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Appendix 8 (Mass Fatality Response Plan) to Annex D (Logistics)  

Introduction

A.
Definition

A mass fatality incident is defined as any situation in which there are more fatalities than can be handled in a timely and professional manner using the usual available local resources to address a single incident or multiple incidents.  
These incidents may be a result of but not limited to natural or man-made events including: fire, flood, hurricane, tornado, earthquake, weapons of mass destruction (WMD’s), bomb/blast, chemical, nuclear, biological, pandemic, structural collapse, and transportation disasters.
Deaths resulting from acts of homicide, suicide, or accident, and those constituting a public health hazard, fall in the jurisdiction of the Coroner (PA Statutes 16 P.S. 1237).
B.
Historical Perspective
As of late 2007 Westmoreland County has experienced several Mass Fatality incidents, assisted neighboring counties or experienced a “near miss”.  Listed below are some of those incidents:

September 11, 2001, Flight 93 flew over Westmoreland County just seconds prior to it crashing in rural Somerset County, Pennsylvania resulting in 45 deaths.  Westmoreland County assisted Somerset County Coroner’s Office.
September 8, 1994, Flight 427 crashed near the Pittsburgh International Airport, just west of Westmoreland County, killing all 132 on-board.  Westmoreland County assisted Allegheny County Coroner’s Office.
September 4, 1978, a helicopter lost power and crash landed at a church festival in Derry, PA killing eight people on the ground.  The entire incident was handled by the Westmoreland County Coroner’s Office (WCCO) without any outside assistance.

July 19-20, 1977, heavy rains and failure of dams resulted in severe flooding in Cambria, Indiana and Westmoreland County.  This flood resulted in 85 people either confirmed dead or missing.  Governor Milton Shapp imposed an emergency order erasing the county lines and a single centralized morgue was implemented at the Richland High School in Cambria County.  Bodies were found for months after the initial incident and all were transported to this central morgue regardless which county they were found.
Other major flooding events resulting in fatalities occurred in 1936 as well as the most devastating Johnstown flood in 1889 that claimed 2,209 lives. Bodies from the 1889 flood were found up to three years later and as far away as Cincinnati, Ohio.
July 5, 1903, heavy rains attributed to flooding in the Oakford Park area near Jeannette, Pennsylvania resulting in 18 deaths from drowning and one from electrocution.  A small child died days after the flood due to exposure to the water for a total of 20 deaths.  
There were several mining accidents in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s in Westmoreland and surrounding counties claiming hundreds of lives.
I. Concept of Operations
A.
General
The Coroner is responsible for the medico-legal investigation of the incident.  It is also the responsibility of the Coroner for documentation, identification, disposition, certification of death of all remains as well as all morgue operations.  Additional assistance from other agencies is subject to the discretion and approval of the Coroner.  
B. Organization

Management of the overall disaster will be accomplished by using the Incident Command System (ICS) as set forth by the National Incident Management System (NIMS).  The organizational chart of the Westmoreland County Coroner’s Office (WCCO) can be found in the appendix of this plan.
C. Notifications

As in any reportable death in Westmoreland County, the Coroner’s Office shall be notified by calling 724-830-3636.  The on-duty or on-call Deputy Coroner will first make notification to the Coroner and Chief Deputy Coroner and then respond to the incident.  Upon evaluation of initial information and/or surveying the scene, a determination will be made by the Coroner as to the level of initial response by the WCCO.  It must also be acknowledged that the normal day-to-day operations of the WCCO must be satisfied.

D. Actions and Response
At the discretion of the Coroner, temporary Deputy Coroners may be sworn-in with limited and temporary jurisdiction.  Medical professionals, emergency services personnel and Funeral Directors may be utilized as temporary Deputies in the event of a mass fatalities or pandemic event. 
The coroner will maintain direct contact with local, county, state and federal officials in regard to declaration of disaster. 

