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Emergency Government

1995 Annual Report

The Department of Emergency Government is responsible for program activities in four broad categories on an annual basis.  These programs are:

Emergency Management Operations, Preparedness, and Planning

Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know Act (EPCRA) Administration

Water Safety Patrol

Highway Traffic Safety (through August, 1995)

The first two program areas are combined into a single, comprehensive plan of work designed to enhance the safety, preparedness, and response capabilities within our County and ensure the effective coordination with outside agencies.  We receive two major grants to offset some of the expenses involved in conducting the programs.  One is the Emergency Management Assistance (EMA) grant from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and the second is the Wisconsin EPCRA planning grant.  

Emergency Management Operations, Preparedness, and Planning

Ozaukee County is part of FEMA’s Region V, along with Michigan, Indiana, Ohio, Illinois, and Minnesota.  Our EMA grant is tied to completion of a variety of work activities and provides reimbursement for nearly $24,000 of our annual emergency management expenses.  The annual Plan-of-Work includes these broad categories:

Developing and updating the Emergency Operations Plan

Training emergency responders

Conducting exercises testing emergency plans

Direction, control, and warning initiatives

Public Education and Emergency Information efforts

Hazard Identification, capability assessment, multi-year mitigation plans

Hazard Mitigation

Development and enhancement of local continuity of government

Local program initiatives and training activities

Ozaukee County adopted a county-wide Emergency Operations Plan (EOP) in 1993, copies were distributed in 1994 and updates completed in 1995.  The EOP provides basic guidance during disasters or times of extreme emergency.  Our training efforts focus upon helping emergency response agencies become familiar with the EOP so they can use it effectively.  The Local Emergency Planning Committee oversees the development of site-specific hazardous material emergency response plans.

Training and exercise programs are designed to test the validity of emergency action plans under controlled conditions and train emergency responders in proper procedure.  The goal is to constantly improve our capability to handle extreme emergencies and disaster situations, thus minimizing the loss of life or damage to property.  Some of the training programs are attended by Department personnel, while others are held to support other county or municipal emergency response agencies such as the police, fire, and ambulance services.  The Local Emergency Planning Committee sponsors annual exercises to coordinate and test response plans for hazardous material releases.  Exercises fall into one of five classifications depending upon the type of activity involved.

The simplest form is the “Orientation” in which personnel are merely briefed about the contents of a plan.  The “Drill” permits the personnel of one response organization to test their internal procedures and equipment.  A “Tabletop” exercise brings several agencies together around a conference table to discuss a potentially disastrous scenario.  It is used to resolve communications and perception problems and assign responsibility for certain functions during the disaster response.  Time is not considered a factor during this type of exercise.  The focus is on problem resolution, not impact of time on decision-making.  “Functional” exercises escalate the stress level of the participants working together to conduct a response to an incident.  If manpower and equipment are involved, it usually represents only one agency, but other organizations are involved in the “tabletop” portion.  Time plays a critical role much as it does in real incidents.  The longer decision-making takes, the longer disaster events are allowed to progress without intervention.  The final phase of the exercise program is a full-scale exercise in which manpower and equipment from several agencies are deployed to a simulated disaster.

Ozaukee County personnel participated in or conducted six exercises.  We participated as evaluators in a “Tabletop” and a “Full Scale” exercise under a mutual aid agreement to other Counties.  We also conducted a major exercise with the OZARES (Amateur Radio Emergency Services) membership in March.  This involved a three day deployment of manpower and equipment to simulate a group of shelter facilities and a command post.  In April, we participated in the State-wide tornado drill held in conjunction with the Wisconsin Division of Emergency Government, National Weather Service, and public broadcast stations.  The new tornado warning systems at the Justice Center and Administration Center were used for the first time.  As a result, some modifications were made to the system and new alerting procedures developed.  The fifth exercise involved coordination of a major land-based search and rescue operation using the Great Lakes Search and Rescue K-9’s, Emergency Government, and OZARES.  

