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Earthquakes and other disasters that require 
heavy equipment and skilled operators for rescue 
point to the need of public works department 
managers and city officials to think of the public 
works department as an emergency responder. 

An incident in the recent Armenian earthquake 
aftermath illustrates the point simply.  One survivor, 
Manuel Zalyan, told an Associated Press reporter, 
“If the equipment had come on time, we could 
have saved many more people.”  However, the 
press report also detailed how Zalyan searched for 
trapped victims, by hand, through a five-story 
apartment building while a crane thought to be 
too small to be effective sat unused in a nearby 
street. 

Emergency responders have traditionally been 
the police, fire and medical disciplines.  Generally, 
they are first on the scene of a major emergency or 
disaster, and the command structure of these 
individual agencies dictates the subsequent 
response of other departments to the emergency.  
The utilization of the resources of the various public 
works agencies have been committed as an 
afterthought.   

The Mexico City earthquake and the major 
disaster in Armenia should be a warning that the 
vast resources of public works agencies and 
trained staff must be better integrated into the 
emergency planning for disasters. 

To a degree, these concerns have been 
addressed by such plans as “Plan Bulldozer” in 
California.  This mutual aid pact allows the 
utilization of private industry equipment by local or 
state governments in a disaster, but in an ancillary 
or support role to the so-called big three 
emergency responders. 

The big three should become the big four, with 
public works agencies involved in planning and 
operations for major disasters where heavy 
equipment is required for life safety. 

Few police and fire communications vans 
contain a public works radio.  Few firefighters or 
police officers are aware of the resources available 
at the local public works yard.  For that matter, few 
fire or police chiefs seem to have a clean idea 
either. 

Public works professionals should familiarize 
local government political leaders and the chiefs 
of the three emergency responders with the 
emergency capabilities of public works agencies, 
and with the knowledge that these agencies are 
capable of around-the-clock emergency disaster 
operations. 

Sine public works agencies are also generally 
charged with the day-to-day responsibility of 
maintaining infrastructure and lifeline services to 
the community such as water, sewerage, trash 
disposal, and road and street maintenance, those 
agencies have significant information and 
expertise which need to be incorporated into 
disaster response planning. 

This enhanced roll for public works in disasters 
becomes more significant in many cities where 
emergency services providers have begin to use 
the incident command system, ICS, which calls for 
on-scene coordination of an emergency. 

ICS puts all emergency providers on an equal 
footing but devolves to the agency with the 
necessary expertise to command for proper 
mitigation of a specific emergency.  In a fire 
emergency the fire department is in charge, and 
the same theory applies to purely police 
operations.  However, it is not yet true that on a 
national scale public works agencies command in 
heavy rescue operations. 

Public works agencies have a role as first 
responders in communities that have a significant 
earthquake risk, and this should be communicated 
to emergency managers. 

The little yellow crane sitting on the side street of 
the Armenian town, a crane thought to be too 
small for rescue operations probably could have 
been beneficial if a trained public works 
professional had been available.  Clearly, in the 
Armenian disaster the confusion over who was in 
charge kept that crane and other important 
equipment from being used to save lives. 

That oversight can be avoided here by 
planning now for an enhanced public works role in 
disaster mitigation. 
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