Hurricane Season Starts June 1
With storm season fast approaching, I wanted to share a few thoughts with all the companies that will be taking part in mutual assistance service restoration this hurricane season. Mutual Assistance between utility companies, Co-Ops and city owned utility systems is a year round activity.  Contractors are an integral part of the mutual aid and assistance programs. In this day and time, reduced staffs will mean a larger role played by contractors this hurricane season. Many large utility companies have reduced staffs by as much as 8-10 % or more of the workforce in the last year or so. Many years of experience walked out the door with these employees and may never be called back to assist in major storms. The opportunity for more confusion (than already comes with storms) and misdirection exists this year. Inexperienced storm team leaders and crews will have an impact this year. Experience is the best “teacher” and it takes a while to be really proficient at organizing and managing storm teams.
Most companies have a service restoration plan in place, some may not. I worked for a large Investor Owned utility for more than 40 years. The assumption was that the plan would work regardless what might happen. It usually did and we were able to restore power fairly quickly. Although I must admit, opportunities do present themselves with logistics when too much help arrives on scene, not enough local accommodations for lodging and food or not enough support gets directed to the area needing help. Somebody has to make the call. The host companies mutual assistance teams should have made local contacts with hotels, restaurants, or contractors for food to be delivered or prepared on site. All this should be in the “plan”. Everything from lodging, food to laundry can become challenging if the storm is large enough.
 I have now worked mutual assistance from the IOU side and now from the contractor support side. Two totally different view points. Witnessing the fact that the host company may or may not have a logistics plan is a challenge to a contract company. Not having a thorough comprehensive evaluation of damage by Host Company prior to the assistance arriving is daunting. Outside crews ultimately are sitting (which is bad on crews) waiting for work direction, maps area supervision, storm teams guides and more. Worst thing in the world that can happen is ask for help, the storm team arrives and sits in a parking lot for two days waiting on directions because the host company is not adequately prepared.. Don’t forget to avoid those huge convoys and break up into smaller groups on interstate. The smaller groups will keep down the congestion and lessen the chance for a third party vehicle accident attempting to “break in the line”. Another point is that the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations all apply on storm duty with the exception of the “Emergency Exemption” of Hours of Service for the drivers of Commercial Motor Vehicles. Pre Trip Inspections, load securement, drug and alcohol testing, etc. all apply to storm teams.

All this leads up to my main concern. Most crews are ready to go to work upon arriving on the scene. Excitement and expectations are high and every lineman’s desire is to get some lights on quickly. Linemen sometime have the chance to side step or short cut what they normally do providing routine service restoration at home to expedite the work on a large storm. I have personally witnessed teams omitting steps of isolation and grounding on storms. After we had a conversation as to why, the answer was well we “knew everything was dead” because of the storm, so we didn’t take the time to check the previously energized conductors for absence of voltage and isolate from “source voltages” (generators, feedback, induced voltages) and ground for the protection of the employee as required by paragraph “M” and “N” of 29 CFR 1910.269. Management can not allow this to occur this hurricane season.  Emergency generators sales are at an all time high now and many customers do not know how to properly connect to house supply lines. Not opening the main breaker happens all the time. I have personally found many main breakers left “On” over the last few years. An extension cord with two male plugs is a “loaded gun” for utility employees when used to connect the generator to the house. They very well could be someone reading this article that will go on a storm and not come back for the failure to follow all the rules. It happens every year.
I can’t impress enough how important a “Job Briefing” is stated in 29 CFR 1910.269 (c). After any investigation of a major incident, failure to perform a Job Briefing adequately to identify all of the hazards associated with a job is always one of the contributing factors. Linemen have no “auto pilot” they can engage on storms or any other time for that matter. There is no ejection seat to get out of trouble if something goes wrong. Never work on “assumptions” while performing any type work, especially storm work the moment communication stops, catastrophe can strike in seconds. Failure to recognize hazards and mitigate with safe work procedures will result in some type incident that could be serious injury or even a fatality. Remember that PPE is the last result. Engineering controls and safe work practices are the preferred methods to control hazards and mitigate risks. 
As companies and contractors prepare for the upcoming storm seasons, plan accordingly. Host companies in harms way, make the arrangements for lodging, food laundry, etc. Talk to your local businesses about the possibility of large teams and make sure they realize what type impact that could have on their resources. Some companies even go so far as a written contract to secure the logistics on site rather than use restaurants. Most of us have survived the “tent cities with community showers” and sometimes there is no other way. With pre planning and a little leg work, logistics can be so much better on the home team as well as the out of town storm teams. I have slept in and under the truck for the first three days of the “big storm” until arrangements have been made. School and church gyms and family life centers work really well. Schools and churches are more than willing to help in most cases. Talk with them.
Advanced storm team members arriving hours or even a day ahead of the storm team to pave the way through logistics is invaluable. Meeting with host company officials, details on lodging, meals, obtaining guides and maps of area locations that crews will be working on and getting the team leaders familiar with their first assignment will expedite service restoration and improve the morale of the storm team. Having everything ready to go to work and not stopping too long at the “show up” is to everybody’s advantage.

Storm team members should also have a check list that includes all medications, family contacts and be prepared work for at least two weeks securing clothes and health supplies before leaving. Don’t wait till your on site or even close. Don’t forget, too much 
Gatorade or sports drinks are a “bad thing” on the kidneys. 2 bottles of water to every sports drink as a minimum.  You want find flash lights or batteries near the storm area, either.
Working a large storm team providing a service that just a few of us in the utility world can provide can be very satisfying or can be just pure misery if the planning is not in place. Most of all have those daily tail gate Safety briefings and de briefings at end of day to be sure all employees stay safe and go back home to their families. Close calls or unusual systems tend to “make things happen”. When ever a crew is off their system, additional attention to everything is in order.
Have a safe “hurricane season” and take care of each other out there.