The WCCO “on-line” Public Information System for Major Incidents & Disasters will be activated and all media inquiries will be referred to the WCCO website:  www.co.westmoreland.pa.us  keyword:  coroner.   A public information officer will be appointed and regular press conferences will be announced.

The WCCO has established three levels of response to a mass fatality incident.  The Coroner will determine what level is warranted based on the information available at that time.  The level of response may be upgraded or downgraded as necessary.  
Level 1 – Coroner will determine the number of WCCO personnel to be called out to the scene and place a Deputy Coroner “on-call” for normal daily office functions.  All WCCO staff will be activated to respond to the scene or a standby notification only.

Westmoreland County Department of Public Safety (WCDPS) will be requested to assist with ICS, Haz-Mat, Fire Protection, EMS, Security, Logistics, Public Information/Media.   WCDPS will also be utilized to make any necessary notifications to Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency (PEMA) and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  PEMA would be requested to activate the Pennsylvania State Coroner’s Association Disaster “Go Team” to the scene without deploying the disaster response trailers.  The federal Disaster Mortuary Operational Response Team (DMORT) will be notified to their “Advisory” level only.

Most activities at this level of response will be handled “in-house” with the exception of a few certain limited tasks.  Morgue operations will take place at the WCCO morgue and/or local hospital morgues.  Autopsies will be performed through the current contracted forensic pathology group.  A Family Assistance Center (FAC) will be implemented with the assistance of the American Red Cross.

Level 2 - Upon further evaluation by the Coroner and staff, a Level 2 response would include all the actions and notifications as indicated in Level 1 plus deployment of the first two PA State Coroner’s Association Disaster Response Trailers to the scene or morgue location.  A location for a holding morgue and/or a temporary morgue will be determined.  Additional assistance by other PA County Coroner’s and Deputies will be requested through the PA Coroner’s GO Team.  Additional notifications will be made to the PA Dental Identification Team (PADIT), the Westmoreland, Indiana and Armstrong County Funeral Directors Association (WIACFDA), PA Funeral Director’s Association (PFDA).   DMORT will be notified to their “Alert” level.  A DMORT activation would only be considered at this point if any of the following three criteria has been met:  An act of terrorism, federally declared disaster or a transportation accident resulting in the loss of 20 or more lives.
Level 3 – Upon further evaluation by the Coroner and staff, a Level 3 response would include all notifications and activations as indicated in Level 1 and Level 2.  Additional notifications to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the National Funeral Directors Association, DMORT response would be elevated to “activated”. 
II. Responsibilities – Coroner

A. Search and Recovery
All mass fatality incidents will be considered “crime scenes” unless it can be positively proven otherwise.  Search and recovery involves locating and removing bodies, body parts and personal effects and treating such items as evidence.  Documentation of the recovery will be critical.  Methods for this proceedure will include pin flags, stakes, GPS units, Total Station, photography (including aerial), video documentation, grid charts/mapping, forensic anthropology, thermal imaging/infrared search, ground penetrating radar and cadaver/trauma search dogs.
Consideration must be given to safety of the search and recovery personnel.  In addition to the expected biological hazard from the human remains, additional physical, environmental, chemical, WMD, radiological and psychological hazards may be present.  Additional specialty groups may be utilized if such hazards exist during the incident.
B. Tracking System

A tracking system for human remains will be implemented by the Coroner in order to document how the remains are found, how fragmented portions are tracked, how these remains are correlated with case numbers and cross referencing this information with ante-mortem records.   
C. Holding Morgue Operations

At the discretion of the Coroner, a temporary holding morgue may be utilized at the scene of an incident.  The purpose of the temporary holding morgue is to provide short-term shelter, privacy and security of human remains and associated evidence until transportation to the primary morgue is arranged.
D. Pre Processing Transportation and Storage

The number of fatalities may necessitate the expansion of the Coroner’s transportation, storage and morgue system.  The expansion of capabilities, alternative means for storage and transportation can be attained by utilizing unmarked refrigerated trucks and trailers.  Human remains delivered to the morgue from the incident site must be kept segregated from remains already processed.  

