When Hurricanes Threaten:

Are Local Colleges and Universities Doing Enough?

By Robin Shwedo


In a game of word association, when one hears “hurricane,” what comes to mind?  Evacuation, wind and flooding are all good choices.  But how many of us think “colleges” or “universities?”  

But hurricanes are anything but a game.  Neither is planning for one’s safety.  This includes the safety of our college and university students and faculties.  How does the threat of a hurricane affect Pinellas County’s campuses?  How would a direct hit affect them?  Why should we care?


The why question may be the easiest to answer.  
There are four colleges or universities with campuses in Pinellas County with thousands of students among them.  University of South Florida, St. Peters-burg (USFSP) boasts 3,700 undergraduate and graduate students, while Eckerd College’s site claims “1,817 students from 48 states and 33 countries.”  Add Stet-son University College of Law in Gulfport and St. Petersburg College’s (SPC) five campuses and numerous satellite facilities to the mix, the logistics of preparing students for a hurricane can seem overwhelming.  Students commuting to class from the Tampa Bay area may be familiar with the weather during hurricane sea-son (June 1 through November 30).   Those who have never experienced a hurri-cane or tropical storm, though, may not realize the dangers associated with these storms.
A quick look at the destruction in New Orleans in 2005 and Homestead, Florida in 1992 by Hurricanes Katrina and Andrew gives one pause: According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ website (www.hhs.gov), “It was reported that more then 1,800 people lost there lives, and more then $81 billion dollars in damages occurred” as a result of Hurricane Katrina.  Comparing the costs of Hurricanes Andrew and Katrina, the National Oceanic and Atmos-pheric Administration’s website (www.NOAA.gov) states that “Hurricane Andrew, in 1992, cost approximately $21 billion in insured losses (in today's dollars), where-as estimates from the insurance industry as of late August 2006, have reached approximately $60 billion in insured losses (including flood damage) from Katrina. The storm could cost the Gulf Coast states as much as an esti-mated $125 billion.”

While most people living in regions affected by the threat of tropical storms and hurricanes have an idea of what to do in the event of a hurricane, colleges and universities pose a special group of problems.  These include when to cancel classes, what to do with students residing in dormitories, whether to keep certain staff members on campus to protect the facilities, as well as plans to meet their specific needs.  

What are our schools’ hurricane contingency plans?  How current are these plans?  Who makes the decisions to put these plans into motion?
Punta Gorda, Fla—“Margarette Burke, 90, spent two years out of her home in a FEMA trailer after Hurricane Charley ravaged Charlotte County in 2004.  She wasn’t planning on letting [Hurricane] Fat kick her out a second time.”—Many Take Their Chances with Fay; by Cristina Silva; St. Petersburg (FL) Times; August 19, 2008 
University of South Florida, St. Petersburg

The University of South Florida, St. Petersburg’s (USFSP) waterfront cam-pus is located on the Vinoy Basin.  Its proximity to the water gives students and faculty access to sailing, swimming and other aquatic activities.  It also makes hurricane preparedness a necessary part of its emergency plans.  


USFSP’s Rene “Benny” Chenevert, Director of the Department of Police Services, is one of the people in charge of contingency plans.  A career police officer, Chenevert has been with USFSP since August 2004.  “If I hadn’t become a cop, I probably would’ve joined the fire department,” he said, a hint of smile in his voice.

“Our Emergency Operations Plan (EOP) was last updated this year,” Chenevert said.  “This plan is utilized for all types of emergencies to include hur-ricanes.”  He wasn’t sure when the plan was initially created, as there was a plan in place when he arrived at USFSP.  Since that time, however, “We have upda-ted the plan on a regular basis…It has evolved into an…EOP that incorporates the National Incident Management System (NIMS) and the Incident Command System (ICS) which are recognized nationally.”  The plan is updated as needed by a team created specifically for this purpose.  This team includes staff mem-bers, depending on their background and areas of expertise.

“Fortunately, to date there has not been a need to activate our proce-dures.” 


Members of the EOP team sign for and receive a copy of the plan.  Team members are expected to respond to the Emergency Operations Center (EOC) should the need arise.

As with any contingency plan, USFSP’s has a chain of command.  “The Regional Chancellor or her [or] his designee (the EOC Director or Alternates) is authorized to activate the university’s EOC,” Chenevert said.  In the event the Chancellor or designee are unavailable, USFSP’s Police Services Watch Com-mander activates the plan.  The plan has been tested so that team members are familiar with the plan, as well as their place in this plan.

