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OVERSIGHT:  Emergency Management Procedures on College Campuses

On Wednesday, September 26, 2007, at 1:00 p.m., the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled Emergency Management Procedures on College Campuses.  The hearing will focus on the plans and systems post-secondary institutions have in place to communicate with and protect students as well as staff in the event of an emergency on campus or in the surrounding community.  Invited to testify are: the Office of Emergency Management, representatives of CUNY’s Administration,
 including directors of offices and/or programs for students, Presidents of CUNY Colleges and interested members of the public.

Background


Colleges and university campuses are designed as open communities that foster an environment where optimal learning opportunities can take place. Such institutions balance this philosophy with the responsibility of insuring that such environments are safe for students, employees, and visitors.  Emergency management plans are crucial to maintaining safety and responding to emergencies that may arise on college campuses.


Recently, the security and emergency management planning of colleges and universities have been thrust into the national spotlight due to the shooting tragedy at Virginia Tech.  On April 16, 2007, a Virginia Tech student murdered 32 and injured 17 students and faculty in two related incidents on the University’s campus.
 In a report issued by a panel appointed by Governor Timothy Kaine of Virginia to review the school’s actions, the lack of communication to students and faculty of the first incident, and the inefficiency of mental health services on campus and statewide were indicated as key findings of how the university failed to protect students and staff.
 


In response to the Virginia Tech shootings, colleges and universities have began and continue to examine their own emergency management plans and procedures.  For example, Rice University is working with residential college leaders to identify students who appear to be under extreme stress so that they can be referred to counseling, John Hopkins University has installed cameras on campus that are linked to computers that alert the local police of suspicious situations, and the University of Minnesota has created a control center that can selectively lock and unlock classroom doors and send emergency e-mail and phone messages to students.

Emergency Management Planning at Colleges and Universities


Emergency management is the organization and management of resources and responsibilities for dealing with all aspects of emergencies, in particular preparedness, response and rehabilitation.
   The U.S. Department of Education’s guide entitled, “Practical Information on Crisis Planning: A Guide for Schools and Communities,” recommends that crisis management plans address events that are caused by nature and those that are man-made.
  Such events can include natural disasters, severe weather, school shootings, acts of terror or war.
  Principles from the guide can be applied to emergency management plans of colleges and universities. The sequence of crisis management planning entails four phases: 1) mitigation/prevention, which addresses what can be done to reduce or eliminate risk to life and property; 2) preparedness, which focuses on the process of planning for the worst case scenario; 3) response, which outlines the necessary steps to take during a crisis; and 4) recovery, which addresses how to restore the learning and teaching environment after a crisis.
  The U.S. Department of Education has identified the following guidelines as essential components of the above-noted four phases:

Mitigation should decrease the need for response as opposed to simply increasing response capability. 

· Connecting with community emergency responders to identify local hazards. 

· Reviewing the last safety audit to examine school buildings and grounds.

· Determine who is responsible for overseeing violence prevention strategies in your school.

· Encouraging staff to provide input and feedback during the crisis planning process.

· Reviewing incident data.

· Determining major problems in your school with regard to student crime and violence.

· Assessing how the school addresses these problems. 

· Conducting an assessment to determine how these problems—as well as others—may impact your vulnerability to certain crises.

Preparedness encompasses good planning that will facilitate a rapid, coordinated, effective response when a crisis occurs. 

· Determining what crisis plans exist in the district, school, and community.

· Identifying all stakeholders involved in crisis planning. 

· Developing procedures for communicating with staff, students, families, and the media.

· Establishing procedures to account for students during a crisis. 

· Gathering information about the school facility, such as maps and the location of utility shutoffs.  

· Identifying the necessary equipment that needs to be assembled to assist staff in a crisis.

The Response phase in crisis management is the time to follow the crisis plan and make use of your preparations. 

· Determining if a crisis is occurring.

· Identifying the type of crisis that is occurring and determine the appropriate response.

· Activating the incident management system. 

· Ascertaining whether an evacuation, reverse evacuation, lockdown, or shelter-in-place needs to be implemented.

· Maintaining communication among all relevant staff at officially designated locations.
· Establishing what information needs to be communicated to staff, students, families, and the community.

· Monitoring how emergency first aid is being administered to the injured.

· Deciding if more equipment and supplies are needed. 

The Recovery phase allows for the return to learning and the restoration of infrastructure as quickly as possible.

· Striving to return to learning as quickly as possible.

· Restoring the physical plant, as well as the school community.

