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After action Report:  TERT Tripartite Exercise 2000 November 1 – 9, 2000

Prepared by Walter L. Riggs, DVM, USDA APHIS VS, and Ken Waldrup, DVM, PhD, Texas Animal Health Commission

1) INTRODUCTION

During the period November 6 – 9, 2000, the United States Department of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (USDA APHIS), participated in a simulated Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) outbreak with animal health agencies in Canada and Mexico.  This exercise was called Tripartite 2000 Functional Exercise.

As a part of the Tripartite 2000 Functional Exercise, the Texas Emergency Response Team (TERT) was ask participate as a local component of the United States contingent.  The Functional Exercise provided an opportunity to evaluate a state response to a Foreign Animal Disease (FAD) incursion without relying on the USDA APHIS Regional Emergency Animal Disease Eradication Operation (READEO).   The TERT is an organization composed of USDA APHIS and Texas Animal Health Commission (TAHC) employees.  The organizational structure is similar to the USDA READEO. According to the scenario developed by the Texas planners and coordinated with the USDA APHIS, Canada and Mexico, the simulated outbreak originated in Texas but spread to Canada and Mexico. 

This Report describes planning, execution, and evaluation of the TERT involvement in the Tripartite Functional Exercise, November 1 – 9, 2000.

2) OBJECTIVES

The objectives for the TERT Functional Exercise were to: 1) Evaluate “response-ability” which includes decision-making, initial assessment, and case definition; 2) Activate the TERT; and 3) Promote interaction of the TERT with local and state emergency management systems. All three objectives occurred with the exercise.  How these objectives were met will be discussed in the Evaluation section of this report.

3) PLANNING

The planning phase began in February 2000.  Dr. Terry Beals, then the executive director of the TAHC, and Dr. Phillip Pickerill, Area Veterinarian in Charge for USDA APHIS Veterinary Services (VS) in Texas, agreed to a planning group consisting of Dr. Claude Nelson from the TAHC and Dr. Walter Riggs from VS as coordinators.  The TERT Directors emphasized the exercise should initiate with a field investigation, test the responsiveness of the First Assessment and Sampling Team (FAST) to respond to the initial investigation, and involve local state/federal resources.  

In May, Dr. Ken Waldrup, TAHC replaced Dr. Nelson as an active member of the group.  Other members enlisted to help included Dr. Max Coats of the TAHC, Louis Berry from the Texas Department of Health Emergency Management Division, and Rudy Bazan, an inspector with the TAHC.  Dr. Roger Holley, USDA APHIS VS veterinarian and Western READEO member, also served as a consultant to the group.  Dr. Nelson, Dr. Ken Waldrup, and Dr. Riggs were also included in the Tripartite Planning Group.
The primary goal of the exercise is to determine how quickly the TERT could respond to a FAD outbreak without READEO involvement. To challenge the initial decision process by the TERT directors, lab confirmation of the suspected disease was delayed for 4 days.  This forced the TERT directors to make decisions without the classical case definition as stated in the FMD RED BOOK. To force these decisions, the planners created a scenario to implicate widespread disease dissemination to several Texas counties and to Canada and Mexico in a relatively short period of time.  Actual livestock market and cattle movement data was obtained from livestock markets and other anecdotal sources.
Planning the TERT exercise required several meetings, conference calls, and numerous hours to develop and work out details of the scenario. A budget was submitted to the USDA/APHIS EP staff to facilitate travel and lodging for participants and evaluators

Rudy Bazan coordinated with county authorities to arrange for the Hidalgo Emergency Operations Center at Edinburg Texas to locate the TERT field operations site.  He provided valuable input into the scenario development about the local area where the suspected FMD began.

Dr. Dee Ellis of the TAHC, a member of the TERT Steering Committee, as well as other Steering Committee members, met with Mr. Dave Thomkins and Mr. Frank Cantu of the Texas Department of Public Safety, Division of Emergency Management (DEM), to enlist their cooperation and participation in the exercise.  Mr. Jack Colley, Assistant Director of the DEM, provided the use of the Emergency Operations Center (EOC) in Austin, Texas, to house the TERT Emergency Management Operations Center (EMOC). 

4) SCENARIO

Based on the objectives for the TERT exercise, the planning group developed a scenario to challenge TERT members to meet these basic objectives.  During meetings with the tripartite planners in Mexico and Canada, the scenario was coordinated to facilitate a simulated but realistic spread of FMD to those countries from the U.S.

