SEARCH & RESCUE

L ooking for

Remainsin the

Oakland
Firestorm

By—>Shirley Hammond &

Judy Graham,

Correspondents

DogSports

February 1992

n October 200h, 1991, a
O firestorm sweplt owver the

Dakland and Berkeley Hills,
destroving more than 3,300 homes
and apartments and burning over
15KK) acres,
The firefighters were hampered
unusually high temperatures,
winds in excess of 40 mph, and the
effects of five years of drought Tin-

or human remaing were located. The
handlers were instructed to wait at
the site for the Oakland Police Dept
Special Task Force to arrive, collec
and catalog what was found, The han-
dlers were shown samples of what to
look for. The temperature of the fire
reached in excess of 2,000 degrees
F., reducing most living material to
small fragments or ash.

"Machern” and hawdier Newell Hubbard comtinne searching o site while
waiting for the Cakland P01, Special Task Force fo arrive. Sheila Klopper phofo.

der dry dead plants and (ress were
left over from last winter's killing,
freezing frost provided fuel. Firefight-
ers were also hamstrung by the
area's steep hills, and narrow streets.

The incident command post was
el up at Lake Temescal Becreation
Area ofl Broadway near the intersec
tion of Highways 13 and 24, There
wiere 14 different search and rescue
associations represented, including
iwo search dog units, (CARDA) Cali-
fornia Rescue Dog Assn., and
WOOF) Wildernezs Finders, for a
iotal of 14 dogs and handlers.

The search commenced on
Wednesday, October 23, with teams
reporting in at 0600 hours. The
search was concluded at approxi-
mately 1930 hours on Saturday, Deto
ber 26th,

Search dog handlers were given
specific instructions and 3 code 1o
use if any bone, o bone-lilke matenal,

Search dogs were used in two
specific ways. Hasty search sweeps
were conducted along both sides of
specific streets where fleeing resi-
dents may have been consumed by
the firestorm. There were 38 missing
person reports. and the search dogs
wiere: dispatched fo these addresses
W fine search those areas. While
searching some of these residences,
the handlers were pleasantly sur-
prigsed by the missing person apgeir-
ing on she

Unigue devastation

This was a unique and very de-
manding search for our search dogs,
Many of the handlers and dogs have
worloed industrial or residential fires
before, but none had ever worked i
such devastation, Mone of us had
ever asked our dogs (o find bones
that had been incinerated at such




high temperatures that the dog's
breath caused the bone to disinte
grafe in some cases, What is left for
the dog fo scent?

Hot spots were a threat at almost
every site; Hut tubs and pools, dis-
guised with a cloak of ash, gave a few
handlers a real shock as they
watched their dog disappear beneath
the agh. The dogs were a0l hanned

aparch, but it was not for live people,
The dogs used all the skills and agil-
ity needed fo search an earthquake-
collapsed building or rubble, but they
also needed the additional training of
evidence searching for human re-
mains,

The teams worked in a disaster
format, One team, handler-dog,
searched an area with another person

Bill Dunbar mans "Dog Base” communications in $e foreground. Bev Peg-
hody assisted with communications. Photos by Shivley Hammond.

and were quickly assisted out of the
waler, The lindscape was most une
usual, containing remains of charred
and partially-burned trees, very un-
stahle free standing one- and two-
story chimpeys with fireplaces, coim-
Bling retaining walls and foundations,
and & few cellurs,

In most canine disaster searches,
the emphasis is on finding the living
person. This was a real disaster

acting as 4 spotier {in most casez,
these spollers werd knowledgeable
handlers withoul dogs, a very impors
tant asset). When the dog has
searched an area for 20 to 30 min-
utes, another dog team with apotter
would recheck the zame area. Any
areas of interesl or finds were re-
corded and reported.

The canine search operated un-
der the incident command structure



"Wiki” recoives attention from handler Desiree Forfer after stepping into o
hot spol, Uiy workers provided ice for the singed pmw, Adela Morriz photo,

Cody” searches the perimeter of @ residence. The dog was calfed of the
search when the owners showed wp, Sheiln Klopper photo.




and consisted of;

® A canine agency representativ
who served as a lialson hetween com
mand post and the search dogs, &ni
made up the [eam assigniments.

& A roving Oeld coordinator
trouble shoot problems and look ou
fiar the teams" weliare,

o A& radio Lechnician served &
“dog hase™ and coordinated commu
pication with “Lake Commamd Com-
munication,” which was a very busy
and difficult frequency to access,

20 areas targeted

The search dogs were organized

into work (strike) teams that con-
sisted of & team leader, two handlers
with dogrs and two spolters,

In the first few days of the
search, foot searches were also as
signed to the work team. This was
nat @&n efficient use of searchers and
is not a recommended procedure,
These fpot searches, in some cases,
were uged as spotters, which is not
what they are trained to do.

The search dog teams alerted on
some 20 different areas where mate-
rial was collected. As in other disas-
ter searches, some of the dogs
alerted or showed interest in sewer
pipes and vent stacks. It will take the
coroner and {orénsic anthropolegists

some ime to determine what = hue
man and what i animil.

More to come?

Experts predict that there will be
more urban-woedland firestorms in
California. There are so many howses
being buill in the scenic, hard to

reach, brushy timberland, with nar-
row, steep aecess roads, The drouehil
of the past years, coupled with the
weather conditions produced an in-
ferno with which local agencies had
little experience in dealing, Let's
hope that all the lessons learned can
he implemented before the next test,

==X