E. Morgue Operations

Depending on the size and nature of the incident, the Coroner shall utilize the current WCCO morgue at Westmoreland Manor or establish a temporary morgue facility and/or a holding morgue.  The primary designated facility for a temporary morgue is the Pennsylvania Army National Guard Armory facility, 372 Donohoe Road, Greensburg, PA.  Alternate morgue sites would include Arnold Palmer Airport, Rostraver Airport, other Pennsylvania Army National Guard facilities or warehouse and industrial facilities within Westmoreland County.  School gymnasiums or similar facilities shall not be used for a morgue but may be considered for a Family Assistance Center or a location for a memorial service.
Unlike routine casework where human remains are processed at one station, in a mass fatality incident remains are processed in a multiple station process.  The station system would include:  Admitting, Triage/Screening, Photography, Fingerprinting, Evidence Collection, Personal Effects, Radiology, Odontology, Pathology, Toxicology, Anthropology, DNA, Embalming, Casketing & Release.  
More detailed guidelines regarding morgue station operations can be found by referencing “National Association of Medical Examiners Mass Fatality Plan” and “DMORT Standard Operating Procedures” in the appendix of this plan.
F. Post Processing Transportation and Storage

Until the final disposition is known and all reasonable efforts are made for identification have been expended the human remains will continue to be stored in refrigerated trucks and trailers.  These post-processing remains will be segregated from the pre-processing remains and must be kept accessible for re-examination.  Unidentified remains may be returned to the morgue multiple times for additional processing as needed.  Law enforcement officials may require that the remains be retained for evidentiary purposes.
G. Release and Disposition of Human Remains

After all processing has been completed, the human remains can be released to the legal next of kin for final disposition.  The pending death certificate or final death certificate will be provided to the funeral home that is selected by the family.  A cremation authorization will be issued to those selecting cremation for final disposition.

H. Family Assistance Center

The Coroner shall initiate the mobilization of a Family Assistance Center (FAC) in the very early stages of the mass fatality incident.   The purpose of the FAC is to provide the families of the victims with information and access to services that they may need in the days following the incident and to protect the families from the media and curiosity seekers.  The FAC also allows the Coroner and investigators access to the families so they can get information more easily.  

The FAC shall not be at the scene of the incident or at the morgue location.   A hotel, school or similar location would be preferred. This facility shall provide a larger assembly area as well a smaller areas for privacy, consultation and resting.
Assistance would be requested from:  American Red Cross, Law Enforcement, Social Workers, Grief Counselors, Critical Incident Stress Debriefing (CISD) Teams, Funeral Service Professionals, VIP and WinID Software Data Entry Personnel, Clergy, Mental Health Professionals.
I. Records Management (Victim)

Initially, all disaster records shall be kept separate form normal office records.  All ante and post mortem records shall be handled as evidence.  A chain of custody procedure must be maintained for all incoming and outgoing records.  All records shall be kept in a centralized records management area or checked out by an authorized individual.  As per state law, the Coroner is empowered to subpoena records for the purpose of death investigation. 
The WCCO will utilize software such as WinID or VIP in conjunction with DMORT and PADIT to assist with records management and identification.   All other case management will utilize the WCCO computer system. 
J. Records Management (Accounting and Finance)

Expenses incurred by the Coroner’s office in response to a mass fatality incident may be reimbursable depending on the nature of the incident and whether a disaster declaration was issued at the state or federal level.  Documentation must be maintained for all purchases, equipment expended and in need of re-stocking, as well man-hours.     
K. Public Information and Incident Progress Report

At regular intervals and as changes occur, the WCCO in conjunction with the WCDPS Public Information Officer will hold regular media releases.  Additionally, information will be updated on the WCCO website.  The names of victims will be posted after identification is confirmed and proper notification of next-of-kin is complete. 
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