Colorado National Guard's 8th Weapons of Mass Destruction Civil Support Team working in West Virginia
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  CHARLESTON, W.Va. – Nestled deep in the misty Appalachian coal country, and a half-mile inside a West Virginia mountain, its damp and the light is dim. But the chill in the air doesn't come close to the chill running up your spine as you step over the injured and dying that litter the path ahead. 

  Resembling something more out of a horror movie than a classroom, it's not what most people think of as an ideal learning environment. But then Lt. Col. Fred Hoon and his 22-member team aren't "most people."

  "This is type of environment really takes us out of our comfort zone," says Hoon. "And in our business, that's exactly where we need to be."

  Hoon is the commander of the (WMD-CST), and staying uncomfortable is exactly what this elite group did while training at the Center for National Response (CNR) near Standard, West Virginia.

 A Different Kind of Pop Quiz 

Open to civil and military organizations that respond to weapons of mass destruction and hazardous materials events, the CNR is a two-lane, 2,800-foot long mountain tunnel with over 79,000 square feet of training space. Built in 1953 and abandoned by the Turnpike Authority in 1987 when I-77 opened between Beckley and Charleston, the former West Virginia Turnpike Tunnel is now one of the nation's leading emergency response training complexes that can accommodates multiple scenario exercises. And the scenarios are as realistic as they come.

 "We try to give folks an undealistic look at what they may walk into someday," said J.B. Anderson, Logistics Manager for the CNR. "WMD events will never look like you think they will and the actors and effects we employ are meant to shake students out of any preconceived ideas that can cause them to overlook details." 

  Uniquely suited to meet the specialized training needs of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), Consequence Management (CM), and Counter Terrorism (CT) first responders, the CNR makes good use of its arsenal of special effects equipment-including a city bus, a subway mezzanine and platform, laid rubble props, over 25 passenger vehicles, three mobile homes and an 18-wheel tanker truck loaded with simulated hazardous materials. In addition, the CNR staff has even constructed a 120-foot wide, 3-foot high passageway designed to train responses to operate in confined spaces. The combination of these life-size training aids, and a highly concentrated curriculum quickly puts both student and equipment to the test.

  "In our jobs, we have to always contend that we are not on scene to take care of the injured-and that means we may have to walk over dead and dying people to gather a sample," said MSgt. Alren Woods of the 8th WMD-CST. "Touching an injured person puts us at risk because they may be heavily contaminated with the suspected agent. We're there simply get a sample, assess the situation, and get out. We're of no use to anyone if we're contaminated too. That kind of stimuli-people crying for help-can really make it difficult." 

  CNR staffers don't take their jobs or their mission in stride. It can take several months to research and assemble a comprehensive training package that will meet the needs of a particular organization. Even preparation for shorter weekend courses may require weeks. 

"Students have to think very carefully about every move they make," said Anderson. 

  "From how they are going to execute their assignment, to how they are going to manage critical life support resources. Rescue missions can quickly turn into survival missions simply because student teams exhaust their oxygen supply before they reach the injured."

And if that's not enough to think about, students say they're also on the look out for booby traps. 

  "As we enter the 'hot-zone' we're constantly looking for secondary devices and stuff that not so obvious," said Woods. "We look for stuff like the secondary explosives found in the Alabama abortion clinic bombings-timed specifically to go off after the first responders got there."

  Location, Location, Location 

Far removed from any large civilian population base, the CNR enables WMD, HAZMAT and other first responders to train in the manner they need to face WMD and other catastrophic disasters. The growing interest in the facility appears to stem from the extreme privacy of its sequestered mountain location. Teams are able to train to the maximum level without alarming the public and confusing the media. 

  "It's very difficult to put together a realistic training 'disaster' close to a heavily populated area," said one Colorado Guard member who asked not to be identified. "And after September 11th, folks tend to be a little more nervous when we break out our Level-A protective suits and go wondering through a large-scale venue-we have to act differently and think differently, and that hinders our training significantly. I think you can really tell-we're a lot more focused."

  While both training and mental strength can help students prepare, all the exercises in the world are useless if they aren't conducted on a scale that accurately reflects what responders see on the job. CNR participants say textbook training builds a solid foundation, but being able to experience training with the depth and magnitude found at the Memorial Tunnel is what helps them get ready for the real thing. 

  "Training can be designed to give us the ultimate edge, and to do that, the training has to be provided in a realistic scenario or setting," said Woods. "That's why we like training in large scale venues. Because we know very well that we may be walking into that same large scale venue-and looking for product [contaminants]."

 A Diverse Student Body 

Though there are many critical skills that are especially important to WMD and HAZMAT responders, CNR graduates feel the most vital is the ability to work under pressure in a multi-agency environment. Agencies of all levels and jurisdictions may be called to investigate different facets of an accident involving hazardous materials or weapons of mass destruction. Local law enforcement authorities, state troopers, firefighters, federal emergency management personnel, the Department of Justice, the military, and even the FBI all may have a particular interest in a single event. Each has agenda, equipment and individual priorities. So how does anything get done?

  "During an emergency, decisions often must be made that have a direct impact on saving lives and property, and because there can be so many agencies involved it's important to have a well-established chain of command." said Hoon. "That's the job of the incident commander." 

  Emergency responders of all types must choose where and when to deploy valuable-and often scarce-resources. In order to make such critical decisions, as well as those that may not directly impact life and property, a good understanding of how other agencies operate is crucial. 

  "It's interesting to see everyone working together," said one West Virginia first responder. "I've never really seen a full WMD team in action until today."

  Multiple agencies train at the same time on the same incidents to force them to work together and understand each other's capabilities. For example, one CNR scenario depicted an explosion at makeshift "crack-lab" in which the local responding law enforcement personnel found not only the concealed lab, but also a dead FedEx driver covered in a powdery white substance. Once law enforcement personnel cleared the building and arrested the suspect, the WMD team was ready to decontaminate the officers, the suspect and send a survey team into the building to collect a sample of the suspicious white powder.

  "Establishing good working relationships with other agencies is so valuable," said Woods. "Without them, you really hinder your ability to go out and do joint missions. By doing joint training, not only with other military units, but with other government agencies, we gain trust in what they can do-and they gain trust in us."

Training for the Taking 

With a significant amount of federal funding, the CNR expects to train over 1,500 military and civilian personnel this year. As a matter of fact, there are no user fees associated with the use of the CNR for state or federal first responders during 2002.

  While the typical training course probably won't yield an instant army of master first responders, it will, however, continue to produce better-trained, more confident individuals ready to face the challenges of a post September 11 world.

  For more information on the West Virginia Memorial Tunnel Complex or the Center for National Response, visit them online at www.wvmemorialtunnel.com, or contact CNR program manager Mel Wick at (703) 383-4300.

