READY West Point

Community Emergency Preparedness
By Henry Cervantes, Emergency Plans Specialist, DPTMS, USAG West Point, NY
Over the past several months we have published articles on individual and family emergency preparedness issues. This time I want to provide you emergency planning information that will help our West Point community respond to any emergency that could happen in or near the installation.

We all rely and depend on our law enforcement, fire department and emergency medical teams to help us during an emergency, from a kitchen fire to a major medical crisis. But what happens if these first responders are also victims of a regional emergency situation? Major road damage or debris could impede their movements while they’re trying to reach an affected area. Or they could become overwhelmed trying to assist a large number of victims of the emergency.

Any of these situations or others can delay first responders from reaching you and providing necessary assistance. That’s why it is so important that everyone be able to take care of themselves as much as possible. Department of Homeland Security and FEMA suggest families have plans that allow each family to sustain themselves for 2-4 days. A well prepared family should possess a disaster plan, a communications plan, disaster supply kits for your home, car and workplace, and pet emergency plan. It’s not easy taking the time to do all of these things! But it’s important, just ask anyone who lives in Florida (hurricanes), the Midwest (tornados), or West Coast (earthquakes).
Now that your getting ready to take care of yourself and your family, how about your neighbors?  That’s right your neighbors! If a major emergency happens in our area it’s going to affect all of us. And we’ll want to take care of each other. We can plan on doing one of two things if a major emergency happens in our area, shelter-in-place or evacuation. If the situation is such that officials decide it’s safer for you to stay indoors you’ll be told to stay in your home, school or workplace. If there is time officials may decide an evacuation of the area is needed, but this is an extreme measure.
There are two types of evacuations that could be ordered on the installation. One is a partial evacuation of a specific area due to an incident affecting only part of the installation, such as a HazMat incident near the railroad tracks. Temporary shelter areas would be set up for people affected by the incident. The other would be a total evacuation of the installation caused by a large natural or man-made emergency situation that would not only affect West Point but the surrounding area around us.

A total installation evacuation would mean relocating to regional emergency shelters. You’re off the installation when this happens, your children are in the on-post schools or CDC. Will your neighbor be able to help you? Certainly, if you’ve already prepared your child emergency plan with them. 

Your family car is not available to you if an evacuation order is issued, what should you do? Neighbors can help each other by making sure they leave the installation with a car full of people. By getting to know your neighbors now, you’ll know if they’ll need a ride in an emergency situation.

Since emergencies can happen at anytime, day or night, weekdays, weekends or holidays, you can’t count on being home or on the installation in the event of an emergency. If your children are at school do you know when, where or how you can pick them up if there is an emergency at the school? Off-post schools could evacuate their students to a safe location, if this happens do you know who to call to find out where your child is located? If  your children are at the on-post CDC and you work off the installation and you can’t get back during an emergency will someone else be able to pick them up? This is where your neighbor can help you.
Critical to a well developed emergency plan is to reach out to your neighbors. Neighbors should work together to prepare child emergency plans that can be used during an emergency situation. Neighbors who are at home during the day could be authorized to pick up their neighbors children to look after until the parent(s) can get home. 
Children who go off-post for school, shopping or to visit friends should have an on-post neighbors’ telephone number to call during an emergency situation in case they aren’t able to contact their parent(s). Parents should have this phone number so they can check with their neighbors on messages from their children or to leave messages for their children.
When you have someone taking care of your children at home, while you’re at work, shopping or going out to dinner, etc., does the sitter know what to do during an emergency? Tell your neighbors your going out and that your children are at home with a sitter. Ask the neighbors to check on everyone in your home if an emergency happens and to help them follow the instructions provided by installation officials.
The issues I’ve brought up only begin to scratch the surface of the problems we could face as a community in an emergency situation. But working together we can prepare ourselves to react to an emergency in a calm and rational way. I encourage you to talk about emergency preparedness issues with your neighbors and co-workers. There are various opportunities available to volunteer for community emergency response training in our area. Visit the Red Cross office near the Visitors Center or call them at 845-938-4100 or visit their website at http://www.nyredcross.org. For more emergency preparedness information visit the West Point Community Emergency Preparedness Information website at http://www.usma.edu/Garrison/sites/directorates/dptms/cepip/.    

