1) What lessons do you think have been learned by emergency management officials from Hurricane Katrina?


In my opinion, as the Dukes county Emergency Management Director, and this opinion may not be shared by others in the Emergency Management field, the primary lesson appears that Emergency Managers along with Political Leaders must pre-plan for the worst case scenario and must be skilled in making decisions in a timely manner.  Part of this lesson appears to be, that an emergency that appears manageable in the beginning, can rapidly spiral out of control, due to unforeseen circumstances, as was the case with Katrina.  When this happens, decision times, in the initial response phase, become extremely compressed.  If all parties have not practiced beforehand, decisions are made that are wrong or the decisions are not made at all.

Secondly, the population must be educated on how to provide for their own survivability.  

Citizens must be motivated to make a plan that will help to guide them towards surviving disasters.  Their plan should not only help them to survive the immediate effects of the disaster (evacuation, sheltering, etc) but must also include sustaining themselves over a long period when there are no essential services.
The County has conducted public education seminars in regards to hurricane preparation. Last year, I arranged for the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency, along with the National Weather Service to present a hurricane preparation presentation for Islanders at the High School. This was filmed and I arranged for it to be seen on MVTV several times, this hurricane season.
This year, I was involved in an Island-wide effort to educate seniors in hurricane preparation. This effort was chaired by the Dukes County Sheriffs office, through the Triad Program, hosted by the Island’s Council on Aging, and included all of the Island’s Emergency Managers and the Red Cross, as speakers.  This presentation was also filmed and has been shown on MVTV several times this hurricane season.

2) What plans does Martha’s Vineyard need to make in terms of what we saw happen with Katrina (preparation, supplies, shelters, communication, dealing with the aftermath, etc.)?
Each town on Martha’s Vineyard has an Emergency Management Plan for disasters. This question is better directed towards them.  The County Emergency Management Director is responsible only for serving the County Departments. However, during emergencies the County Director can and does coordinate information among those towns that desire this service.

The county efforts lie mainly in the areas of public preparation education and in the area of information collection and dissemination.

3) Communication seemed to be a weak point overall in Louisiana, between emergency officials, medical and law enforcement personnel, and shelters.  What kind of communications network will the Vineyard have in place, before, during and after a hurricane or disaster?
Each major Town Board and Town Department belongs to an Island-wide association for that type of department (ie: All-Island Selectmen association, All-Island Board of Health Association, the Martha’s Vineyard Emergency Management Directors Association, etc) that meets regularly. However, there is no overall body that contains a representative from each of these associations to review issues that impact the Island as a whole.

Further, the island does not have an Island-wide Emergency Operations Center that would facilitate the collection and dissemination of disaster information among the Island Towns’ disaster and public safety managers.  Further, there is little or no interaction between the ‘town governments, as a group’ and those agencies that are either private entities with Island-wide significance (MV Hospital, SSA), entities that reside in one town but have an island-wide significance (ie are used by the whole island)(MV High School), or are entities that are regional in nature (MVTA).

In a very limited way, The Dukes County Emergency Management Director, in concert with the participating members of the Martha’s Vineyard Emergency Management Directors Association, which includes the Red Cross, does collect disaster and shelter information from among the participating members of the MVEMDA and disseminates this information back to the towns that desire it. This service, along with the information that can be gleaned from listening to the communications from the Comm Center does provide towns with a modicum of information.  Although this service is still in its infancy, there does appear interest for this role to grow. Additionally, DCEMA also coordinates with those agencies/entities upon which our infrastructure relies, such as the SSA, NSTAR, NWS, MEMA, Mass Highway, Mass State Police, etc. before storms to bring them up to speed on any needs that we may have and to gather information on their preparations relating to the Island.  We gather this information and disseminate it among those towns that desire it.

4) In terms of the communication problems that we observed between the state of Louisiana and the government after Hurricane Katrina, what would you and other Island officials do to coordinate relief efforts with the state of Massachusetts and the U.S. government, particularly FEMA?


Each Town Emergency Manager is responsible for contacting Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency.  The County can supply backup communication and disaster assessment. The County has on its staff, ham radio operators, that can communicate with the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency and we also maintains a list of Ham radio operators for use in emergencies.  There is also a group of ham radio operators on the island who are members of the ARES/RACES team, who can relay information from the towns and the county to the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency, in times of emergencies, when regular communications are inoperative.

5) Since we live on an Island, even with advance warning, is it most likely that not everyone could be evacuated because the ferries would have to cease service before that could be accomplished?  Officer Peter Martell of Oak Bluffs mentioned at last month’s hurricane preparedness forum that evacuation plans have been made with the Steamship Authority and also through Homeland Security.  Is there an estimate on how much advance time would be needed to accomplish an Island evacuation, if one were possible?

During Hurricane Bob, in August, the SSA evacuated 824 autos and 5247 passengers on the 16th, 1023 autos and 6631 passengers on the 17th and 1016 autos and 8017 passengers on the 18th.  Total Autos for 3 days = 2863 autos. Total passengers for 3 days = 19,929 passengers. That said, there are many other factors that need to be taken into account before any evacuation could be considered.  For example, Although evacuation of the entire island seems like a reasonable alternative, the logistics problems would be formidable, regarding the vast number of cars to be moved (10000 – 15000, summer/ 5000+, autumn), the elderly and underage population, the non-English speaking population, the hospitalized, etc., .  Then when the evacuees reach the Bourne and Sagamore bridges, there are the Cape evacuees to contend with.  Then there are other factors to deal with such as the factor that the bridges are closed after the wind reaches 75 mph. Further, when dealing with hurricanes, evacuation timing can become severely compressed because of the changing speeds which hurricanes can accelerate. 

6)  If the Steamship Authority terminals were damaged from a Category 5 storm such as Katrina, how would provisions reach the Island?
The senior scientist at the National Weather Service, Taunton, has assured me that a category 5 hurricane could not reach the island because our water temperature does not reach the temperature required to sustain a category 5 hurricane.  

However, your question does have validity.  Each of our grocery stores have approximately 3 days supply of food on any given day because of the just in time delivery system.  In the summer, we receive approximately 35 trailer trucks of food per week.  After Labor Day, this reduces somewhat.  Granted also that this food is not all staples because it includes foods not needed for survival. However, it is likely that the store would be cleaned out prior to the onset of a hurricane, so there would be no reserve to purchase after the hurricane.

Potable water is also a concern in the three up-island towns if an extended electrical outage occurs.  Most of those residents pump their own water.

I have heard theories that the government would send us military C130’s with supplies. However, as a C130 loadmaster with 18 years of experience, I can tell you that one C130 equals one trailer truck.  You do the math.  Further, the storm would also damage a large portion of the mainland as well and they will be asking for relief supplies, as well

In regards to the strength of the SSA Docks, your question would be better directed to the engineers of the SSA. As for the vessels, normally they are put out to sea or are sent to New Bedford, where there is a hurricane barrier.

A further complication that your question raises is not so much about what happens here on the island, but what happens to the transportation infrastructure on the mainland, such as the roads in Falmouth/Woods Hole and the Bourne and Sagamore Bridges. Additionally, any damage to the the energy infrastructure on the Cape also becomes a vital concern, along with the communications infrastructure.

Now you can see why it is so important for people to prepare for the aftermath of a storm. Even a 1-week supply of food, although not adequate, is at least a start. 
