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Preparation is key to riding out big storms

BY MATT ROCHELEAU FOR THE SUN CHRONICLE

Weather forecasters anticipate an unusually busy hurricane season for New England and the entire East Coast, causing state and city officials to make preparations.

The predictions are attributed to above average temperatures in off shore waters along the East Coast and data suggesting storms will take a north or northwest turn once they reach the Western Atlantic, said AccuWeather meteorologist Tom Kines.

A main concern for safety officials is the public’s readiness should a storm hit, said Peter Judge, public information officer for the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency. 

“Part of the problem is people don’t have a real grasp on what a hurricane is like,” Judge said, referring to Bay State residents who rarely encounter major summer storms.

In fact, the last notable Atlantic storm to hit the area was nearly a decade ago.

In 1999 Hurricane Floyd, downgraded to a tropical storm once it hit New England, caused minor damage, power failures and flooding. 

While it has been nearly 17 years since the last severe hurricane reached local landfall, Bob, a Category 2 Hurricane in August 1991, socked the region with winds between 91 and 110 mph causing nearly $1 billion in damage.

With such long gaps since Bob, Floyd and today, many local residents are without a great sense of what to expect or how to prepare for what could become a reality this summer.

“People should realize that they may have to be self-reliant for a while,” Attleboro Fire Chief Ronald Churchill said.

North Attleboro Fire Chief Peter Lamb said residents should begin preparing no later than when the storm is about 72 hours — three days — away.

“The one advantage hurricanes give us over other disasters is people usually get plenty of 
warning,” Judge said.

Officials emphasized the value of using a portable radio to hear urgent messages like weather updates, and the locations of shelters or evacuation buses.

Preparing for those fleeing

Though an evacuation of Attleboro seems unlikely due to the town’s distance from the coast, local towns will prepare for an influx of people fleeing the coast, said Attleboro Police Capt. David Proia.

Suggestions for locals, whether at home or on vacation, also included: keeping enough bottled water and non-perishable food that does not need to be cooked to last about three days, flashlights, batteries, first aid kits, charged cell phones, a family communication plan, blankets, enough of any prescription medicine to last about 1 week, tools and plywood to cover windows, and a full gas tank in case of an evacuation.

“All of it is common sense, but all the people in the city couldn’t call us and say ‘we need your help,’” said Churchill on why emergency personnel constantly remind the public to be well-equipped.

Beyond asking the community to be vigilant, state and city crews have made their own provisions for potential hurricanes.

“We prepare every year like this is going to be the year we get one,” so the state can step in to help residents “if the storm exceeds their capabilities,” Judge said.

In May, prior to the start of the Atlantic hurricane season — which runs from June 1 to Nov. 30 — MEMA performs exercises with local towns. The training ensures local communities have adequate equipment and personnel in case of a major storm, he said.

When the storm gets close

If a storm crosses north of the Carolinas aimed at New England, MEMA would begin to monitor the activity with National Weather Service. The state emergency center in 
Framingham and emergency centers in surrounding areas, including Bridgewater, would be activated, Judge said.

Once a storm hit, Massachusetts would receive any necessary assistance from the National Guard, Red Cross, Mass. Highway, and coastal officials to manage the situation.

Locally, Attleboro would open shelters, likely at Attleboro High School and other available school buildings, said Proia. The Public Works Department will be out to clearing roads of any debris. An emergency operation center will be setup and emergency crews will have extra staff, Proia said.

More specifics on the town’s emergency management procedure would be announced as needed and determined by the circumstances, Lamb said.

Announcements and updates would come through local TV, automated telephone messages, radio and other available means of communication, Lamb said.

Weather patterns suggest about a dozen hurricanes will develop in the Atlantic this year, which is about average, said AccuWeather meteorologist Tom Kines. 

However, residents north of the Carolinas and New England can expect to see more of those storms headed in their direction than usual, Kines predicted. 

Peak hurricane times

The peak time for hurricane activity in Massachusetts would be from the end of August through October when ocean waters are warmest, Kines said.

The level of intensity of this summer’s storms remains to be seen.

It’s something you’ve got to watch out for,” Kines said. “Storms do not necessarily have to make landfall to cause damage.”