The initial case began with a permitted waste food (swine) feeder in Hidalgo County, Texas who fed waste food he obtained from a cargo ship docked at the Port of Brownsville Texas.  A few days later some of his pigs looked like they had burns and blisters from the hot, cooked food he had prepared.  He sold a few “healthy” pigs to a neighbor and at a distant livestock market.  About 10 days later, as more pigs begin to show signs of lameness and large scab areas on the snout, teats, and feet, he called the local animal health inspector that routinely inspected his premise. The inspector visits the premise that same day and becomes alarmed at what he sees. He calls to the Veterinary Services office I Austin to report the incident.

A FAD diagnostician (FADD) is dispatched to investigate the suspected illness.  After his initial assessment, he collects samples for submission and notifies appropriate authorities.  Based on the FADD observations, the TERT Directors deployed the FAST to the premise for further evaluation.  The FAST collects additional samples and epidemiological information.  As part of the scenario, the initial FADD and FAST sample submissions to FADDL are to be delayed in route.

Concurrent with the pending investigation in Hidalgo County, the TAHC and APHIS VS in Austin receive notification from the Texas Veterinary Diagnostic Lab that a submission from a calf that died in Cameron County has evidence of picornavirus by Electron Microcrospy.  The directors ask the FAST to investigate this suspicious finding.  A livestock market is noted to be about 1 mile downwind from the premise.  The next sale day is Saturday, the day following the FAST visit.  Decisions must be made about the status of the suspicious herds, livestock market sale, and impending hunting season.

Later the same day (November 2nd), a practitioner in Dallas Co. contacts the local TAHC Area 3 Office in Ft. Worth Texas to report a suspicious vesicular condition in Mexican origin cattle that had arrived from South Texas about one week ago.  The TAHC Area director notifies the FAD Coordinator at Veterinary Services in Austin.  A FADD is dispatched to the premise to conduct an investigation.

The case definition as stated in the FMD “Red Book” requires clinical signs of the suspected disease and serology or virus isolation of the FMD virus.  In light of highly suspicious disease situations in three counties without laboratory confirmation and the probable involvement of a livestock market and cattle movements the scenario portrays, the initial decision processes and TERT activation by the TERT directors by November 3rd is challenged.  To further this challenge, lab results from FADDL are delayed by various “actions” until November 6th.  (Note: the exercise controllers will decide what these “actions” are based on decisions made by TERT directors).

Based on field assessments at multiple sites and epidemiological implications, TERT Directors decide to activate the TERT despite meeting the classical case definition for FMD.  Section and Group Leaders are “alerted” to the possibility of activation with 24 – 48 hours.  Selected TERT members receive a call late Friday to report to Edinburg and Austin on Monday, November 6th.

5) EXERCISE

a) Initiating Investigation

The FAD investigation was initiated about 8:30 a.m. on November 1, 2000, with a phone call to the USDA APHIS VS office in Austin from TAHC inspector Rudy Bazan. Dr. Richard Ferris, Acting AVIC, took the call. Upon receipt of the initiating call, Dr. Ferris called to Dr. Juan Menchaca, a FADD at Pharr Texas, to conduct and FAD investigation.

Dr. Menchaca arrived at the “designated premise”  within 1 hour where he met Bazan to begin the FAD investigation.  After receiving some information about the simulated case from inspector Bazan, Dr. Menchaca conducted the investigation and simulated sample collection.  The samples were to be hand carried to Plum Island New York to insure arrival at the Foreign Animal Disease Diagnostic Lab.  However, Bad weather in Houston Texas caused delay and the courier was delayed until the next day (Thursday).

According to logs maintained by Dr. Ferris, appropriate phone calls to Austin and EP staff were made.  After Dr. Menchaca’s investigation, the TERT directors convened a conference call to discuss the case with FAST and other staff members.  After the decision to deploy the FAST team was made, Dr. Gary Svetlik, Dr. Dan Baca (who were on the conference call at the time), Dr. Menchaca, and TAHC inspector Rudy Bazan were designated as the FAST according to the TERT protocol.  Baca and Svetlik departed for Edinburg Texas in the evening of November 1st and agreed to meet inspector Bazan the next morning (November 2nd).

b) FAST Deployment

Dr. Baca and Dr. Svetlik met TAHC Inspector Bazan the morning of November 2nd.  They met at the Edinburg Livestock Market to obtain epidemiological information and then proceeded to the affected premise to evaluate the swine and take samples.  These samples were to be hand carried to FADDL.  To accomplish the delay for laboratory confirmation as planned in the scenario, both the initial samples and the FAST samples arrived in New York about the same time but were delayed at JFK Airport in New York due to an ice storm (Note: this was an input from the controllers).

