Abstracts and Reports

DISASTER PREPAREDNESS AND RELIEF NURSING
IN THE CARIBBEAN

by Grace Allman Burke!

On Wednesday, 29 August 1979, Husricane David struck the Island of
Dominica in the Caribbean with 150 mile-per-howr winds, causing wide-
spread divasiation and many casuaities. Eleoen sonsor nurses from ihe region
and four PAHO nurting advisers (including the author), whe were present ai
the time 10 attend a regional nursing conference, rendered important assisiancs te
hurricane victims. Ther experience has stimulated disaster preparedness and
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personnel.

Introduction

On Sunday, 26 August 1979, the Meteoro-
logical Office of Barbados warned that a hur-
ricane was approaching and that some of the
Windward Islands, including Dominica,
might be affected. Reports of the hurricane’s
progress continued to be broadcast by na-
tional and regional radio stations over the next
two days.

During that period, all reports indicated
that Barbados would be the direct target of the
hurricane. The storm was described as very
dangerous, and was said to be travelling at a
relatively slow rate of speed. On Tuesday, 28
August, the islands of Saint Lucia, Maruni-
que, and Dominica were placed officially on a
hurricane alert.

Early in the morning of 29 August,
Domumica bhegan receiving strong wands and
heavy rains. Weather reports on Radio Domi-
nica advised ail people to remain indoors and
to avoid trying to attend work unless absolute-
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ly necessary. Dominiran purses advised
delegates to the Regional Nursing Con-
ference, then underway on the island capial
of Roseau, that they would be unable to at-
tend the sessions scheduied for that day at the
hotel conference site because of these warn-
ings.

By 9:00 A.M. weather conditions had
started to become alarming. Conference
delegates at the hotel sought advice from hotel
stafl members as o the safest piace to wait out
the siorm. They were advised that the con-
ference room would be the best place.

At 10:00 A.M. the full force of Hurricane
David struck Dominica. Weather conditions
were beyond control. ‘The noise of the wind
and the nearby sea was overwhelming. Galva-
nized metal sheets ripped from various parts
of the hotel’s roof sailed off and crashed to the
ground. The radio staton went off the air,
The rain became extremely heavy. Trees in
front of the hotel and within the hotel ground:
were uprooted and felled. People could be
scen running past the hoel, and some sough
shelter inside. Fear and anxiety set in
Spiritual guidance was sought and prayer
were offered.
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At 11:00 A.M. the nurses began to realize
that the conference room was unsafe and tried
to seek shelter in a church across the street.
But those reaching the church first discovered
it was locked, and so they returned to the con-
ference room. The glass doors and windows of
the conference room began to break under the
impact of the storm, and rain began to enter.
The nurses realized that their lives were in
danger.

At 1:00 P.M. the nurses were advised by
the hotel manager that he had found a store-
room on the premises that had a concrete roof.
He said he believed they would be quite safe
inside. This assessment proved to be correct.
The nurses found sheiter in the storeroom
until the storm ceased around 6:00 P.M., and
they continued to use it as a shelter for the
next several days until they left Dominica.

Thursday, 30 August, the day after the
storm, was filled with emotion. The wide-
spread devastation was shocking. Homes and
office buildings were roofless; telephone and
electric lines were down and lying every-
where, Broken glass, debris, and fallen trees
blocked most streets and roads. Dominica’s
hospital, prison, schools, health centers, and
other facilities were badly damaged.

All official means of communication—by
telex, cablegram, telephone, and radio—were
rendered impossible. However, a lone ham
radio operator was able to make outside con-
tact the nught of the storm, providing informa-
tion on the extent of the damage to neighbor-
ing countries. He was abie to set up his equip-
ment at the central police station in Roseaw,
the capital, and this became the officiat center
for communications and for planning the
overall disaster relief effort. Later on, commu-
nications were assisted by the H. M. S, Fife—a
Briush warship that reached Dominica shordy
after the storm had passed.

