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Oregon gets a new playbook for earthquake response

By BEN BOTKIN
The Statesman Journal

SALEM — Oregon has a
new playbook for preparing
and responding to a major
earthquake that dictates
what should be tackled over
time versus a list of tasks to
get done.

The playbook provides a
two-week blueprint for the
state’s response and expec-
tations for prioritizing Ore-
gon’s recovery from what
would be the deadliest natu-
ral disaster in the U.S.

Oregon faces the threat
of a 9.0 magnitude earth-
quake and tsunami that
would hit the 700-mile Cas-
cadia Subduction Zone, rip-
pling from the coastal coun-
ties and impacting much of
the state and neighboring
Washington.

Emergency planners esti-
mate coastal areas would
have as little as 15 minutes
notice to escape an incom-
ing tsunami, and as many
as 25,000 people could die.
About a million Oregonians
could be impacted in other
ways: needing shelter, food
and medication while wait-

Times for responding and
recovering are a key change
from two previous editions.

Emergency planners have
laid out steps they would
take after an earthquake
based on intervals of time:
the first hour, the first six
hours, the first 12 hours and

tsunami.

The newest version gives
the state a clearer sense of
how to prioritize tasks and
track progress, said Andrew
Phelps, director of the Office
of Emergency Management.

“That way, we aren’t
wasting any of the avail-

ing for help. beyond. able resources on things that
To prepare for the worst- The shift to focus on weren’t absolutely critical,”
case scenario, Oregon’s time comes after the 2016 Phelps said.

Office of Emergency Man-
agement has updated and
revised its response plan, a
100-page document called
the Cascadia Playbook.

Cascadia Rising exercise, a
four-day regional drill that
offered a look at how pre-
pared the Pacific Northwest
is for an earthquake and

In the first hour, the steps
are basic: contact the gover-
nor, determine what staff are
available and start notifying
agencies.

AP Photo/Don Ryan, File
In this March 11, 2011, file photo, car headlights from a steady stream of cars form a
line as residents evacuate the coastal town of Seaside after the warning of a tsunami
surge from a Japanese earthquake was issued.

“The first hour, it’s all
about finding your feet,”
Phelps said. “That first hour
it’s all about notifications.”

Within six hours, the pri-
orities include having the
governor declare a state of
emergency, assessing roads
and bridges for damages and
working to get emergency
supplies, establishing com-
munications with local gov-
ernment and sending infor-
mation to the public.

Unlike other disasters
that are more self-contained
— like a dam collapse —

the state has to plan for a
response with major infra-
structure damage and some
staff not able to work.

As a result, tools like
amateur radio networks
would be used for communi-
cation instead of cellphones.

“We can’t write a plan
based on the staff that we
have available today, the
telephone and internet ser-
vice we have today, the
transportation infrastructure
we have today the energy
infrastructure ~ we  have
today,” Phelps said.

“We have to write our
plans assuming that most of
that stuff is not going to be
available,” he said.

Within 12 hours, more is
known. At least three life-
line routes are established,
providing a clear, designated
pathway for getting help to
people. Officials know what
Oregon airports are usable
for response missions. Infor-
mation about hospitals —
both damages and bed capac-
ity — has been gathered.

Within 24 hours, mass
care for the displaced has
started: medical care, meals
and shelter for pets and ani-
mals is in place.

For Oregonians, emer-
gency planning can be done
at a household level. That
includes having an emer-
gency kit of food, water and
other necessities for at least
14 days.

“Everyone that is pre-
pared has a better chance of
being a disaster survivor and
not a disaster victim,” Phelps
said. “Are people going to
die during a Cascadia earth-
quake? Yes, but more people
are going to survive.”

Stan Thomas would be at
the forefront of a response
to provide mass care to sut-
vivors. He’s an administra-
tor of occupational health,
safety and emergency ser-
vices for the Oregon Depart-
ment of Human Services and
Oregon Health Authority.

The playbook is crucial
because everyone respond-
ing has to have a sense of
what the priorities are, even
if communication is lost,
said Thomas, currently on
assignment at the Camp Fire
in California.

The Camp Fire response,
he said, is a reminder of the
need to plan beyond the first
day: what happens tomor-
row and the next week and
beyond.

The playbook also is a
reminder that multiple agen-
cies are involved, all with
different tasks. The play-
book arranges agency action
side-by-side.

That helps when coordi-
nating a response, said Eric
Gebbie, a planning section
chief for the Oregon Health
Authority’s health security,
preparedness and response
program.
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