Simulated port disaster challenges responders
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More from Public Safety

· Local law enforcement to boost patrols 

· Emergency response practiced during simulated earthquake 

· Authorities warn of fake checks supposedly from the Sheriff's dept. 

This is only a drill.

A fire engulfs a giant cargo ship in the Port of Hueneme, sending flames and a plume of smoke that threatens to drift over populated areas nearby. 

What do you do?

About 50 men and women wrestled with that scenario over a few hours Wednesday during a real-time drill at the Oxnard Harbor District. 

"It went quite well, and it was eye-opening," said Anthony Taormina, executive director of the Oxnard Harbor District. "We learned things real quick."

Set up and evaluated by a team from the Navy Post Graduate School's Center for Asymmetric Warfare at Point Mugu, the exercise included not only port personnel but also state, federal and local agencies.

With evaluators in white vests peering over their shoulders, the group separated into teams that handled logistics, operations and intelligence. The scenario had a real-world feel. 

A fire had broken out, been put out and then reignited into a much bigger inferno inside a cargo ship newly arrived from Germany. The teams didn't know the cause or exactly what was inside the ship beyond the cars listed on the manifest. 

"That's what happens. Often you don't know a lot, and we want to see how they respond," said Scott Brewer of the Center for Asymmetric Warfare.

As Brewer's team gradually added more details — a shift in the wind or a growth in the size of the fire — the teams were forced to quickly respond. When do they contact the local sheriff's department or the FBI? Is this a criminal situation or part of some sort of planned attack?

Gradually more and more agencies were pulled into the drill, each responding to a different task. Along with local fire departments, police and the Ventura County Sheriff's Department, there were officials from the Navy, the Navy's Criminal Investigation Service and the FBI.

At one point there was conflicting information about which way the wind was blowing — a critical mistake could mean the difference about whether hazardous smoke was blowing over homes and schools or blowing out to sea.

At the end of the scenario, the teams sat down to evaluate what went right and what went wrong.

Taormina said he immediately saw a need for more and better communications tools, more laptop computers and more closed-circuit video monitors to get real-time information on various areas in the large port. 

But his team had performed well, according to Brewer.

"They far exceeded my expectations," he said.

This is the second full-scale drill the Oxnard Harbor District has conducted over the past two years. In 2007, the district conducted a security exercise focused on incident command procedures. This drill, called Coastal Trident 2008, lasted two days and was meant to test how the emergency operations center functions. It cost about $50,000.

