When devastating floods triggered mudslides in Puerto Rico,
rescuers responded with lessons learned in Mexico City

The U.S. Team in

n Oetober 7, 1985, two and one-
half weeks after the carthquake
that ravaged Mexico City, the
Mational Science Foundation held a
feeling to ml:wﬂgdmt disaster in hopes
of developi ncedures to improve the
LS. dimgﬁhpunm A number of
agencies were represented, including
the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA). Bob Pelusso of the
Bureau of Mine Safety, who had been
:Sﬂhe Ul.ﬁ. team in Mixem invited
to the meeting. Representing
NASAR were Greg ]hR'Ic[‘.quuld, Bill
Wade, and two veterans of Mexico City,
Marian Hardy and Bill Pierce,

Among the topics of discussion at this
meeting were the lack of a unified com-
rand in the Mexico Ciry disaster and the
advantages of the Incident Command
Systemn, and the various types of high-
and low-tech methods used by the 1LS,
team in Mexico City o locate victims
trapped under earthquake rubble. The
Davision of Mine Safety supplied a seis-
mic location system that can detect
breathing and heartheats within a col-
lapsed building. The Office of Surface

ining contributed a remole television
probe on a 500 meter cable that could be
inserted into cracks in the rubble. And
volunteer SAR dog units had sent dogs
trained to s0iff out survivors as well as
corpses. Low- and hiﬁ-:_:.ech comple-
mented cach other; dogs’ alerts
helped direct the sensitive equipment to
likely areas, and the equipment could
confirm and sometimes pinpoing the
source of the dogs” alerts,

On his return home 1o Shenandosh
Mational Park that day. Bill Pierce dis-
covered just how timely the October 7
miezting had been, Waiting for him was a
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message 10 call FEMAs Nell Stemper,
who had also attended the meeting.
Puerto Ricos Governor Rafacl Her-
nandez Colon had requested federal
assistance in the flood and mudslides that
struck his island in the pre-dawn hours
that samme dag

The governor called it “the worst trag-
edy ever to hit our island.” Following
hours of torrential rain, gart of a hillside
on the outskins of Ponce gave way; 274
homes in Barrio Mameyes were baried
of swepd nbo & ravine balow, Between
300 and 700 people were believed trap-
ped under tons of mud, rocks, trees, and
debris from their flimsy wood and tin
hiosmes,

Elsewhere on the island, a section of
the San Juan-Ponce expressway col-
lapsed, along with another bridge,
plunging 16 to 18 vehicles into the Rio
Coamo; 29 people were presumed
washed downstream,

Hundreds of people were missing,
buried under rubble or submerged
underwater. On the day after the slide,
people reported hearing sounds coming
from the debris; they believed there
were survivors trapped in the riebble
And now FEMA knew where to ask for
help in finding them.

Using Marian Hardy's recently com-
piled Mational SAR Dog Directory,
Assistant Chief Ranger Bill Pierce

The tock of g uniffed commuand in the Mexico City disester and the various methods
used fo locate victims trapped wnder earthguake nibbie were two lestons pul to use in
the Puerfo Rico floosds, Photo Courtesy AP Wide World Phatos,
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A wowmmn clings fo pole in an affempi o escape from the rising .

called Hardy to alert six dog teams
who could be at Andrews AFB on two
hours' notice, Bill also lined up an
overhead team for the mission to Puerto
Rico, At 2020 on October 8, Shenan-
doah Coordination Cemter dispatched
six handlers with dogs to Andrews AFB
— Marian Hardy, Brooke Holt, Phil
Audibert and Jane Mayo of DOGS-East,
and Martha Showalter and John
Shropshire of The Blue and Gray SAR
Dogs. Also responding, as overhead,
were Greg Shea from DOHGS-East and
Appalachian Search and Rescue Con-
ference, and Denny Ziemann and Skip
Wissinger from Shenandoah Natkonal
Park.

FEMA had little experience |:L15|:|al|:'h-
imig o disasters outside the comti
states, and wasn't prepared for the prob
bemis of airlifting teams o Puento Rl::u.
Puerio Rico is also ouizside the jurisdic-
tion of the Rescue Coordination Center
at Scoit AFB. As a resull, there was
considerable delay in getting an Adar
Force plane to transport the ULS. team.

