April 23, 2009 Emergency Management Higher Education Program

"Notes of The Day"
(1)  Chemical Plant Explosion 2008 Congressional Hearing and Report: 
Davenport, Coral.  “House Report Details Company’s Secrecy in 2008 Chemical Plant Explosion.”  CQ Homeland Security, April 21, 2009.  

Bayer CropScience improperly concealed details of last year’s deadly explosion at a West Virginia chemical plant that produces the same substance that killed thousands in India in 1984, a report by the House Energy and Commerce Committee has concluded.  The committee’s investigators — drawing on more than 200,000 pages of documents connected to the Aug. 28, 2008, explosion — found that “Bayer engaged in a campaign of secrecy by withholding critical information from local, county and state emergency responders” by restricting the use of information provided to federal investigators, providing misleading information to the public and undermining efforts by news organizations and citizen groups . 

“On the night of the explosion, Bayer failed to provide emergency responders with critical information about the scope of the explosion, the potential chemical hazards involved, or the actions needed to safeguard the surrounding community,” the report said. 

The explosion of an overpressurized waste tank at the company’s facility in Institute, W.Va., sent a fireball hundreds of feet into the air, instantly killing one Bayer employee, while another employee suffered third-degree burns and died more than a month later. Eight other people, including six emergency responders, suffered from symptoms of chemical exposure. 

The explosion came close to destroying another nearby tank filled with several tons of methyl isocyanate (MIC), an extremely toxic chemical that killed approximately 4,000 people after an accident at a Union Carbide plant in Bhopal, India, in 1984.  “The consequences could have eclipsed the 1984 disaster in India,” had the projectile struck the MIC tank, the report found. Today, the Bayer facility is the only plant in the U.S. that still produces large amounts of MIC. Joseph Crawford, police chief of nearby St. Albans, W.Va., told the House Energy and Commerce Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations that Bayer was uncooperative with first-responders.  “Had I known then what I know now, I would have ordered a complete [plant] evacuation,” Crawford testified. “We get more information on a car wreck than we got that night.” 

Prepared hearing statements, the above-referenced report and other materials can be accessed at:  

http://energycommerce.house.gov/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1583&catid=133&Itemid=73 

(2)  Department of Homeland Security Focus Areas: 
Fowler, Daniel.  “Napolitano Lays Out Five Areas of Focus for DHS.”  CQ Homeland Security, April 21, 2009. 

Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano outlined the department’s five main missions Tuesday — fighting and preventing terrorism; securing the borders; enforcing immigration laws and implementing any overhaul; improving preparation for and recovery from natural disasters; and fostering a common culture within DHS.  “We have the five major issues, five major areas that we focus on within our 200,000 plus employees and our missions, and we’re going to do it,” Napolitano said in a speech at the Anti-Defamation League’s National Leadership Conference.  According to Napolitano, terrorism is the area that “really fueled the creation” of the department. As such, she said, that issue “is the No. 1 mission” of DHS.  But, echoing a theme that has run through the new administration, Napolitano said terrorism can come from home or abroad. 

(3)  Emergency Managers Articles of Interest Weekly Report: 
Received note today that Steven Detwiler’s “Emergency Managers Articles of Interest Weekly Report, April 24, 2009” has been distributed to hosting sites.  One of those is the Oceania section of the International Association of Emergency Managers, at:  

http://www.oceania-iaem.com/resources/aoi 

(4)  Mass Casualty Response Principles: 
Cotter, Steven.  “Mass-Casualty Response:  The Vital First Few Minutes:  An Overview of the Principles Required to be Successful as the First-Due EMS Responder.”  EMS Magazine, April 2009.  At:  http://emsresponder.com/print/EMS-Magazine/Mass-Casualty-Response--The-Vital-First-Few-Minutes/1$9371 
(5)  National Transportation Safety Board Report on 2008 Fatal Motor Coach Accident: 
National Transportation Safety Board.  “NTSB Cites Driver Error in Motorcoach Run-Off-The-Road and Rollover Accident in Mexican Hat, Utah that Killed Nine, Injured 43.” NTSB News, Washington, DC:  NTSB, April 21,  2009.   At:  http://www.ntsb.gov/Pressrel/2009/090421.html 

(6)  This Day in Disaster History -- April 23, 1850, Belle of the West, Burns, Ohio River -- Near Warsaw, Kentucky 
“Cincinnati, April 23.  A terrible steamboat accident, attended by fearful loss of life, occurred this morning at about 1 o’clock.  The splendid steamer, Belle of the West, which cleared from this port, loaded with California bound emigrants for St. Louis, had gone but a mile below Warsaw, Ky., when her boiler bursted.  It is confidently asserted that not less than one hundred persons were burnt to death and drowned.  The scene that followed the explosion is represented as having been the most awful ever witnessed o n the western rivers.  The officers saved their lives by immediately jumping overboard, and swimming ashore.  The Belle of the West was owned in this city…She is said to be totally lost. 

________ 

“Second Dispatch. Madison, April 23.  Another Account of the Steamboat Disaster.  An eye witness to the horrible scent attending the destruction of the Belle of the West, (which it appears was burnt, instead of having collapsed her boiler,) gives facts in connection with the calamity.  He says that the fire was discovered at about 12 o’clock, in the hold, when she was immediately run ashore, where she was made fast, and stage planks run out.  Up to this moment the flames had not burst forth.  The after-hatch was then raised for the purpo se of getting water into the hold, but such was the pressure of the flames, that all efforts to quell them were of no avail.  The total number of passengers is estimated at 400, among whom were two companies of California emigrants, and about thirty families removing westward. 

“It is ascertained from the register that over sixty souls perished, and probably as many more have been lost whose names were not enrolled.  Such was the progress of the fire that, before the passengers could get out of the state rooms, all communication between the after cabin and forward part of the boat was cut off, and all either were compelled to jump overboard or perish in the flames.”   (Adams Sentinel (Gettysburg, PA). “Awful Steamboat Accident, One Hundred…”  4/22/1850.) 

________ 

“We are favored by Mr. Parks of the Express for the Cincinnati Daily Times of Saturday evening which contains what purports to be full particulars of the disaster to the boat, as given by D. James, the captain.  From this we make the following extracts: 

When opposite Florence, Ia., I discovered smoke issuing through the joints of the forward hatch, which gave me some uneasiness, when I called one of the deck hands, who was standing near, to raise the hatch to see if the cause was below.  The appearance of more smoke proved my suspicion to be correct, and I immediately ran to the hurricane deck and ordered the pilot to land the boat, that there was a fire in the hold.  Next returned to said hatch and found two men had gone down with the hose.  I ordered them up to get aft and get all the passengers on deck forward, while I went through the cabin, assisted by the second clerk and steward, to wake up the passengers…. 

There were a large number of passengers on deck, and some in the cabin, whose names were not registered.  It will therefore be impossible to give a full list.  The number known to be lost or missing is thirty-seven…” (Daily Sanduskian.  “Belle of the West,” April 29, 1850.) 

(7)  Email Inbox Backlog:  234 

(8)  EM Hi-Ed Notes of the Day Distribution:  20,725 subscribers 
(9)  EMI Web site down temporarily. 
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