Workshop plans earthquake disaster response
By Curt Biberdorf

Forty-four years have passed since the most powerful earthquake ever recorded in North America shook southern Alaska. Though extreme weather conditions, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, avalanches, mudslides and wildfires are all potential threats to Alaskans, the greatest danger is another major earthquake.

Geologists from the U.S. Geologic Survey have determined that shallow faults in the Anchorage area could produce much stronger shaking than occurred during the 1964 Good Friday Earthquake in Southcentral Alaska. 

Such an earthquake would leave communities without heat, which could result in extensive loss of life during the winter.

In the continuing objective of preparedness, representatives from the Pacific Ocean Division,  Alaska District and other organizations within the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers sponsored a cold weather response workshop Jan. 23-24 at Fort Richardson’s Camp Denali to revalidate lessons learned from past cold weather exercises.
The disaster scenario was a 7.5 shallow crustal earthquake during a period of extreme cold weather in the Anchorage area causing significant infrastructure damage. The first day of the workshop dealt with the first 24 hours, and the second day covered how to respond in the 48-72 hours after the disaster. 

Representatives from the Corps, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Alaska Division of Homeland Security and Emergency Management, Matunuska-Susitna Borough, Municipality of Anchorage and City of Seward worked together to identify shortfalls and capabilities.
“The Corps is very good at response and recovery activities for Hurricane events,” said Dave Spence, chief of Emergency Management for the Alaska District. “Our goal is to be equally prepared for no-notice events like earthquakes.” 
He added that the Corps uses venues such as cold weather exercises and workshops to test and evaluate their response and recovery requirements under the National Response Framework. 
“Rather than do it by ourselves, we try to partner as Alaskans and combine our efforts into one major exercise,” Spence said.  
The Corps is one of the primary federal agencies that assist state and local governments in saving lives, and protecting critical infrastructure from natural and manmade disasters.
Preparedness is particularly important in Alaska. Brig. Gen. John Peabody, commander of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers-Pacific Ocean Division, expressed concern about the state in a disaster.

“The only thing I really worry about is our ability to respond to a disaster and partnering with FEMA because of the character of where we’re located,” Peabody said. “We’re isolated and must deal with extreme climatic changes.”

Supplies and commodities will be either flown into or carried by ship to Alaska. Ships are slow and airplanes cannot bring much, Peabody said. Relief is not truckloads of supplies rolling in from a neighboring state away.
“(The situation in Alaska) places a premium on our preparedness planning to understand our capabilities,” Peabody said. “In this scenario, we’re reacting in two to three days. I think it’s going to be a lot longer than that.”
Spence said that affected Alaskans can expect to be on their own for the first 96 hours, which means emphasizing individual preparedness. For heat, many homes have fireplaces, and motor homes are seen as another resource to tap into during an emergency.

Part of planning is developing or strengthening relationships with counterparts. A lesson learned from his experience in disaster response is that “you don’t exchange business cards at the scene of a disaster. You do it beforehand at meetings and exercises,” said Col. Kevin Wilson, district commander.
At the scene of a disaster, Wilson said the local or state government is always in charge. In New York City on Sept. 11, 2001, it was the mayor. In the Florida hurricanes, it was the governor. The federal government will get involved only after the governor requests and is granted a major presidential declaration of emergency.
“We want to figure out what you need and how the federal government can help because you are in charge,” Wilson said, speaking to state and local representatives in attendance.

More than just planning, the plans must be viable, credible and with a reasonable chance of working, Peabody said.

John Madden, director of the Alaska Division of Emergency Services, said it is important to develop a culture of preparedness.
“We do not plan for a scenario. We plan for effects of the disaster,” Madden said. “You need to understand the flow of goods and services going through the state and then analyze what can disrupt the process. What if the disaster affects the Port of Anchorage? Victims will be all around the state.”
Workshops for disaster response are useful to determine priorities, to understand who has authority and avoid redundancy.

“Chaos is part of the disaster,” Madden said. “Our responsibility is to bring order out of chaos, to try to stabilize the situation so we can bring in assets to help people.”

FEMA opened a new office last July in the Anchorage Federal Building Annex. It serves as initial coordination center for agency disaster preparedness initiatives and could be designated as an initial operating facility for federally-declared disasters.
“We have a great working relationship with everyone in the state,” said Dave Boughton with FEMA. “It is really exciting to be involved in this process.”
After the workshop, Corps of Engineers disaster response experts from across the country stayed an extra day to receive cold weather training and test their cold weather gear during a tour of a barracks construction project and demonstration of the Defense Coordinating Office and Element Emergency Response Vehicle. The temperature was 15 degrees that morning.