The ﬂiglu finally took off at DR00 on

fiving first to Jacksonville,
Mississippi, to pick up the high-tech
component — a sonic team from the
Army Corps of Engincers. The L&
team then flew on to Puento Rico, arriv-
img in Ponce at 1B0)., Wissinger and
Hazﬂ' surveyed and evaluated the

site thal evening,

Returning to Ponce, Hardy requested
through -channels six o 10 more dog
teams. Bill Pierce ascertained that the
request was coming formally from Gen-
eral Mora, the commander of the
Mational Guard who was working
directly under the governor. Then,
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under FEMA's authority, Pierce set
about calling out remforcements.

At O on October W), he met She-
nandoah Park Chief Ranger Larry
Hakel at park headguarters and, again
using Hardy's SAR Dog Directory, com-
menced a callout of Easfern and Sowth-
ern dog teams.

Fierce handled the dispaich of East-
ernteams, including more dogs and han-
dlers From Theuﬁm and Giray and
DOG5-East, as well as teams from
Ramapo Rescue Dog Association, Res-
cue 40 and the Pennsylvania Depan-
ment of Environmental Resources SAR
Unit, The Southeasiern callout was
assipned to Ken Hulick, search and res-
cue coordinator for the Southeast
Eegion of the Natwonal Park Service
(MP3E). Hulick was also given the job of
Incident Commander of the overhead
team to accompany the second con-
tingent of dog tecams.

Hulick passed on the Southeastern
dispaich to Great Smoky Mountain
Mational Park. The park mobilized vol-
umeer teams from North Caroling SAR
Diog  Association and EK-9 feams
from the Knoxville and Gatlinburg
Police Diepartments. NP5 r. ra from
Gireat Smoky Mountain, Everglades and
Bizcayne Mational Parks were enlisted
as overhead for the mission.

The East Coast teams flew by com-
mercial airlines to Atanta, Ge
while personnel from the Great 5 m
and the Southeast flew in a LS. Forest
Service plane o Atlanta. The military
then flew them from Dobbins AFB 10
Homestead AFB where they picked up
overhead from the Everglades and

Biscayne,

Dielta Airlines proved 1o be extremely
helpful in Iinmgmp flights, getting the
search dogs on board (many of the dogs
flew in the cabin with their handlers) and
gencrally making all arrangements as
convenient as possible. Ungmrrmely.
the experience with Delta Airlines was
unique among the various carriers that
were contacted. In fact, teo Pennsylva-
nia Department of Environmental
Resources dogs with their b [ EVED
made it to the Atlanta pickup point
because an airling refused an the las
minute o allow the dogs in the caban.
(See Response! November/Decembser
1985.)

This second contingent of dog teams

and overhead arrived wvery early
October 11. The dog handlers were:
Michael Gluck of 5-East; Vickie
Michael of The Blue and Gray SAR
Diogs; Tim and Penny Sullivan amd Bob
Langendoen of Eamapo Rescue
Association; Pat Yessel and Bob Sarver
of Rescwe 40; Mac MceClure, Brian Gar-
vin and Brenda Davis of North Carolina
SAR Dogs; Dean Lewis, Gary Waldrip
and Robert Marine of the Gatlinburg
Police Department; and Bob Lanston
and Mike Cunningham of the Knoxville
Paolice Department,
A French team of tao dogs and Disten-
ing devices from the Paris Fire Depart-
menl arrived at the same time as the
second contin of LS. dog teams.

Al 0130 that morning, the overhead
staff held an organizational briefing
instifuting the Incident Command Sys-
tem, Ken Hulick wook over as Incident
Commander for the LLE. team, with Skip
Wissinger as Safery Officer, Greg Shea
of DMOGS-East as Operations Section
Chiefl and dog liaison, Mike Hill as Plan-
ning Section Chief, and Jerry Hobhs as
Logistics and Finance Section Chief.,

At 0700 on October 1 — a full thres
days after the dizaster = the first con-
tingent of the 1.5, team had begun
searching the mudslide. Under the com-
mand of Colonel Navas, the National
CGuard was directing the rescue effort
that involved crews from al least eight
different Puerto Rican agencies. The
command post for Barrio Mameyes was
set up at a local school.,

By the time this first contingent began
wirking, the avalanche mud had dried to
hard pack 40 to 60 feet deep — and as
much as 150 fizet deep at the bottom of the
mouniain — mixed with debris from the
shattered homes, When the dogs
alerted, it might easily take five hours
for rescuers — with picks, chaimsaws

and bare kands — w0 reach the hodies
beneath the rubble.