The FAST assessment obtained was in line with the expected outcomes of the scenario.  During the conference call with the TERT directors, the consensus of all participants was that when multiple affected sites are involved, more credence should be given to the field diagnosis in setting the case definition.

c) TERT Alert and Activation

TERT directors and others agreed that a presumptive diagnosis of FMD was warranted based factors that included suspicious vesicular conditions in multiple counties, the FAST assessment of the market in Hidalgo County, and the TVMDL report of a picornavirus from the Cameron County submission.  Although the classical case definition for FMD could not be met because a laboratory confirmation from FADDL was not available, the directors decided to activate the TERT and quarantine the specific counties involved in a effort to mitigate the potential consequences of a FMD outbreak.  They directed selected members to report to the DEM EOC in Austin and to establish a Field Operating Site (FOS) in Edinburg, Hildago County, Texas

d) Emergency Management Operations Center

TERT personnel assigned to the TERT Emergency Management Operations Center (EMOC, in Austin) were directed to report Texas DEM EOC by 1pm on November 6th. TERT personnel were coached and assisted by employees of the Texas Department of Emergency Management.  The telephone switch board and fax machine were operated by DEM personnel.  Conference calls were accomplished using a speakerphone at the front of the EMOC.  The large number of available telephone lines was a great asset.  The EMOC is a state of the art facility with LCD and Video projection systems and communications.  The projection of maps (Street Atlas() was useful.

Interactions between TERT personnel and the DEM personnel went well through the three active days of the exercise.  TERT personnel were complimented for their professionalism.  This was an excellent teaching/learning situation for all personnel involved since there are differences between the standard emergency responses and the responses needed in an animal disease emergency.  Additional training in the Incident Command System (ICS) would be helpful for TERT personnel in order to utilize all the advantages in the DEM.  More administrative assistance would be necessary to operate a sustained response of greater duration and intensity.

Dr. Paul Williams of the Georgia Emergency Management Agency was the Evaluator at the EMOC.  Observers included Joe Kight of Florida, Matt Robinson of the Center for Naval Analysis, Dr. Sam Graham of the Kansas Department of Agriculture, and Dr. Phil Erwin of USDA/APHIS, also from Kansas.  Dr. Richard Winters and Ms. Reta Dyess, both commissioners of the TAHC, participated in the exercise at the EMOC.

e) Field Operations Site (FOS)

Initial confusion establishing the FOS at Edinburg Texas was typical of the first day of an outbreak response organization.  Most TERT members reported in at 1pm at the Echo Inn Motel.  A small room was initially provided to set up a command post.  Only one phone line was available in the room.  Some members utilized cellular phones.  Faxes were sent and received at the receptionist office.  There were no outlets for computer connections.  These limited communication elements hindered effectiveness in the early stages.  An adjacent room was opened to accommodate TERT members, observers, and local emergency management officials from the DPS, Hidalgo Co. Sheriffs Dept., US Dept of the Interior (Fish and Wildlife).  Most time was spent organizing and briefing the members.  The organizational structure of the TERT is designed to have a state/federal co-leadership at most levels.  The directors and section leaders began working together, sharing responsibilities and duties in a coordinated effort.  

The Hidalgo County Emergency Management Coordinator (HCEMC) was not available at the beginning of exercise due to illness.  However, she arrived later in the afternoon to provide help and information.  She returned the next two days to provide assistance. The concept of a foreign animal disease disaster was very new to the emergency management system.  One of the exercise objectives was to utilize local resources though the local emergency management system.  Although most TERT member had received orientation training to the Incident Command System (ICS) approach to emergency management, it became apparent that more formalized training is needed to understand, gain confidence, and fully utilize this system

The FOS relocated to the Hidalgo Co. Emergency Operations Center at the Texas Department of Health Office the next morning.  This facility was more accommodating.  The onsite co-directors began to delegate duties and responsibilities to the various section heads.  

