TEXAS EMERGENCY RESPONSE TEAM EXERCISE

ANIMAL HEALTH EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT

RESPONSE TO A FORGIEN ANIMAL DISEASE

PAUL WILLIAMS,  DVM

SPECIAL ASSISTANT

OFFICE OF THE GOVERNOR

GEORGIA EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY

EXERCISE EVALUATOR

In November, 2000 as a side bar to the USDA Tri-partite Foreign Animal Disease exercise,  the Texas Board of Animal Health, the Texas Emergency Management Agency, the Texas Department of Public Health and the US Department of Agriculture conducted an exercise to test the “Ground Zero” state response to Foreign Animal Disease.

My role a an evaluator was to witness the response at the State Emergency Operations Center(EOC) in Austin ,Texas and to report in the form of an evaluation the activities of all personnel present.

On November sixth the Texas Emergency Operations Center was activated in response to the Foreign Animal Disease Exercise (FAD).  All precautions were taken to make sure that all communications involved in exercise were pre-fixed by “this is an exercise”.  Such precautions are necessary to prevent anyone from assuming that this is an actual event and inadvertently wreaking the economic consequences inherent in an actual FAD.

Several aspects of the exercise were quite distinct and require separate distinct evaluations rather than a general overview.

1. The authority under which the Texas Board of Animal Health to action.

2. The authority under which the Texas Emergency Management Agency activated the State Emergency Operations Center (EOC).

3. The ability of operations personnel in the EOC to provide direction and control to the FAD event at the state level and to provide support for the Texas Emergency Response Team in the field.

4. “Hot Wash”.
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1. The structure of  Government in Texas as it pertains to Animal Industry is similar to a number of other states (South Carolina, Mississippi etc).   The Board of Animal Health is separate from the Department of Agriculture.  The Board of Animal Health also has as part of  it’s structure an advisory board that is comprised of industry leaders. Some have questioned if this could work as well with a Department of Agriculture as the lead agency. This exercise illustrated how such a structure can function well in the frame work  of  emergency management.

Statutory authority is clear in the Texas Code Section and gives the authority necessary to control and eradicate a Foreign Animal Disease to the Texas Board of Animal Health.

During the course of the four day exercise the Texas Board of Animal Health was able to communicate well with the advisory board and actually had members of the board in the State Operations Center during the exercise.

Decision making was based on Texas Statute and USDA Uniform Methods for FAD, in this case Foot and Mouth Disease.  The Uniform Method in essence was the Standard Operating Procedure for the exercise along with the TERT Operating Procedures. 

An early problem was that these Animal Industry Standing Operating Procedures were in support of the Emergency Support Function (ESF)  or Functional Annex  for Public Health as it is termed in Texas. 

The current structure of Emergency Management in Texas represents the current position that USDA, APHIS holds in the Federal Emergency Operations Plan, that being a support agency to Public Health in ESF 8.

2.   The authority under which Texas Emergency Management activated the  State Emergency Operations Center is granted under the Texas Emergency Management Act.

In this exercise the State Department of Public Health requested activation of the EOC for the Texas Board of Animal Health.  This represents the Board of Animal Health’s current position as a support agency to Public Health and not as a primary response agency.

This exercise provided a glimpse at the problems inherent in a disease outbreak that, in large part,  has no public health significance being an activity of the Public Health Department.

In other words a primary agency activating for a support agency function or “the tail wagging the dog”.

  For the exercise the Public Health Emergency Coordinator and Texas Board of Animal Health personnel made it work.  However, this was only a testimony to the individuals not the plan.

Had a different cast of characters been involved in a real event in three to four years would the results be the same?  Probably not.

   Would the State of Texas declare a state of emergency on recommendations  of the State Health Department for a problem that poses only an economic disaster in the beginning and not a public health problem?  Without prior planning probably not.

  Would the State of Texas and local emergency management dedicate law enforcement to block highways and limit access to enforce quarantines?  Probably not.

  Other questions such as who pays for the indemnity for the up to 500,000 head of cattle alone that were in the quarantine zone.  During the event is not the time to be asking those questions with no apparent answer.