Government ministers and senior civil
servants, under the direction of the Prime
Mumister, were the top admintsurators of the
disaster relief effort. Initially, major emphasis
was placed on assessing the extent of the
damage done 10 the island and on mobilizing

the massive international aid required.
Several senior representatives from other
governments, international agencies, regional
institutions, and religious organizations
arrived at Dominica shortly after the hur-
ricane in response to the island’s cail for
assistance.

Qutside technical personnel on the island
during this period became acutely aware of
the need for an overall development plan and
for specific detailed plans for all sectors, par-
ticularly the health sector. Specifically, in ad-
dition to securing monetary assistance, it was
necessary to provide short, medium, and
long-range planning for overall development
of the infrastructure of the heaith services.
This was accomplished through the combined
efforts of many international agencies.

The Immediate Impact

The fury with which Hurricane David
struck Dominica was terrifying to all present,
but it was especially devastating to those who
lost their homes and possessions. In the after-
math of the storm, lack of food and water
combined with public uncertainty triggered
widcspread looting and pilfering of stores and
shops, and even of relief supplies that came to
the island. The private business sector was
virtually destroyed, cither by hurricane
damage or by looting.

At the same time, an understandable
atmosphere of gloom and hopelessness seemed
to settle over the island. In general, people ap-
pearced 0 be demoralized and inactive for
several days after the event. This was demon-
strated by the fact that, during the immediate
post-hurricane period, expatriates were far
more evident participants in the restorative
process than were local residents.

Health Sector Activities

Although the delegates to the Regional
Nursing Conference did not anticipate that
Hurricane David would strike Dominica, they
were able to play an immediate part in im-
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plementing the emergency measures required.
These measures included:

* Trnage of injuries

® Organizing the three main first-aid
stations

®* Cleansing,
wounds

® Evaluating and monitoring obstetric pa-
tients in labor

¢ Administering medications—including
tetanus toxoid, local anesthetics to wound
sites, analgesics, ctc.

* Providing bedside care for patients being
kept under observation

¢ Providing emotional support for patients
and their families.

dressing, and suturing

Approximately 1,800 persons presented
themselves for treaument of wounds and in-
juries in the immediate post-hurricane period.
Triage of casualties was accomplished at the
central fire station. People with minor injuries
were treated and released. Those in need of
observation were senc to health facilities set up
at the Dominican National Bank. This
building was also used to house patients
transferred from the hospital, which had been
badly damaged. People with more serious in-
juries—~such as fractures, deep lacerations,
and puncture wounds—were sent 0 the
hospital. The roof over the main corridor of
the hospital had not been destroyed, so four
rooms in this area could be used to treat
casualties.

Five physicians, 21 nurses (hoth local and
regional), the island’s chief pharmacist, and a
few lay persons constituted the health team for
the first three days of the relief effort. The
team was small because many local health per-
sonnel Lad st then homes, were unabile o
reach Roscau on impassable roads, or were in
a state of psychological shock after the hur-
ricane. All these circumstances reduced the
number of personnel available (0 provide
tnatial assistance,

Many health centers were damaged and
several rural villages were unreachahle for a
lew dayy Lecause the ruady leading 1o them

were blocked by debris or landslides. There-
fore, beginning on the second post-hurricane
day, medical supplies and personnel were
airlifted to such villages by helicopter. This
airlift continued for several days. Subsequent-
ly, health personneil from neighboring islands
and larger countries arrived at Dominica to
provide assistance. Very seriously ill paticnts
were flown to other islands. Locai health per-
sonnel repeatedly expressed gratitude for the
health assistance provided by the regional
nurses.

A major cffect of the hurricane was disrup-
tion of all the island’s water and electrical sup-
plies. Additionally, in some cases rivers
became polluted with debris, excreta, and
dead bodies. Proper sewage disposal was im-
possible. Fears of a communicable discase
epidemic, particularly an epidemic of typhoid
(which is endemic on Dominica) were
widespread.

A vehicle with a loudspeaker broadcast
health messages throughout Roseau. In this
way the public was advised not to usec the
water from rivers and to boil whatever water
was available before use.

Lack of electricity led to much food spouiage
as well as to minor injuries during hours of
darkness (from lack of light). An emergency
generator and lighting system were set up at
the hospital by the staff of the H.M.S. Fife.
The ship also provided fresh water for use at
the hospital.