While each campus has its own emergency plan, there are certain things which may affect more than one campus.  In the case of a hurricane, USF’s individual EOCs “would monitor activity with all USF campuses,” determining whether to implement plans on a county-by-county level. 


While Chief Chenevert is confident about USFSP’s hurricane plan, “Hope-fully, we’ll never need to use it.”

“The bad news is we are as vulnerable as coastal Mississippi was in Katrina to storm surge.”—Robert Weisberg, distinguished professor of physical oceanogra-phy at the University of South Florida; Big Threat: Storm Surge, by Curtis Krueger, St. Petersburg Times, May 18, 2008.

Eckerd College

Eckerd College, located at 4200 54th Avenue South, St. Petersburg, is the southern-most college in Pinellas County.  Located on the Gulf of Mexico, this private college’s proximity to water affords its students the same access to water activities as the University of South Florida St. Petersburg.  It also has the same concerns about hurricane preparedness.  According to Eckerd College’s Hurri-cane Annex (http://tropical.eckerd.edu/HurricaneAnnex.pdf), “The proximity to the Gulf of Mexico, Tampa Bay, and Boca Ciega Bay… makes the College highly

vulnerable to risks from severe storms and the associated hazards of storm surge, flooding, high winds, water spouts, and tornadoes which often are spawned by hurricanes.” 

The school’s hurricane plan “addresses preparation, response, damage
assessment and recovery, business continuity, and mitigation,” said Lisa A. Mets, Ph.D., Executive Assistant to the President and Director of Emergency Manage-ment.  Dr. Mets also “chaired the Emergency Management Group and the plan-ning meetings leading to the updated plan.”   


Eckerd College has had its hurricane plan since the 1970s.  “We update our plan annually prior to the onset of hurricane season, so our last update pre-pared us for the 2008 hurricane season.” Dr. Mets said.  The college plans to up-

date the plans prior to the 2009 season.


The active 2004 hurricane season redoubled the college’s planning.  After Hurricane Charley threatened the area on August 13, 2004, “President Donald R. Eastman III stimulated a complete review and rewrite of the hurricane plan.  More than thirty-five representatives from across the College were involved in the development of the updated hurricane plan,” said Dr. Mets.   

The Emergency Management Group monitors the weather, especially during hurricane season.  The Group’s chair has the authority to call for the group to meet whenever a storm forms, potentially threatening the Tampa Bay area.  According to Dr. Mets, the Emergency Management Executive Team, a subgroup of the Emergency Management Group, decides when to activate the plan.  This activation has happened whenever “the National Hurricane Center has issued a 120-hour cone of probabilities for a hurricane that included Pinellas County,” according to Dr. Mets.


“This does not mean we evacuated each time.  It means we activated our hurricane plan each time.”  However, “We evacuated the College three times in 2004 (Hurricanes Charley, Ivan and Frances); once in 2005 (Hurricane Wilma); and once in 2008 (Hurricane Fay).”


Since over eighty percent of Eckerd’s students are from out of state, the college makes every attempt to give the students enough time to leave the Tampa Bay area.  The college evacuates approximately 48-hours prior to the projected landfall, closing the school the day before landfall.

Much of the information that Eckerd College’s Emergency Management Group uses comes from a variety of sources.  These sources include the Tampa Bay Regional Planning Council, as well as a storm surge model generated by an unnamed USF Marine Science professor, and have helped Eckerd College in its decision-making.

Finally, “the decisions we have made to develop our plan promote safety among the members of our community and ensure that the College can continue operations following not just a hurricane…but any disaster,” said Dr. Mets.
“…Tampa Bay residents [need] to learn whether they are in an evacuation zone

 ‘and make a personal plan that they enact at the time of the [hurricane] crisis, rather than make up at the time of the crisis.’”—National Hurricane Center Director Bill Read; quoted by Curtis Krueger in Big Threat: Storm Surge, St. Petersburg Times, May 18, 2008.
Stetson University College of Law

Stetson University College of Law is located at 1401 61st Street South, Gulfport, Florida, with a satellite campus in Tampa (Tampa Law Center, 1700 North Tampa Street, Tampa, FL 33602).  Originally located on Stetson University’s main campus in Deland, Florida, the College of Law moved to Gulfport in 1954.