The final exercise was actually a real incident for which the State and Federal governments awarded exercise credit because it allowed us to test our plans and procedures.  This incident involved a release of approximately 200 gallons of fuel oil into the Port Washington Harbor.  Based upon our response and excellent cooperation between City and County officials, we were able to contain the spill without significant environmental impact.  All agencies involved were congratulated by the United States Coast Guard to our efficient handling of the incident.  Clean-up costs exceeded $16,000, which was billed to the spiller.
The Department of Emergency Government sponsors the local OZARES amateur radio Emergency Services organization.  OZARES meets monthly and conducts weekly training sessions over the radio.  Over 50 members of OZARES volunteer their time and personally owned equipment serving Ozaukee County through the Emergency Government office.  OZARES members installed much of the equipment in the Emergency Communication Center and five remote weather sensor recording stations around the County.  During instances of severe weather, OZARES members activate the Communications Center relaying information to and from the National Weather Service to local emergency services and the public.  In several instances last summer, OZARES members helped the Water Safety Patrol Rescue Boat crews while they were engaged in search and rescue operations during severe weather.  Last year OZARES members donated well over 3,000 hours performing these functions at no cost to the taxpayer.
The exercise program also provides the opportunity to analyze various hazards and our capability to deal with the resulting dangers.  Hazard analysis and exercising work hand-in-hand throughout the emergency management program.  Quality analysis can lead to mitigation programs which may eliminate or substantially reduce the potential danger or extent of damage should a disaster actually occur.  It also allows us to continue to provide nearly normal governmental functions during disasters.  Traditionally, County agencies work nearly independently of each other.  During disasters, however, we must all work together, sharing information and resources to ensure public safety and welfare, reduce duplicated efforts and verify that all issues receive appropriate attention.

Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know

Nationwide hazard analysis shows that one of the most common disasters is the accidental release of hazardous materials.  Recalling the Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act of 1986 which contained the Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know Act was a direct result of the deadly chemical release in Bhopal, India we can see tremendous strides in the improvement of public safety during such events.  Despite our best efforts, however, hardly a week goes by without news reports of a chemical spill resulting in death or severe injuries.

One of the most dangerous aspects of these incidents is they occur without warning, often as a result of transportation accidents.  Emergency responders may not even be aware of the dangers facing them until they arrive at the scene.  Our emergency response plans provide specific information and guidance for dealing with chemicals at fixed facilities.  The County-wide plan list pre-determined guides to protect the public and responders during these emergencies.  When the release is large or extremely dangerous, the Department of Emergency Government is responsible for coordinating the response between County, municipal, state, federal, and other outside agencies.

These other agencies may include Superior Environmental Services or the State Regional Level A Hazardous Materials team(s).  Superior Environmental provides immediate response services to us for all types of hazardous materials spills, while the Regional Level A team responds only to the most serious, life-threatening releases.  Our first responders are specially trained to rapidly recognize hazardous materials incidents, act accordingly, and call for additional assistance.  This substantially reduces local taxpayer costs, but increases the potential exposure danger from uncontrolled run-off or vapors.

The Local Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) is responsible for the collection, analysis, planning, and plan distribution for chemical emergencies at the County level.  As an extension of the State Emergency Response Board, the LEPC is composed of fourteen local business and governmental representatives.  LEPC operations are funded almost entirely through the EPCRA grant.  Additionally, the LEPC tracks reports of hazardous material releases occurring in the County.  Last year, the LEPC received seventeen chemical spill reports.  This represents nearly a 42% increase over the twelve reports received during 1994.  Fortunately, none of the spills resulted in personal injuries.

Traffic Safety Commission

The Traffic Safety Commission is charged with overseeing the safety issues affecting the roadways in Ozaukee County.  This includes conducting safety and engineering studies for speed limit and stop sign recommendations to the Highway Committee of the County Board.  Through August, 1995, the Emergency Government Director also served as the County Traffic Safety Coordinator.  Those duties were transferred to the Sheriff’s Department in September.

