Congressman Rob Wittman’s First District Emergency Response Council Meeting Minutes

___________________________________________

June 21, 2010

Opening Remarks

Representative Wittman began by welcoming everyone in attendance and thanking them for taking time out of their schedules to attend the meeting. He also emphasized how important it was to understand everyone’s needs and challenges so that we can better coordinate all the resources together to benefit--not hurt--the emergency effort. Rep. Wittman cited the gulf oil spill as an example of how important it is for good communication between local, state, and federal resources in time of emergency. 

Preparedness Planning

Hurricane Preparedness

A constituent commented that there are still people displaced from the November Nor’easter and suggested that the system should look at the individual rather than the community to determine FEMA aid.  Also the constituent noted that the FEMA officials in the area met and told them that if you had a certain threshold of coverage in the community then nothing was available except SBA loans. 

· Rep. Wittman said he would look into whether or not the rule about coverage gets down to the specific individual.

A constituent commented that information following a disaster comes out slower than it should to the public. The constituent made reference that people plan to rebuild their damaged homes and find out over time that they can’t rebuild. 

· Rep. Wittman commented by saying that there needs to be increased communication before, during and after the storm.

A constituent from Gloucester made reference to raising of houses in the flood areas and that it would be cheaper to simply build a new structure rather than raise the current one. 

· Rep. Wittman commented that people should be given all available options up front so they can make decisions on whether to elevate, rebuild or relocate.

A constituent from Poquoson brought up a concern on the evacuation routes and transportation problems not only in Poquoson but the Hampton Roads area. The concern was the ability of the roadways to handle the increased amount of people during an evacuation. 

· Rep. Wittman stated that we should encourage people to evacuate earlier rather than at the last minute. Rep. Wittman also added that Virginia is a donor state with regard to the Highway Trust Fund, for every $1 in gas tax collected and sent to the Trust Fund, VA gets .92 back. This means that Virginia’s share of the federal transportation dollars is not 100% of what it puts in to the Highway Trust Fund.
One attendee brought up the concern in the area of documented sea level rise that is only going to get worse. 

· Rep. Wittman commented that we should get ahead of mother nature without hampering other communities and adapt as a region working together. 

Another constituent raised the issue of the evacuation of people with disabilities and was concerned shelters and transportation would not be adequately equipped to move people in the event of an emergency.  He asked what resources FEMA could provide for the people with disabilities?

· Rep. Wittman commented that we need to emphasize not waiting till the last minute to evacuate, and that we need to have shelters and staff on hand to handle the best and worst case scenario.

A constituent suggested considering dollar compensation to hospitals when their buildings are used for shelters during emergencies.

One attendee stated that FEMA needs to define its role more clearly, if they are here to lead or to help.  FEMA recovery is cumbersome; an example mentioned is from the 2010 snowstorms. Recovery is based on one disaster at a time.  

Chemical Emergencies
No constituents brought up specific concerns but Rep. Wittman addressed the gulf oil spill and Virginia’s preparedness. Rep. Wittman stated that Virginia had a plan in place in the event the oil did make its way into the area.

Mass Casualties

One attendee pointed out that hospitals and hospital personal need to have the resources in large quantities in case of an emergency. The constituent added that we should encourage people in the medical field to participate should an event occur and provide protection for professionals who are forced to make life and death decisions. 

· Rep. Wittman said he would query NIH on standards and where they were with regard to the “altered standard of care” that would be in place in a mass casualty situation.

A constituent asked for the consideration of a notification system for emergency by cell phone. They emphasized that we should not use only radio and TV as a means to communicate with the public. 
The standard-of-care guidelines question was raised concerning whether Virginia personnel work across state lines.  

Training and Education

Constituents had budgetary needs in maintaining grants. 

· Rep. Wittman said part of fixing the budget is prioritizing, making tough decisions, and first responders are important.

One attendee emphasized that there needs to be a push for money to attend the National Emergency Response and Rescue Training Center at Texas A&M University.

Another constituent pointed out that there should be a simplification of the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA). He stated that hospitals never know exactly what the laws prohibit so they rarely give information that the first responders could use.

Public Perceptions


A constituent complained that grants seem to favor law enforcement and leave out fire and EMS. 

Another person noted that the public’s expectations have risen greatly over the past years. There needs to be more definition of what people should expect and we need to encourage personal preparedness and responsibility. 

· Rep. Wittman stated that it’s a difficult situation and that we need to better inform the public of what they can expect because the expectations are up here when in reality are happening down here

A constituent asked for consideration of drone monitoring of nuclear sites in the James River and Lake Anna.
One attendee commented that information from DHS (Department of Homeland Security) needs to flow more freely to the localities.  

· Rep. Wittman suggested he would contact DHS to determine if there could be changes made to facilitiate the flow of information to localities in the event of a disaster.
Office of the Governor

Mr. Brandon T. Degraaf and Mr. W. Duane Stafford represented the Governor’s Office at the meeting.
Mr. Degraaf provided an update that the Governor’s office is working with first responders and the Virginia Department of Emergency Management to prepare for hurricane season. He also indicated that the Governor’s office will be holding a two day media tour and doing public service announcements. 

Mr. Stafford suggested credentialing of first responders if there is an incident so that a common form of ID would be available. 

Closing Remarks

Rep. Wittman thanked everyone again for attending and asked the group to contact his offices if they needed help with any issues. As legislation comes up that involves first responders and emergency personnel Rep. Wittman noted he would contact everyone through email to get their opinion on the proposed legislation. 
As a result of discussions about legislation affecting emergency response personnel, we have provided the links to the following legislative information that are of interest to the meeting participants:

http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/bdquery/D?d111:1:./temp/~bdGMAc:@@@L&summ2=m&|/home/LegislativeData.php|
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c111:H.R.5081:

