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Firefighters hold drill at Parkside Middle School

http://www.manassasjm.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=MJM%2FMGArticle%2FWPN_BasicArticle&c=MGArticle&cid=1031776119360&path=!news
By DANIEL DREW, News & Messenger 

Friday, June 18, 2004

After receiving a clear plastic bag of M&M's as simulated "medicine," Stephen All was satisfied Thursday that he had learned a great deal. 

The 13-year-old seventh-grader at Parkside Middle School in Manassas got an idea of what it was like to be a victim in a hazardous materials spill. He was one of 75 students -- who on an incredibly hot final day of school --?participated in a mass-casualty drill involving several local police and rescue agencies.

The drill simulated mass exposure to some kind of powder. Firefighters from Prince William County and the two cities responded and showed the students through a series of tents when they are cleaned with high-pressure spray. Cold water is used in the showers because it keeps pores from opening, reducing the chance of chemicals getting into the body through the skin.

The students wore bathing suits for the drill, but in the event of a real catastrophe, victims would be nude during the shower. Boys and girls were separated in two lines.

Firefighters in white Tyvec suits who breathed through respirators, collected the student's clothes and sealed them in bags before the students went to the showers.

The bags were placed in spray-painted grids on grass near the tents. Officials used the grids to keep track of the clothes and personal items the students were wearing during the "catastrophe."

In a real emergency, those items are kept secure by rescuers until police can take them as evidence.

The drill's purposes were threefold:

-- To give rescuers an opportunity to evaluate the severity of the emergency

-- To maintain a chain of custody of criminal evidence

-- To collect hazardous materials specimens

After going through the shower area of specially designed decontamination tents, the students were directed to other tents, where health department workers entered their personal information into a computer. Then they were directed to another tent, where they were asked medical questions that would help the health department decide what medicines to administer.

The equipment was purchased with homeland security grant money from the federal government.

The drill was set at the school, but is supposed to be representative of any public place where large crowds gather, said John Medici, Prince William County's Department of Fire and Rescue hazardous materials officer.

The training is especially relevant because the fire department responds to several unknown powder and hazardous materials calls each year, said Medici, who coordinated the drill. Local rescuers also must be prepared in the event that they are needed in Washington, D.C., in the event of an attack.

Spilled flour caused a scare at Potomac High School last year, he said.

What officials were training for, however, was not a response to a specific substance.

"It's the process we're practicing," Medici said.

The experience left some students with a feeling of comfort. They feel safe because they are better informed about what to expect in an emergency, some said.

"I feel like I'm ready if something were to happen," said Lindsey Hill, a 12-year-old sixth grader.

Her friend Sarah Gillette, also 12, said she felt "safe and informed."

"It cooled me off and now I know I'm safer," Stephen All said. "If there was a terrorist attack, I'd know what to do."