Water Safety Patrol

The mission of the Water Safety Patrol is to respond to emergency and potentially dangerous situations on Lake Michigan in order to save lives, protect property, and reduce the potential for these types of losses.  Total calls for the year reached 52 compared to 35 during 1994.  This represents nearly a 49% increase in calls for service.  We assisted the United States Coast Guard in several searches for missing, overdue boaters and flare sightings.  A total of 112 persons were assisted and nearly $2,000,000 in property safety returned to the harbor.  Several graphs are attached detailing our calls for service.

Unfortunately, this season again saw several deaths on Lake Michigan, one of which occurred in Ozaukee County.  A nine year old boy drown while swimming at Harrington Beach State Park.  The Water Safety Patrol assisted in the search and coordinated communications with responding units from the Coast Guard.  The danger of being stranded on Lake Michigan cannot be overestimated.  Weather conditions frequently change dramatically in just minutes to create cold temperatures, high winds, and extremely rough seas.  Boats without power are potential victims of swamping, throwing their passengers into the water.  Water temperatures in Lake Michigan, even in the dog days of August, are low enough to cause the rapid onset of hypothermia severe enough to cause death or dire injuries.

Every season produces its own set of unique or noteworthy calls.  A total of thirteen people, including three children, were pulled from situations that would have resulted in death or severe injuries if our Rescue Boat were not available.  In May, a canoeist found himself in 40 degree water when his canoe swamped.  He was initially pulled from the water by another boater, who then called for the County Rescue Boat for medical assistance for the victim.  We also responded to several breakwall collisions, the oil spill in the harbor, and numerous bad weather calls.

In July and August, the Rescue Boat responded to frantic MAYDAY calls from vessels rapidly taking on water.  In the first, a 38 foot cabin cruiser, nine miles northeast of Port Washington sustained a structural failure resulting in a three inch hole in the bottom of the boat.  Upon our arrival, the vessel’s engines, battery compartment, and swimming platform were underwater.  We secured the vessel along side the Rescue Boat and deployed our emergency pumps to “de-water” the crippled vessel.  The four passengers and vessel were safely returned to the Port Washington Harbor.

The second call involved a 34 foot cruiser two miles east of Port Washington also sustaining a structural failure that opened an 8 inch diameter hole in the stern.  In the short time it took for us to reach this vessel, its engine compartment was completely flooded and water covered the deck plates in the cabin.  County Rescue Boat personnel had to use both our portable emergency pumps at full capacity to keep this vessel afloat.  All nine people aboard and the vessel were also returned safely to the Port Washington Harbor thanks to our dedicated crews.  

Both of these vessels were in extreme danger.  Based on the rate of water intake, both vessels would have sunk and their passengers plunged into 50-55 degree water if the County’s Rescue Boat was not available to respond with trained and properly equipped personnel.  Once a vessel goes down, the search for victims becomes extremely difficult because the searches must now look for people floating with only their heads above water instead of a boat.  Even small waves can obstruct the searchers’ view of the victims.  This can lengthen the time involved to locate victims well past normal survival times.  In 50 degree water, death can result in less than 30-45 minutes as a result of hypothermia.  The physical condition of the victim and stress of the situation are also considerations.

The Future

Emergency Government holds the dubious honor of being the one Department expected to accurately predict the future and potential dangers we face.  It is a formidable task, but not done in isolation.  We all work together, at all levels of government, to accomplish this objective.  Our internal efforts will be to further increase our capability to respond and coordinate multiple agencies during disaster operations.  We look forward to the continued support of the County Board and County residents in future emergency management programs.  Remember:  It is not a question of “IF” a disaster will occur, rather the question is “WHEN?”  With your continued support, we will be ready and able to protect the public.
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