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Senator DeMint, I would like to thank you for this opportunity to discuss the preparedness efforts of the civil and military communities here in the Lowcountry and for your support of these efforts.  I would also like to express the appreciation of both uniformed and civilian Marines, Sailors and military families here in Beaufort County for all that you have done to support our efforts here and around the world.

These are indeed challenging times.  We face enemies abroad that have little regard for the ideals we Americans hold dearly.  On the home front, we must also remain prepared for the unique challenges that nature can steer our way.  

Just as shared awareness, cooperation, and training with international partners can open doors and new opportunities for progress in the war against extremism, so we can foster long-term relationships and a spirit of cooperation here in the Lowcountry to meet the challenges at home.  It is this spirit of cooperation that I would like to focus on today.

MCAS Beaufort’s field elevation is 37’ – among the highest elevations in the Beaufort County. The Air Station is located right along the northern county’s main storm recovery route, Highway 21. 

The last large-scale evacuation occurred just prior to Hurricane Floyd in September 1999.  During that evacuation, long traffic delays were one of the primary challenges as there are only a few routes and bridges off of the islands making up most of the county.  This geographical fact complicates execution of our plans and timing of critical decisions.

MCAS Beaufort has taken a pro-active and cooperative position with regard to prior planning, evacuation coordination and recovery efforts within the Tri-command—our three military bases including the Air Station, Parris Island Recruit Depot, and the Beaufort Naval Hospital—as well as with our local and state governmental partners.  Additionally, we are currently completing formal agreements to allow life flight evacuations of Beaufort Memorial Hospital patients from the air station.

Planning:

In conjunction with city and county agencies, and our Tri-Command partners, detailed planning and pre-hurricane season exercises are conducted annually.  These efforts ensure hurricane preparedness through inspections of our facilities and base housing, hurricane supply lockers, emergency meal rations, security, and evacuation procedures. All tenant units, commands and sections aboard the air station provide Destructive Weather representatives to the Operations Department and directly participate in the annual training exercise. We utilize five hurricane conditions of readiness, based upon hurricane strength and proximity to our installations.  Each condition has immediate action guidelines/steps to be accomplished once the condition is set.  Hurricane Condition-5 (HC-5) is a seasonal condition set from 1 June to 30 November.  HC-4 is set 72 hours prior to the expected storm landfall in the local area.  HC-3 is set 48 hours; HC-2, 24 hours, and HC-1, 12 hours prior to landfall.

This system provides for a comprehensive notification process of the potential impact of a hurricane to all personnel.  All hands receive annual hurricane briefs and are provided preparedness handouts that specifically address conditions of readiness, appropriate evacuation procedures and recommended personal evacuation supplies/kits.  We also take care to push all available information to our military families through the base newspapers, e-mail notifications, internet web sites, handouts, and ‘town meetings.’

In the event of an actual hurricane, time critical information is distributed to all commands via multiple sources: e-mail, automated call-down phone notification, Public Affairs Office marquees and our military television channel. The resident Marine Aircraft Group and one Navy squadron fly all operating aircraft to either Texas or Ohio. Any remaining aircraft are placed in available hangars.  There is an agreement in place to allow the County to preposition vehicles aboard the air station during an evacuation. These vehicles would be utilized in direct support of the recovery effort in the aftermath of a significant event.

Military personnel, their families and the air station civilian staff/workforce are expected to self evacuate.  At the Commanding Officer’s direction, a minimal cadre of essential personnel is designated to remain at the air station. Should the intensity of the storm require the Beaufort County government to evacuate, The Air Station has an agreement to send upwards of  200 personnel to their fall-back site located at the Allendale Fairfax High School to ride out the storm.

In advance of the storm’s landfall, we plan to pre-position generators, water trailers, heavy equipment and vehicles on the relative high ground of our flight-line so it will remain accessible and reasonably free of trees, power lines and potential storm surge flood waters. 

Air Station personnel are organized into emergency support teams including Emergency Operations Center (EOC) staff, weather service personnel, shelter management teams, communications support teams, electrical repair teams, heavy equipment operators, medical and emergency support teams and Military Police security teams.

Coordination:

MCAS Beaufort coordinates directly with the Beaufort County Emergency Management Division. They allow us direct representation in their downtown Emergency Operations Center to assist in disseminating time critical storm information and coordinating our efforts. Additionally, along with the other town managers and mayors from within the County, we are invited to call- in and participate on the County’s conference calls with the Governor’s office to discuss courses of action and potential timelines for Mandatory Evacuation orders. 

We have established communications connectivity through a dedicated fiber optic line from our EOC to the county’s traffic control fiber network which is also linked directly to the Beaufort County EOC.

We have two computers in the EOC that are directly linked to the Beaufort County network.  This allows for MCAS personnel to access Web-EOC, ThinkMap Geographic Information System (GIS) (provides updated county aerial photos, including flood data projection overlays) and access to all 37 County traffic control cameras.  In this way, emergency planners and decision makers are all on the same page, provided the same information, and are using the same software to assist in more effective and coordinated decision-making.

Direct-line telephone connections run between the Air Station, Parris Island, Beaufort Naval Hospital, and the Beaufort County EOC.  Additionally, Beaufort County programs all of our 800 MHz radios. Currently we have (36) of these on hand:  27 handhelds, 5 vehicle-mounted, and 4 base-stations.  This capability allows for interoperable and mutual support during evacuation and recovery, and provides for an alternate means of communication between the EOC’s.

Recovery:

Once the storm passes, these same communications links and planning and decision tools will facilitate execution of coordinated recovery plans, beginning with whatever is required to respond to the situation as it develops.  Clearing highways, making early assessments, and establishing power, communication, and access for safety and security personnel will likely be early priorities.

No one can predict the precise effects of strong storms and what they will leave in their wake, but here in the Lowcountry, we are trying to imagine and prepare for numerous contingencies.  Our planning efforts have been consciously tied together, our infrastructure put into place with mutual support and coordination in mind, and our recovery planning and execution have been designed to succeed as much as our resources will possibly allow.  We cannot guarantee success, but we are confident that we can make sound decisions and enhance the safety and security of our people.

Again, Senator, thank you for your time and support and for allowing us to participate in this hearing today.
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