Ag in Mexico Ciry, teams worked in
15-mumute shifts with one dog and han-

dler searching while a second handler
Conilmeed on page 46
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Continged from page 42

observed. A second dog would then
search the same area to confirm alens —
or the lack thereof — while the first dog
rested. Handlers Alagged the dogs’ aleris
with red surveyor’s tape, mapped the
locations and notified Puerto Rican
crews who began the long, slow work of
extricalon

"Ohur product was surveyer’s tape and
maps.” Ken Hulick commented. “The
frusiration was never knowing what
woubd happen afterwands.”

O October 12, the 21 dog leams wers
split into four sirike teams, cach with an
MPS ranger as sirike team leader; these
were Rusty Loran, Mark 5Speer, Bob
Cirand and Jan Hill,

The police K-9 teams worked together
as one strike team. Because of their
agpressiveness, the K-9% had to be trans-
ported in crates and were worked on-
bead , evien on the rubhle,

The six dogs and handlers of the first
contingent remained together as one
strike team. "By the second day we
really felt like a cobesive group. W had
an emotional need fo stay together,”
commented Martha Showalter, =1 think
it was the fact of life and death and
having todeal with it with each other that
caused the bonding.”

The other two dog strike teams were
each made up of dogs and handlers from

two or three of the volunteer units. Han-
dlers reported that, although many of
them had never worked together before,
they were able to establish functional
teams.

On the second day, Ken Hulick sug-
gested to Col, Navas that the various
groups get together to coordinate their
activites. The next day he called the
groups together to brief them on the
progress being made, Seemingly as an
afterthought, he asked if any of the
group supervisors had anything to add.
Each then gave a short briefing which
led to questions and answers, and the
briefing soon turned into a coordination
meeting. Later Col. Navas thanked
Hulick for his suggestion.

Based on experience gained in Mex-
ico City, the sonic team worked mostly at
night, since the sensitive equipment
requires silence in order to detect possi-
ble survivors under the rubble. By work-
ing at night, it wasn't necessary to halt
other rescue efforts while the sounding
equipment was in use,

Handlers found that temperatures in
the 90s took their toll on dogs as well as
humans. The Puerto Ricans recovered a
rowboat from the debris and filled it with
cold water so the dogs could cool off
after searching. Because of the heat,
“and also because of the final number of
dog teams (21) and the relatively small

search area, the strike teams were
assigned moming and afternoon shifis,
avoiding the worst heat of ihe day”
Brooke Holt explained.

Rescue operations were hindered nol
only by the heat and humidity, but also
by the extremely unstable terrain, “You
were never sure when something that
looked like good, solid rock was going
to crumble underfool.” remarked one
handler. “One day we were trying to
figure out the terrain, and we realized
there had been a mini-shide during the
night and it had rearranged everything

for us.”

One day we were trying
to figure out the terrain,
and we realized there had
been a mini-slide during
the night and it had
rearranged everything
Jor us.,

Dhirecting their dogs off-lead over this
unstable footing with sharp picces of
corrugated metal and other debris From
the destroyed shanties, handlers were
thankful for the agility training theyd
taken with their dogs. “Tt was important
for the dogs 10 work slowly and care-
fully.” suid Pat Yessel. “Working with the
obstacle courses al home proved to be
very heneficial, Wie've taught our dogs
that what we point at, they're supposed o
step on, We'd say “easy’ 1o tru:m and
they did fine.™

There were a number of logistical
challenges. From the first day after the
arrival of the second contingent of dog
teams and overhead, the first and second
contingents were guartered 45 minuies
away from cach other, this was resolved
by maoving everyone to the Holiday Inn.

One volunteer handler had w leave in
the midst of the mission 10 return to work
in the stales. Given the complicated
bogistics of air fransport o and from
major disasters, the lesson learned here
15 that 3AR personnel should expect w
commit themselves w a lengthy stay —
al beast W) days — or turn down ihe

- mission,

Language was a problem, too, partic-
ularly for the overhead team. Mike Hills
Incident Record cites “insufficient Span-
ish-speaking members” on the LLS,
team. “Transportation . . . food and
water, and actual operations wene soms-
times slowed or stopped while wakting
for an imerpreter .., . The French
spoke only French, many of the Puerio
Kicans spoke only Spanish and many of
us spoke only English, Insirections

often had to go through two translations
in order to be understood by all.”