  Once the 500,000 cattle were depopulated, then and only then would they pose and environmental or public health problem.  Would emergency management respond with bulldozers and backhoes or would the problem be out-sourced to independent contractors?

                                                                    3.

Who would pay for the actual cost of depopulation of the animals over and above the cost of indemnity?

  Current costs of outsourcing could push the cost of disposal alone to as much as $420 million if the costs of  disposal in hurricane Floyd in N.C. are used.  (approx. 84 cents/lb.)  

Utilizing state resources through emergency management  costs could be cut by as much as 80%.

Such cost cutting could only be accomplished by moving quickly which would require a separate animal in disaster functional annex that is not under public health.  However, allowing The Texas Board of Animal Health to be more aggressive with their own annex would only enhance their role as a support agency as well.

3. Direction, Control, and Support provided by the EOC responders (Texas Board of Animal Health personnel)  represented a clear understanding of the Uniform Methods of dealing with a Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak.  Medical  and Regulatory Medical decisions direction and control represented standard of practice throughout the exercise.

However, most personnel appeared awkward in the Emergency Management Environment.  For the most part this was the first visit to the EOC for many participants and that alone made for some degree of early awkwardness.

  Problems also arose in decision making when questions of what Emergency Management would and would not do at the State and Local level.  Which posed the question.  Does the Texas Board of Animal Health need a full time Emergency Manager.   Also, much of the confusion was due to  the contorted efforts at making an Animal Health Emergency fit a Public Health Functional Annex were clear,  especially at the start.  Not until the animals were dead did they pose an environmental or public health problem.  All of the activities prior to that were made possible by the strength of personalities and possibly because it was only an exercise.

   Support from the EOC for the TERT in the field was adequate as far as medical decision support.  EOC personnel, however, did not supply the equipment and logistical support that they could have had they had a thorough understanding of the resources available through state emergency management.  This is one of the main purposes for activating the EOC, to provide support to activities in the field.  Again, a good reason for a full time emergency manager from the Texas Board of Animal Health.

   TERT field personnel spent time locating and acquiring vehicles etc. when they could have been involved in activities in control and eradication of disease.

   Part of the problem here and a lost learning experience for Texas Emergency Management was that Texas Emergency Management participated very little in the EOC activities during the exercise.

4. Hot Wash

The TERT Exercise was a vigorous and exhaustive exercise.  All participants took their jobs seriously and provided a high level of medical expertise to the problems presented.

 Several problems did arise, however.  First,  the TERT members in the field appeared knowledgeable  not only of medical tasks at hand but were also well versed in emergency management.  A suggestion would be to have a TERT member assigned to the EOC with as much emergency management savvy as was exhibited by field personnel.  This likely would have corrected the logistic and equipment support issue.
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 Clearly a separate functional annex in the Texas Emergency Operations plan with the Texas Board of Animal Health as the lead agency would help greatly. 

There is already existing statutes to allow for that.  This would also only enhance their role as a more aggressive support agency for public health.

Probably the single most persistent road block  during the exercise was the question of funding.  Who pays for what, how much and when?

Part of the funding issue was that the exercise in Texas was held in real time and the National Exercise was held in accelerated time so support from USDA was unclear at times on funding questions.  To add to the confusion there doesn’t appear to be a clear 1, 2, 3 this  is how you get paid approach to USDA funding decisions.  A case by case decision making process is just too slow for an adequate emergency response.   

1. If  there is a way for USDA to outline: 

2. This is how you declare an animal health emergency

3. This is what we pay for
4. This is how much we will pay
5. This is when you will get paid
        It would help to a great degree emergency decision makers in the EOC’s in any state.

       Such information would also help animal health emergency management in the planning process  

       on how much funding to pursue through the Stafford Act.  This would be especially helpful in 
       dead animal disposal costs and the direct and indirect costs incurred by primary and support 

       agencies and costs incurred at the local level that USDA has no provisions for.

This was an excellent exercise and a learning experience for all involved.

I would like to thank the Texas Board of Animal Health and USDA for allowing me to participate in this exercise.
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