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Danger Lurks Within Emergency Readiness Assumptions

As the dangerous disconnection between private and public sectors are announced with the onset of Mo Mitchell’s strong straight forward delivery, one has no choice but to sit on the edge of their seat waiting for the bad news.  Initially, the audience of Public Safety educators learns that they are going to be offended with information regarding the fact that their campus is not at all ready for the many emergencies that their university is vulnerable to.  Sadly this audience further learns that they are unable to run from the information because each set of bad news is backed with reliable current empirical data.  

Who would guess that only 1 out of 25 college campuses in the United States are OSHA compliant?  Who would guess how few college administrators know what OSHA means?  And How many college administrators live in denial of the fact that their campuses are vulnerable to emergencies.  That denial leads to their campus not being ready for the unexpected emergency that could possibly destroy some of the lives of their employees, students, or visitors?  What if one of those harmed visitors was a potential investor?  And yes, the administrators of the University are responsible if lives and property are lost as a result of unpreparedness?

Emergencies Do Not Occur

Emergencies do happen at the most unexpected times and places.  United States college campuses are vulnerable.  And, no, calling 911 is not always going to bring immediate solutions in time to save lives and extremely expensive property. Public E.S. assumes campuses are prepared, campus administrators assume that E.S. will accomplish all the response and recovery work.  Assumptions lead to horrendous mistakes in times of emergencies when they are based on wrong intelligence.

National campus readiness research as of 2008 proved that the majority of United States universities are under planned, trained, exercised, or drilled.  Furthermore most work places are not OSHA compliant.  University administrators often wrongly assume that being an educational establishment excludes them in becoming OSHA compliant.   All campuses are work places with vulnerabilities.  University campuses are vulnerable not just to the so-called normal work place possible critical incidents of employee violence, on the job potential rapes, sexual harassment, and theft.  Universities are vulnerable to student depression, suicide attempts, and substance abuse incidents which are not limited to natural disasters or manmade disasters that are not listed.  Universities are vulnerable to any type of disaster that the region they are located in is also vulnerable to.  With the fact that university campuses are possibly in more danger to emergencies than many office buildings, why is the number of OSHA compliancy of US campuses so low?

Denial of the Need for Emergency Preparedness

Bo Mitchell, the president of 9/11 Consulting with his words of experience as a retired Police Commissioner and Certified Emergency Manager minces no words when he states that denial of the need for emergency preparedness is our biggest threat.  The average university administrator suffers from feelings of undue safety due to assumptions that emergencies do not occur, if they do the incidents will not be that bad, if an emergency does occur there is enough outside E.S. to solve the situation with little loss, or if the occurrence is that bad their insurance will cover the losses.  The answer to those assumptions is exemplified by the many times heads of organizations or university are noted as scratching their heads wondering why they were not ready after that emergency that was not going to happen or be that bad ruined half or all the buildings, erased all of their data, and stole or injured individuals that depended on them for their safety.  Is their insurance company going to be able to erase the bad reputation that university gained from allowing their students to be killed because of lack of emergency preparedness?

OSHA, NIMS, All Hazards Planning?

Over 40 years ago employee safety began to be regulated by the United States government with the establishment of OSHA.  OSHA is short for Occupational Safety and Health Administration run by the United States Department of Labor.  The goal of establishing OSHA was and still is to establish safe and healthy work conditions the working American citizens.  The surprising fact is that over 40 years of work place emergencies has not taught the average business owner or CEO that OSHA compliance and emergency preparedness is not a waste of time and money.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) established the National Incident Management System (NIMS) as guidelines for the coordination and unified approach to all types of emergencies.  Most importantly, NIMS establishes guidelines for an All Hazards Planning approach to emergency preparedness which stresses the need for cooperation between all organizations before, during, and after a disaster occurs.  It is not enough to say an organization is prepared for vulnerabilities.  Nor is it enough to say that the other responders will take care of any incident that might occur.  

If you own a business, are an administrator, or a CEO you are by law responsible for ensuring the safety of your employees, your contractors, and those visit or are serviced by your organization whether private or public.  For instance, in 1991 a ship (Oceanos) with over 500 passengers and crew members began to sink.  Did the captain stay with his ship as most would have expected?  The captain jumped to safety first leaving those left on the ship to fend for themselves.  Preparedness training led to the safety because even the band members were prepared to handle the unexpected emergency.  The captain was ruled by law as being negligent.  The lessons within that example are that as a boss you are legally responsible for the safety of all that come into contact with your organization.  And thorough emergency preparedness includes everyone, not just the most apparent responders on your staff.

No Campus is Immune to Emergencies

No campus or company, large or small, public or private is immune to the possibility of an emergency occurring.  If an employee comes to work in a bad mood and shows their feelings by hurting or killing fellow employees, isn’t that an emergency that your organization should have been prepared for?  Or maybe, a sudden tornado hit your region which caused property damage on your campus?  Is not your responsibility to ensure the safety of the students on your campus?  And no emergency preparedness includes depending solely on other responders and your insurance to cover the expenses caused by your denial of the need to plan and train for emergencies.  How do you tell a child’s parents that your denial led to paralysis of their 18-year-old son?  

Denial causes a lack in control, command, and communications during times of emergencies.  If planning had occurred with exercised training, that 18-year-old could be walking to class on your campus.  Instead that young person is being wheeled into a court room to help the judge fine and place you in jail for negligence because you used your position of power to say that his right to live a normal life was not worth the time or money to acquire needed emergency preparedness.  

As university administrators and emergency management practitioners and educators, we need to remember that people are our first priority.  No matter how much it costs, how hard we have work-people are worth saving by becoming OSHA compliant and prepared for any and all types of emergencies.
