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August 31, 2008


Waiting for the Big One 

Nassau and Suffolk Make Plans, Just in Case 
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AFTER THE STORM The remains of houses destroyed in the hurricane of 1938 littered Westhampton. More than 50 people died in the storm, and hundreds of homes were washed away or ruined.

By STEWART AIN

A 40-FOOT cargo trailer owned by the American Red Cross and filled with cots, blankets and first-aid kits was parked last month outside East Islip High School.

A month earlier, the Nassau County chapter of the Red Cross parked one of its 20 trailers emblazoned with Red Cross logos and packed with similar items at Hicksville High School. 

They are among 45 trailers filled with supplies that the American Red Cross keeps on Long Island near schools that would serve as shelters in the event of a hurricane.

Also this summer, two new mobile tent hospital trailers arrived at the Suffolk County Fire Academy in Yaphank to await emergency deployment. “The trailers contain special medical tents that can be taken out and set up for triage,” said Steve Levy, the Suffolk County executive. “They are portable hospitals. They are for all hazards — hurricanes, terrorism, major fires or blackouts.”

After Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans in August 2005, county officials, working closely with the Nassau and Suffolk chapters of the American Red Cross and the Long Island Power Authority, re-examined their hurricane response plans, which prompted significant changes and an increase in emergency equipment, including the trailers. 

The plan and preparations now also include a fourth evacuation route in Nassau, boxes of canned food and bottled water stored in a climate-controlled warehouse in Bethpage, and an increased effort to replace aging utility poles and remove dying trees that might topple in a storm, pulling down electric wires. 

“Having the supplies pre-positioned is crucial,” said Rebecca Arthurs, director of emergency services for Suffolk’s Red Cross chapter. “We can’t count on supplies coming in for five to seven days because the bridges might be closed due to high winds and debris. And docks would have to be inspected and declared safe” before supplies could arrive by boat.

Frank Cassano, chief executive of the Nassau Red Cross chapter, said that in preparing for a disaster here, the mind-set has been, “This is an island, and in a major hurricane it could be cut off from the mainland.” 

“This concept of preparedness is only three years old” and was put in place after a $5 million state grant in 2005 was split evenly between the Nassau and Suffolk Red Cross chapters, Mr. Cassano said. “We decided that sheltering was the key element, along with food, water and first aid supplies,” he said.

Mr. Levy said that one lesson from Katrina was that many people would not abandon their pets in emergencies. As a result, he said, Suffolk now has plans to open three pet-friendly shelters, as well as four shelters for people with special health needs. He said 125 county employees have been trained to help at the shelters. 

Mr. Cassano said he had about 1,600 volunteers to help manage Red Cross shelters, including 700 midshipmen from the Merchant Marine Academy in Kings Point who were trained in January; 400 are to be trained in October. 

The last hurricane to strike Long Island, Gloria in 1985, was a Category 1 storm that had sustained winds of 95 miles per hour. The strongest hurricane to hit here, a Category 3 in 1938 sometimes called the Long Island Express, had sustained winds of 121 m.p.h. To predict when the next hurricane might strike, meteorologists compare the current water temperature, wind patterns and other variables with those of previous years. 

James J. Callahan III, commissioner of Nassau County’s Office of Emergency Management, said he watches the predictions of William M. Gray, a meteorologist and pioneer in the forecasting of hurricanes. 

“He says the probability of one or more hurricanes making landfall in Nassau County is 1 percent, with 0.7 percent being the climatological average,” Mr. Callahan said. “The probability of one or more major hurricanes is 0.5 percent, with a climatological average of 0.3 percent.”

Suffolk County, which occupies almost two-thirds of Long Island’s 120 miles, has a 4.9 percent chance of having a hurricane strike (the average is 3.2 percent), and there is a 2.3 percent chance of a major hurricane striking (the average is 1.5 percent).

Nassau County and the United States Army Corps of Engineers recently completed a transportation evacuation study to see how long it would take to clear the South Shore of Long Island using three designated emergency routes.

“We were not happy,” Mr. Callahan said. “It could take up to 24 hours.”

As a result, a fourth evacuation route has been added that runs from the Seaford-Oyster Bay Expressway to Hempstead Turnpike and on to Farmingdale.

As part of the study, people in the evacuation zone — south of Sunrise Highway in the eastern portion of the county and south of the Southern State Parkway in the west — were randomly called to see whether they would evacuate and where they would go. 

“Most said they would go to friends in the middle of the Island,” Mr. Callahan said. “We want them to go there because they’ll never get off the Island” because of traffic congestion.

The study also found that there are a “large number of people in Long Beach, Atlantic Beach and Point Lookout who don’t have cars and rely on public transportation,” he said. 

As a result, a new plan has been devised to have buses from the City of Long Beach take residents to the Long Island Rail Road station in Long Beach. The railroad would run evacuation trains every half-hour to Valley Stream, where Long Island Bus would take riders to shelters. Nassau has 25 of its own shelters, all at public schools and colleges. 

Mr. Callahan said the county would try to give hospitals and those with special needs, like residents of nursing homes, 48 hours’ notice of an approaching hurricane. 

“During Hurricane Gloria in 1985, an evacuation was ordered of Long Beach Island, Atlantic Beach and Point Lookout,” he said. “We were lucky that it hit at low tide, but it took 12 days for power to be totally restored.”

Michael D. Hervey, vice president of operations for LIPA, said the number of storm-related power failures depends on things like a storm’s intensity, whether it hits at high or low tide, whether it strikes a densely populated area and how long it lasts.

As a result of its re-examination of its hurricane preparedness after Katrina, LIPA made a plan to bring in up to 4,000 linemen — double the previous number — to help its 300 linemen tackle the cleanup work after a hurricane. But instead of calling them in two or three days after a storm, Mr. Hervey said, the first group would be organized in Pennsylvania, before the storm, so they could be deployed to Long Island as soon as the storm passed. 