The National Guard Puerio Rico
Police helped the LLS. team set up a
poriahle repeater on the island's highest
poant, which allowed radio commumnica-
tions from Mameyes to the searchers on
Rio Cu?m-:r. Aufliadthjnﬂl Guard heli-
copier also ided nir support for the
river searcm big help with eams
spread out along some W) miles of river.

The City of Ponce put a bus and van at
the disposal of the VLS. team, and the San
Juan Historical Site furnished a picku
truck. But a planned river sarc wilE
the dogs working from hoats never hap-
pened because the boats arrived too late
and, in any case, were too large
Launch.

For five-and-one-half days the dog
teams searched the Mameyes slide and
the banks of the muddy Rio Coamo.
Afiter bodies were recovered from an
area, dogs would recheck the spot to
make sure o additional bodies were
there,

During the Peerio Rico search, han-
dlers Aagged 167 spots where their dogs
alerted. After the arrival of the dog
teams, all of the bodies recovered were
found as a result of the dogs’ alerts. The
dogs as well as the handlers felt the stress
of finding only dead bodies, “We had
three possible live indications,” reports
Martha Showalter. “We confirmed them
with second and third dogs, Two spots
were never dug because it was oo dan-
gerous, At the third spot, they even had
sound contact with the victim. Bug sev-
eral hours elapsed between the alerts and
the time the victim was extricated — by
then he was dead.”

By the time the ULS. team left Puerto
Rico, 45 bodies had been recoversd
Emm plpceif:;htr: the dogs alerted,

xeavation & many spots fla b
the handlers contineed 1o be ggzdl:rwr
difficult process.

Al 1400 on October 15, the U5, feam
terminated jts search and was frans-
ported 1o San Juen where the dogs were

fted with medals by the Puerio
Rico Friends of Animals. The next day
the team flew by Air Force C-130 to
Homestead AFB, Florida, with 20 dogs
and 30 people packed knee to knee with
their pear stacked at the rear of the planc.
“The C-130 became airborne literally
feet before the end of the runway”
Brooke Holt recalled,

At Homestead AFB — thanks o
arrangements by Bill Pierce and stress
specialist Dr. Jeff Mitchell — the team
was met by two psychologists for a crin-
cal incident stress debriefing. These
were Dr. Jerry Huesman of the Univer-
sity of Maryland and Dr. Eleanor
Crocker of the Universily of Virginia,

Unfortunately, the debriefing was
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held on the grass beside the airpor
because the dogs were not permitted in
the base buildings, It was noisy, hot and
humid, and by this time the team hsd had
its fill of the steamy climate. It also
necessitated that the team be split into
two groaps, much to the distress of the
debriefing team. Mevertheless, mem-
bers of the LLS. team were able (o alk
#bout the frustrations of the mission and
the unexpected things that happened i
them in Puerto Rico. Ken Hulick
believes they appreciated the effort their
government had taken to care for their
welfare. Summing up the whole mis-
sion, he called it “positive but fruseras-
ing. The team was very depressed at
finding no one alive.”

After the debriefing, the team contin-
ued on to Dobbins AFB, Georgia, where
the Southeastern teams caught Forest
Service planes back to the points of
depariure a week earlier, The Eastern
teams laid over a night before being
flown to Andrews AFB or by commer-
cial airlines to their various points of
departure, For the first contingent, the
mmission had lasted 10 days,

Since the Puerto Rico mission, the
LS. international response contifues to

move ahead. Bill Pierce reported that on
February 25-26 the Office of Foreign
Disaster Assistance (OFDA) conducted
i work: attended by people who had
been involdved in the Mexico City earth-
quake and the standby for the Colombia
volcano eruption, as well as Puerto
Ricw. Termed an Operational Coordina-
tion Workshop, its purpose was to
exchange ideas, share experiences and
improve incident management opera-
tions procedures for the development of
OFDA disaster plans.

From an organizational standpoint,
the Puerto Rico mission was a siep
beyvond Mexico City in that the ULS. team
worked under an Incident Command
System with full overhead. And, impor-
tantly, the U.S. governmeni — now
aware of the capabilities of AR do
and other victim bocators — initiated
callout.

A coordinated LS. disaster response
including AR dogs, sonic and video
equipment, extrication specialists, over-
head and others hasn't been perfected
vel, But with cach national and interna-
tional mission, we're learning some
important lessons that will improve our
response to the next one, O
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