
By ROCCO DiFRANCESCO

E ollowing the rescue and re
covery efforts in Oklahoma City
many people asked, "Why are fire
fighters and rescuers from all over
the country helping out?"

Many civilians, volunteer workers
and public officials were unfamiliar
with the National Urban Search and
Rescue (USAR) Response System
coordinated by the Federal Emer
gency Management Agency (FEMA)
as one of 12 functional annexes of the
Federal Response Plan designed to
assist and augment local and state
resources during disasters and other
catastrophic events. FEMA is the pri
mary agency for the plan's Emer
gency Support Function-9, which pro
vides USAR services.

FEMA began developing the first
coordinated national USAR network
in 1989 follov^ng the Hurricane Hugo
disaster and the catastrophic Loma
Prieta earthquake in California,
which caused the major structural
collapse of buildings and freeways in
Oakland and San Francisco.

Even before those events, earth
quakes in Mexico City and Soviet
Armenia had clearly demonstrated
the need for specially trained rescue
teams to deal with the complex and
technical rescue problems that
accompany disasters involving the
potential for structural collapse, con
fined spaces and other hazardous sit
uations. Through the enlisted assis
tance of the nation's top technical
experts from the fire service, disaster
dog associations, emergency medicine
and structural engineering, a nation-
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Members ofCalifornia Task Force 5from Orange County report totheFederal Building.

al response system for USAR was
developed.

The National USAR Response
System was based on a model devel
oped in California by the Office of
Emergency Services (OES). Its frame
work structures existing emergency
service workers from the local level
into an integrated disaster-response
task force comprised of search, res
cue, medical and technical teams
replete with the necessary training,
tools and equipment to perform the
following functions:

• Physical search and rescue
operations in damaged/collapsed
structures.

• Provide emergency medical care
to workers and civilians.

• Reconnaissance to assess dam
age/needs for local, state and federal
officials.

• Structural hazard evaluation
and identification.

• Hazardous materials surveys/
evaluations.

• Stabilizing damaged struc

tures/areas, including shoring and
cribbing operations.

• Secure utilities to structures.
• Provide technical assistance

and support to local agencies.
• Other essential services needed

for disaster mitigation.
Since the inception of tiie National

USAR Response System Task Forces
have been activated for Hurricane An
drew (August 1992), Hurricane Iniki
(September 1992), Typhoon Brian
(October 1992), Hurricane Emily
(August 1993) and the Northridge,
CA, earthquake (January 1994) as
well as the Oklahoma City bombing.

Twenty-five USAR Task Forces
are located throughout the nation.
These Task Forces may be activated
for a response when local, state and
FEMA officials determine the need
for USAR resources at an incident.

A Task Force has six hours to
assemble and mobilize for deploy
ment from point of departure. For air
transportation, the team must have
its cache of equipment and supplies
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packaged and palletized for military
air transport typically aboard a C-141
or KC-10. In addition, each Task
Force must be capable of self-suffi
ciency for 72 hours and must be pre
pared for missions lasting seven to 10
days. Once a Task Force arrives at an
incident it serves at the discretion of
the incident command team.

Each USAR team is comprised of
search, rescue, medical and technical
elements for an integrated multi-dis-
ciplined Task Force capable of operat

ing aroxmd the clock. Task Forces are
divided into these separate disci
plines under a typical incident com
mand system (ICS) structure. Aside
from the basic entry-level training in
technical, high-angle and heavy res
cue, each member of the Task Force
occupies a specialty position with a
particular job description and duties.

The Task Force leader oversees
all aspects of the team's activities and
supervises the managers of the
search, rescue, medical and technical
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teams. Reporting to the Task Force
leader are the following;

• Search team manager. Devel
ops search plan and oversees the
canine search specialists and techni
cal search specialists. The canine
search specialists search collapsed
structures, debris piles, land/mud
slides and other areas for trapped vic
tims with certified disaster search
dogs. These dogs are considered to be
the most valuable tool in locating vic
tims. The technical search specialists
essentially perform the same job as
the canine search specialists, but uti
lize special electronic search equip
ment such as SearchCams and highly
sensitive listening devices.

• Rescue team manager. Over
sees rescue operations, develops res
cue plans and supervises the rescue
squad officers, who in turn oversee
the activities of five rescue specialists.
The rescue specialists perform the
actual hands-on rescue/recovery oper
ations utilizing specied tools and tac
tics/techniques for confined spaces,
rope rescue, shoring and stabilization,
breaching, victim extrication and
packaging.

• Medical team manager. A
physician who oversees all medical
functions and supervises the medical
specialists, who provide medical care
to all task force personnel, victims
and search dogs.

