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August 31, 2008


Waiting for the Big One 
Westchester Intends to Be Prepared 
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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 KATE STONE LOMBARDI

NINE years ago, County Executive Andrew Spano was in his White Plains office when word came that Tropical Storm Floyd was hitting the northern part of Westchester pretty hard. He decided to go home, change out of his suit and head over to some of the areas that were worst affected.

Getting to his Yorktown home proved a challenge — all the main roads were flooded or blocked by trees. Mr. Spano’s driver finally made his way on back roads, dropped the county executive off at his house and departed. Mr. Spano then got on the telephone to begin coordinating the county response to the storm.

About 45 minutes later, his driver returned, soaking wet. His car had gotten caught in flooding on Underhill Road, and the man had swum out of his car window to safety. Meanwhile, Mr. Spano had lost power at his home, along with his landline phone service. He was basically running the county from his cellphone.

“It was horrendous,” Mr. Spano recalled in an interview. “When I got back in the next day, I said, ‘We’ve got to do something to be better prepared.’ There was no organization countywide, and everything was piecemeal.”

After Floyd hit Westchester in September 1999, disrupting power for thousands, leaving roads impassable and causing major flooding, the county created the Department of Emergency Services. Among the crises that come under its umbrella are hurricanes and other severe weather conditions that have the potential to bring Westchester to a standstill. 

Emergency managers have been preparing for a potential major storm, one that might leave the county struggling on its own for days or even weeks before outside assistance arrived. In June, emergency responders conducted a six-day drill, simulating a major hurricane hitting the area. 

“We’ve learned a lot of really valuable lessons,” said Anthony Sutton, the emergency services commissioner. “If the storm is a really widespread thing, it will be awhile before the state or the federal government can come to help, and we have to be self-sufficient, both people and the county.”

Westchester officials worked with officials from the state, New York City and Nassau and Suffolk Counties on the drill, playing out what would happen if a Category 2 hurricane made landfall on Long Island. The exercise began with a simulated briefing from the National Weather Service. Over the next few days, the drill included alerting the public, communicating with municipalities, setting up shelters, managing roads, establishing evacuation routes, coordinating county departments, including Health and Public Safety, and working with utilities like Con Edison, nonprofits like the Red Cross and several faith-based organizations. 

County planners have also been working with officials from Fort Lauderdale, Fla., which endured Hurricane Andrew in 1992. Emergency planners from that city came to Westchester to monitor the drill and offer feedback.

The drill simulated a storm taking a path similar to that of the 1938 one known as the Long Island Express, a Category 3 hurricane that came ashore on Long Island and traveled up the coast of New England. All told, more than 600 people died in the storm, which produced surges of 10 to 12 feet on the coast from Long Island and Connecticut, eastward to Massachusetts.

Since Floyd, Westchester has had its share of wild weather, including a 2006 Level 2 tornado that tore through parts of the county, a powerful 2007 northeaster, severe flooding in Mamaroneck and, earlier this month, a microburst in Mount Vernon that uprooted trees and caused other damage. During the 2007 storm, one community hospital had so much flooding that it nearly had to be evacuated.

The county has purchased equipment and supplies including electric pumps to clean flooded buildings, portable traffic signs to use in power outages, barricades for traffic control, and cots, blankets, pillows, toiletries and towels to be used at emergency shelters. The county has worked with nursing homes, hospitals and other places with vulnerable populations to ensure generators are in place, as well as with municipalities to establish shelters.

Construction is also under way to allow portable fences that the police can deploy at each entrance ramp on the Bronx River Parkway. Currently, if sections of the parkway are closed, police cruisers or highway trucks act as barriers, diverting them from other tasks.

The county also wants residents to prepare for any storm. A program called “Ready Westchester” urges residents to develop a household disaster plan. That includes having on hand what is needed to survive at home for several days without electricity, as well as preparing a “go bag” should residents have to evacuate. (Lists for both are available at westchestergov.com/keepingsafe.htm.) What emergency planners fear most is complacency.

“Our biggest concern is for people to be believers,” said Mr. Sutton, the emergency services commissioner. “We’re really trying to sell this personal preparedness. 

“We don’t want people to think about this for the first time when we’re telling them to evacuate.” 