By the third post-hurricane day the major
first-aid cffort was compieted. On the fifth day
the regional nurses obtained passage owt of
Dominica by cargo vessel. Later assistance by
PAHO nursing advisers consisted of technical
collaboration in the reorganization of the
health zerviees, particularly the hospical and
conununity nursing services, and other heaidy
care institutions,

Nursing Activitics in Perapective and
Follow-up Action

This experience made it clear that nursing
persoaned in the Canbbean area necded better
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educational preparation if they were to
adequately carry out disaster relicf functions.
Therefore, the regional nurses made an
urgent request, through their governments,
asking that PAHO convene a regional
workshop directed toward that end. It was fur-
ther requested that if possible the regional
nurses who were present in Dominica during
the hurricane be invited as participants,

This regional workshop was held at
Bridgetown, Barbados, on 12-16 May 1980.
Its stated purpose was to produce a *‘multi-
plier”” effect by:

® Stimulating the development of national
multidisciplinary training programs in disaster
preparedness and reiief within the countries in-
volved.

¢ Stimulating the development of disaster pre-
parcdness and relief planning activities in the field
of nursing that would be tailored to the unique
needs of individual countcries.

* Producing regional nursing guidelines for
disaster planning and relief activities to be utilized
at the national level.

All of these axms were achieved.

During this workshop, which was attended
by senior nurses from each Caribbean territo-
ry as well as by selccted health educators and
community development officers, the compre-
hensive role of the nurse during a disaster was
defined as follows:

Profcssionally. nurses arc responsible for leader-
ship in pl.ummg, organlzmg, directing, and pro-
viding nursing services during a disaster. In addi-
tion to established nursing practices, the nurse must

have speeil knowiedye, skills, and certaun aticades
to luns Don cilecuvely 1o a disaster.
Pre-Dhsaster Phase

The nurse should assume a direct responsibility
and active 1ole in the formulacon of a disaster nurs-
ing plan of action. The nurse must facilitate the in-
tegration of this plan into the overall disaster plan
of the country.

Tmmediate Post-Ihsaster Phase

The plan will be implemented within the frune-

work af the nanenal plan and under the dirccuon of

the nuise coordmator or supervisor. Several nurs-

ing roles and functions are requisite for mecting the
néedy of the affected community. Among them are
those of planner, nursing care provider, adminis-
trator, health educator, triage officer, and crisis in-
tervenar.

Post-Dusaster Restorative Phase

The nurse continuously assesses the situation,
adapting nursing roles as necessary and gradually
returning nursing services to the pre-disaster stage.

On a long-range basis, the nurse must evaluate
the strengths and weaknesses of the disaster nursing
plan and take corrective action where indicated.

Furthermore, the nurse should be aware of the
necessity of follow-up assessments and counseling
to identify delayed or deferred heaith problems in
the community. Depending on the extent of the
disaster, physical and socioeconomic dislocation
couid occur. In this restorative phase, the aim is to
alleviate and reduce dislocation. Rehabilitation
should commence as soon as possible. 2

Eleven regional guidelines for disaster
preparedness and relief nursing were also
prepared during the regional workshop.
These outlined activities of an administrative,
clinical, and educational nature that wouid be
required to deal with disaster situations. Nurs-
ing protocols to be used in the immediate
aftermath of a disaster were also formulated;
these are to be further developed at the na-
tional level.

Overall, the meeting stimulated senior
nursing perscnnel to define and develop na-
tional nursing disaster plans that can be incor-
porated as integral components of overall
disaster plans in their territories. [n acddition,
several multidisciplinary wraining activities are
currently taking place at the national level,
using as a basis the information gained at the
regional workshop. Another major action 10
be taken in the ncar {uturc is the training of a
bedy of Caribbean disaster relief nurses who
can be mobilized immediately to serve any
disaster-stricken territory in the region.
Nurses who possess the uecessury interest,
skills, and other qualities are to be selected for
participation in this program.

2Source: Pan American Health Organization, 1980 (3).
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