• Technical team manager.
Oversees the technical functions of
the task force and supervises the spe
cialists in structures, hazardous
materials, heavy equipment and rig
ging, technical information, commu
nications and logistics. The structures
specialist is a structural engineer who
evaluates and surveys structural con
ditions in the area of the rescue site
and makes recommendations on

entry, shoring and related operations.
The hazardous materials specialist
monitors envirormiental conditions at

the rescue site and mitigates any haz-
mat dangers present. This person
may also provide decontamination for
Task Force members and victims.

The heavy equipment and rigging
specialist assesses the need for and
capabilities of various construction-
related equipment, identifies rigging
techniques for victim removal or
building stabilization and coordinates
the efforts of heavy equipment and
crane operators. The technical infor
mation specialist documents, tracks
and retrieves all pertinent informa
tion regarding Task Force activities
for on-site and post-incident analysis,
historic documentation and post-
event critiques. The communications

Firehouse/September 1995



'.« e ;C

2^

si



^ j

i.-f--

:*-r^

t

'•• :-:i^ '-• r
W-'k: -V

E

y*.

I '-
f"

rc»
•r

•r*
/ I

r4:
/

/
/

-f'

!* t. • ;;•"/ /'
>.%.•

, 'AV-.//?'—. »*A

f/-'.

X '» ~

4</.>*

• .w

/•

.^1

A

• , '-i't

« '**

Murrah Federal Building

O Water Resources BIdg.
O Greek Restaurant

O Journal Record Building
o U.S. Post Office

O Regency Towers Apts.
O Crater
O OKCFD Truck5

O OKCFD Truck 8
© OKCFD Truck7

Photo © Sygma Photo News



specialist assesses communications
needs and manages the communica
tions system, including frequency
management, installation, operation
and maintenance. The logistics spe
cialist maintains the Task Force's
cache, including the packaging and
distribution of equipment/supplies
during mission assignments, and
works with civilian and military offi
cials to procure non-cacheable items.

Need For Specialists
The evolution of integrated disas

ter response has shown the need for
these specialized positions and func
tional duties. In order to fulfill its role
in a multi-disciplined, large-scale res
cue operation, each Task Force is sup
plied with a 30,000-pound cache of
heavy rescue tools, equipment, food
and water that enables the team to
operate around the clock and be self-
sufficient for 72 hours without bur
dening the local infrastructure.

The wide array of tools and equip
ment in the USAR cache enables each
functional element to perform its mis
sion without local assistance. For the
rescue element, there are gasoline-
and electric:powered tools such as

drills, demolition hammers, coring
saws, hydraulic chain saws and circu
lar saws used for breaching and
breaking concrete and masonry.
There are also welding units, an
exothermic torch that operates in
excess of 10,000 degrees Fahrenheit,
an oxyacetylene torch and demolition
torches that can reach up to eight feet
long. These devices are used to cut
thick metal and rebars. For confined
spaces, there is a confined space air
breathing system along with requisite
support gear such as ropes and heavy
rigging accessories.

The search element has fiber
scopes with monitors and Search-
Cams with extended wands for
searching collapsed zones. Assisting
this visual equipment are sensitive
electronic listening devices with two-
way communication ability. Techmcal
search specialists can use these tools
to penetrate debris piles, looking and
listening for victims. However, no
manmade tool can match the hyper
sensitive scent of the search dogs,
clearly the best search instrument in
any USAR cache.

Structural specialists use digital
smart levels, metal detectors and art

laser units to determine even the
slightest movement of structural com
ponents. Hazmat specialists have
meters to detect the presence of gas,
vapors or other potential hazards, in
addition to decontamination supplies.
To support some of the other func
tions of the technical team are digital
cameras, still cameras, a copying
machine, office supplies, a laptop
computer and professional video
equipment, radios, programmable
repeaters and solar power systems.

The medical team has a complete
kit with drugs, medications, sterile
dressings, examination/operating
table, rV solutions, refrigerator and
microwave oven. The team has full
pre-hospital care as well as limited
surgical capabilities.

There are many more logistical
items, including mountain bikes, air
tents, shelter tents, generators, foul-
weather gear, personal safety gear,
chemical respirators and knee pads,
as well as a lot of weatherproof con
tainers to store food and water.

Any items that are needed during
a mission that are not included in the
cache can be procured on an immedi
ate-need basis.
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• FREE seminars by MarylandFire &Rescue Institute and the Maryland Institute for
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From Washington
& Northern Virginia
Take 1-95 (Washington
Capital Beltway] to exit
llA, Pennsylvania Avenue
South/Bast (Route 4).
Follow for seven miles to
Upper Marlboro eidt.
Turn right at stop sign.

From Baltimore
Take 1-695 (Baltimore
Beltway) to Route 3 South.
Exit at Route 4 North/West
(towards Washington].
Take first exit to stop si£n.
Turn left and follow to the

For Exhibitor InformoiSoa, call Jay Tucker at (301) 952-8194.
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