to the Tsunami relief efforts with assistance teams located in U’tapao, Phuket, Virginia, Alabama, New York, Washington D.C. and Alaska during a videoconference originating from Honolulu.

U.S. Army Photo by Dennis K. Bohannon

POD Tsunami Videoconference

Lt. Gen. Carl A. Strock, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (right), Brig. Gen. Larry Davis, Commanding General, Pacific Ocean Division (left), and Ken Suiso of the Emergency Operations Center (center), listen to plans and comments from Engineer Teams in Thailand and across the United States during a videoconference Tuesday.

U.S. Army Photo by Dennis K. Bohannon

POD Tsunami Davis

Brig. Gen. Larry Davis, Commanding General, Pacific Ocean Division (back), and Col. Ray Scrocco, Division Chief of Staff, review maps of Sri Lanka and areas affected by the Tsunami where Army engineer teams are being deployed.

U.S. Army Photo by Dennis K. Bohannon

POD Tsunami Packing

Harry Pham (front) and Patrick Naher, members of the Japan Forward Engineer Support Team (Advanced), pack equipment prior to departing Jan. 6 in support of the Tsunami relief and rehabilitation efforts in Thailand and Indonesia. 

U.S. Army Photo by Grant Sattler

POD Tsunami Alaska

The Alaska Forward Engineer Support Team, Capt. Teresa Schlosser, Robert Sanders, Robert Haviland, and Bruno Sinigaglio, pose for a snapshot prior to departing Alaska in support of the Tsunami relief and rehabilitation efforts in Thailand. 

U.S. Army Photo by John Killoran
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