· Monitoring how staff assesses students for the emotional impact of the crisis.

· Identifying what follow up interventions are available to students, staff, and first responders.

· Conducting debriefings with staff and first responders.

· Assessing curricular activities that address the crisis.

· Allocating appropriate time for recovery.

· Planning how anniversaries of events will be commemorated.

· Capturing “lessons learned” and incorporate them into revisions and trainings. 

Campus Security


In addition to emergency management plans, the safety of students, staff and property on a college/university campus or building is frequently under the care and control of the school.  In meeting such responsibilities, schools often have a campus police or security department.  Some institutions choose not to provide these services with their own staff and instead hire a private company to provide such services.  Other schools choose to have agreements with municipal, county or state law enforcement agencies for security services.
  

Further, federal law mandates that institutions not only create but also provide notice of its policies with regard to security measures.  In 1990, Congress enacted the Crime Awareness and Campus Security Act, which amended the Higher Education Act of 1965.  The Act required all post-secondary institutions participating in federal student financial aid programs to disclose security and campus crime statistics information.  This Act was amended in 1992, 1998 and 2000; the 1998 amendments renamed the law the Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Statistics Act (“Clery Act”) in memory of a student who was slain in a campus dorm room in 1986.


Pursuant to the Clery Act, post-secondary institutions must provide its current policies and practices related to “procedures for students and others to report criminal actions or other emergencies occurring on campus; security of and access to campus facilities; and campus law enforcement,” to its campus community and the public.
  Institutions are also required to maintain, collect and publish an annual security report related to the occurrence of certain crimes on campus or school property, and provide a “timely warning” of crimes or occurrences which “might represent an ongoing threat to the safety of students or employees.”
 Clery Act requirements must be met individually for each separate campus. The U.S. Department of Education defines a separate campus as an “additional location such as a branch, school or administrative division that is not reasonably geographically contiguous with the main campus.”


Annual reports pursuant to the Clery Act must include information on offenses, such as murder, sex (forcible or nonforcible), aggravated assault and robbery, hate crimes, and arrests and referrals for disciplinary action for illegal weapons possession and violation of state drug and liquor laws.
  With respect to safety notices, the Act does not mandate the particular method or manner that institutions should use in issuing a “timely warning.”  However, the U.S. Department of Education recommends that a “timely warning be issued as soon as the pertinent information is available because the intent of the warning is to alert the campus community of continuing threats concerning safety, thereby enabling community members to protect themselves.”
 Consequently, the warnings must get the word out quickly to the entire school community. Such warnings can also be used to inform campus community members about other disturbances related to for example, terrorism, environmental and/or administrative changes that may be relevant to a student or staff person’s safety.


In New York State, public and private colleges and universities are regulated by the State’s Education Department.  The Department oversees 248 such institutions.
  Under Article 129-A of the Education Law, post-secondary institutions are charged with the responsibility of maintaining public order and the enforcement of such order on campuses.
  Further, all such schools are required to compile and publish campus crime statistics in conformity with Clery Act mandates.
  Because the safety of students, staff and property is an important component of a post-secondary institution’s responsibilities, many such schools frequently coordinate with local and state public safety agencies on such issues, as such agencies have more expertise and experience in such matters.

Improving Communications and Student Services


Although communications are part of many college and university emergency management plans, one of the criticisms of the Virginia Tech shooting was the lack of communication that could reach mass amounts of people. Consequently, it has been recommended that mass notification techniques be available within classrooms and other locations; that message boards be placed in key or high profile areas and along major vehicular thoroughfare; and that a people locator system be installed in all post-secondary institutions.
 Administrators and advocates have also indicated student services, such as counseling, serve as an important component of emergency management planning.  During an April 23, 2007 Senate hearing regarding Security on College Campuses, it was indicated that on average there is one clinical staff person per 1,697 students, and that university counseling services are usually directed to crisis intervention, stabilization and brief treatment approaches.
 It was recommended by participates at such hearing that funding be allocated for student outreach, education, and prevention in order to teach students about healthy lifestyles to prevent depression and other mental illnesses.

Conclusion

Emergency management procedures at post-secondary institutions must factor in the openness of a school’s campus, the need to quickly relay information to students as well as faculty on and off campus and the reality of having limited resources.  Coordination between such institutions and public health and safety agencies is key to ensuring the safety of students and staff in the event of an emergency on campus.  At today’s hearing, the Committee will seek to learn more about the plans and systems public and private post-secondary institutions have in place to communicate with and protect students and staff in the event of an emergency on campus or in the surrounding community. 
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