Stetson’s main website (www.law.stetson.edu) lists its campus prepared-ness in a drop-down menu from its News/Events tab, taking the viewer to http://justice.law.stetson.edu/Preparedness/.  

Stetson University College of Law was contacted with questions for this report. After learning that Dean Darby Dickerson was out of town, this student was referred to Debbie Brown, Assistant Debbie Brown, Associate Vice President, Director and told to email Ms. Brown with questions and contact numbers.  Ms. Brown called back November 20, 2008 to state that “…we don’t disclose that info to anyone.”  After several more questions, Ms. Brown stated that, as a private rather than public institution, Stetson’s hurricane plans were “not for public display,” adding that “We don’t practice (contingency plans), because…Pinellas County has never been hit.”  Therefore, all information for this article was taken from Stetson University College of Law’s website.  

According to Stetson’s Hurricane Season Q & A page on its website (http://justice.law.stetson.edu/policies/HurricaneSeasonQandA.pdf), “The last named storm hit on September 26, 2001, when tropical storm Gabrielle hit with 70 mph winds. The last named hurricane to hit was Elena, which stalled over the area during the Labor Day weekend in 1985…We were affected by some of the 2004 storms, but were not hit directly.”  In answer to school closure and/or can-cellation of class, the Q&A page states that Stetson will “notify the campus com-munity regarding decisions to close the campuses and to cancel classes via the web page and email,” as well as an announcement of their hot line.


The Q&A page also states that if there is a mandatory evacuation of Level 5 facilities, “all faculty, staff, and students will need to evacuate.”

Stetson’s Crisis Communications Plan outlines some of the responsibilities and roles performed by various staff members in the event of an emergency, as well as when the plan is put into action.  These are covered on the Crisis Communication Plan page.
 “The bottom line this year… is the same as every year: ‘Let’s get ready.’”—Craig Fugate, director of Florida’s Division of Emergency Management, referring to hurricane readiness; “Hurricane Teams Say All It Takes Is One, So Prepare,” by Curtis Krueger, St. Petersburg (FL) Times; April 3, 2008

St. Petersburg College


On the surface, St. Petersburg College (SPC) may appear to have it easier than either USFSP or Eckerd College when it comes to hurricane plan-ning.  With no dormitories to worry about and its main campuses located away from the waterfront, it might seem easier.  But that isn’t necessarily the case.


Founded in 1927 as St. Petersburg Junior College (SPJC), SPC was “Florida’s first two-year institution of higher education” (www.spcollege.edu/cen- tral/foundation/history.htm).  After its first semester, when classes were held at St. Petersburg High school, SPJC moved to a former school building near Mirror Lake.  


From those humble beginnings, SPC has grown to a multi-campus institu-tion, serving more than 63,000 students in one form or another each year (www.spcollege.edu/central /foundation/history.htm).  Its facilities span the length of Pinellas County, from their Allstate Center (3200 34th Street South, St. Peters-burg) to Tarpon Springs (www.spjc.cc.fl.us/).  It is the size and the number of locations which make for emergency preparedness headaches.


Mike O’Keeffe works in SPC’s Institutional Advance Office.  “I have lived through most of these [contingency plans] the last almost 12 years,” O’Keeffe said. 


According to O’Keeffe, SPC has kept its options open in case of a hurri-cane.  The first decision has to do with cancelation of classes for the safety of the students and employees.  “We understand [that] it takes time to evacuate if you are in a low-lying area…This enters into the decision-making.”  Once this decision is made, the school contacts all local media outlets, as well as placing the decision on SPC’s home page and emailing students.


After a storm, the college would then evaluate each location for damage, then decide on a course of action.  “It could be moving classes to another loca-tion, offering classes online [that were held in classrooms],” O’Keeffe said.  If one campus were damaged, the other locations would remain open, with a possible shift from the damaged site.  “This will be the case with any such scenario.”


St. Petersburg College takes tropical storms and hurricanes seriously, conferring with both the Pinellas County School district as well as Pinellas County’s Emergency Management office, reiterating student and faculty safety. 

“We have contracted with another community college in the state that has backed up our critical files,” O’Keeffe said.  “Hopefully we will never have to implement any of this stuff.”
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