As the scenario evolved for the next two and one-half days, TERT members responded to the tasks demanded by the scenario.  Contact with local emergency authorities developed.  The HCEMC worked with various members of the TERT to develop a simulated disaster declaration for submission to the governor’s office.  Based on projected figures developed from the knowledge and understanding of the various TERT sections using data generated by the FMD spread model, the declaration for Hidalgo County alone was $50 million dollars. Input for the FMD spread model was based on generated data from the Texas Agricultural Statistical Service and estimates from local authorities.  The potential economic affects on one county alone prompted local and state emergency management officials to see that changes in their reporting systems are needed to include animal disasters.

Dr. Nancy Roberts, VMO, USDA APHIS, Oklahoma was the FOS evaluator.  Observers included Dr. Dorothy York, California Food and Agriculture; Gary Painter, Florida Department of Agriculture; Louis Berry, Texas Department of Health DEM; Michael Webb, Center for Naval Analysis.  

Other contributors included Dr. Romulo Rangel, a veterinary practitioner and TAHC commissioner, and Mr. James Jungman, Live Oak County Emergency Management Coordinator.

6)        EVALULATORS’ COMMENTS

Dr. Paul Williams (EMOC, Austin)

Dr. Williams pointed out four issues that required separate evaluations apart from the exercise itself: 1) the authority of the TERT to act, 2) the activation of the Texas Emergency Operations Center, 3) the ability of TERT personnel to direct and control the disease event and 4) the internal evaluation (“hot wash”).  Dr. Williams stated that the TERT personnel were well versed in disease control but less acquainted in matters pertaining to emergency management.  The suggestion was made for TERT to have a full-time emergency manager on staff as well as creating a separate functional annex for TERT in the Texas Emergency Operations Plan.   (See Appendix for Dr. Williams’ complete report)

Dr. Nancy Roberts (FOS, Edinburg)

Dr. Roberts evaluated the TERT FOS in a thorough, organized manner.  She looked at organization, administration, communication, teamwork, technical support and responsiveness.

She stated,  “At the field level, this exercise can be considered a success in several areas”  Dr. Roberts listed the following as issues to consider: 1) the identification of areas of improvement, 2) the identification of essential County and State Emergency management contacts and resources, 3) the development of cooperative relationships and networks, and,  4 the strengthening of existing relationships between TAHC and APHIS personnel.

Ensuring that the TERT is a success in responding to a real emergency will require a commitment from many levels to address the numerous recommendations provided from the exercise participants, observers and evaluators. 

7)        OBSERVERS’ COMMENTS

Mr. Sam Wilson, Director of the Texas Department of Health, Division of Emergency Management, was an observer of the TERT EMOC.  He noted the fundamental lack of understanding by TERT personnel of how the EOC operated and suggested that further training would be beneficial.  He pointed out that in a true animal disease emergency, the EOC would not be available to TERT since representatives of the state emergency council would staff it.  Therefore an alternative operations center should be developed.  He also suggested the TERT develop their own internal response plans (SOP’s) which could be pre-approved by the Commissioners.  This might lessen the time necessary for decision-making.  Carla Everett was praised for her efforts in public information.  All of the participants were complimented for their interest and enthusiasm.

8)
SUMMARY
Tripartite 2000 FMD Exercise presented the first opportunity for the Texas Emergency Response Team to respond to a simulated foreign animal disease incursion into Texas.  The exercise provided opportunities for interactions various state and federal agencies to develop understandings and working relationships that will benefit the livestock industry in Texas as well as the U. S. in the event of a foreign animal disease outbreak. 

The lessons learned and analysis of the exercise critiques and evaluations will provide valuable information to enhance the TERT organization and develop confidence and expertise among state/ federal members to respond to animal disease outbreaks.

The TERT objectives were 1) Evaluate “response-ability” which included decision-making, initial assessment, and case definition; 2) Activate the TERT; and 3) Interact with local and state emergency management systems.  The three main objectives for the exercise were accomplished in an exemplary manner.

The TERT exercise also provided an opportunity for increased awareness to local and state emergency management officials of the devastating potential of a foreign animal disease to our state and nation.

Recommendations to improve and enhance TERT effectiveness include as a minimum:


(   More epidemiological support for the FOS


(   More administrative support both for EMOC and FOS

· More communication equipment for FOS to include cellular phones for all key personnel (including section and group supervisors)
· Utilize the Incident Command System format.
Finally the exercise created a sense of urgency for foreign animal disease awareness to leaders at all levels of government.  Preparedness is the key.   
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