LONG WEEKEND FOR LOCAL OFFICIALS
            Late last week, as most of us watched television coverage of Hurricane Ike & tracked this slow moving storm’s path on the internet, Robertson County Judge Jan Roe & other local officials were preparing for Ike’s possible arrival on local soil.              
Pre-storm, officials were at the county sheriff’s office participating in conference calls with state emergency management officials three times a day – at 10:30 AM, 4:30 PM, & 9:30 PM.  In the twenty-four hours before the storm made landfall in Galveston, local representatives participated in conference calls with the National Weather Service’s Hurricane Center immediately after the state emergency management calls.           

Informational meetings were held to coordinate activities & disseminate information.  As the storm approached Galveston, county officials, fire department volunteers, emergency medical service & law enforcement personnel were on duty or standing by to respond to whatever havoc Ike wreaked upon local towns & rural areas.

When the National Weather Service placed the county under a “hurricane wind warning” at 3 PM on Friday, the county’s Emergency Operations Center (EOC) opened in the old jail next to the courthouse.  Dedicated public servants worked all night long – preparing for the worst, hoping for the best, & monitoring activities to the south.
 At 6 AM on Saturday, word came that Ike was traveling along the east side of I-45, diminishing the likelihood that Robertson County would bear the brunt of the storm’s fury.  The folks in the EOC breathed a collective sigh of relief.
 An hour & a half later, the power went out.  392,616 customers in Entergy Texas’ service territory were without power – including those in Franklin, Calvert, Bremond, Mumford, & several local rural areas.  The only Robertson County folks who still had power got it from the City of Hearne & Navasota Valley Electric.
 The EOC shifted into high gear – gathering information, identifying needs, & locating assets.
 A top priority was to make sure critical services remained available in the population centers of Franklin, Calvert, & Bremond.  The EOC found generators to keep water supply, sewage systems, affected police & fire departments up & running.  Appropriate service professionals were dispatched to connect these devices.
 The county’s “911” system was placed on a generator.  Robertson County EMS temporarily shifted its Franklin personnel to the Hearne location until a generator could be found & hooked-up in Franklin.
 With the power out in Franklin, condensation in the county jail created safety issues for inmates.  Thirty-three male prisoners were transferred to Falls & McLennan County jails.  Three female inmates wound up in the Milam County jail.
 Nursing homes in Franklin, Bremond, & Calvert all had back-up generators to provide lights, refrigeration, & life support services.  Since none could provide electricity to power air conditioning or kitchen equipment, the EOC located & installed generators at these nursing homes.
 Unresolved was how the Franklin, Bremond, Calvert, & Mumford ISDs would cope with the outages they faced.  Their power needs were far greater than most generators could provide.
 A decision on where to house a large number of evacuees was made when Ike was still a couple of hundred miles out in the Gulf of Mexico.  At 6:30 PM on Thursday evening, Judge Roe received a call on her office telephone.  An Angleton nursing home had been bumped from its original destination.
“Could any place in Robertson County accommodate them?” asked the caller.              
After Roe contacted Reverend Larry Blackmon at Hearne’s First Baptist Church, arrangements were made for 100 patients, 54 staff members, & 20 family members to be bused to Hearne the very next day.
 Over the weekend, temporary shelters would open at the Hearne VFW & in Wheelock.  The Hearne Junior High gymnasium was established as the main local shelter accepting evacuees.  Hearne’s Victory Church & the Elliott Baptist Church volunteered their facilities should the need arise.
 “By the time people read this,” says Roe, “the EOC hopes to have daytime shelters open in Franklin, Calvert, & Bremond to provide residents with comfortable places to go during the day.  Check with the EOC at 979.828.5911 or sheriff’s office at 979.828.3299.”
The EOC provided around the clock service over the weekend & into this week.  While at the EOC on Sunday afternoon, Judge Roe’s cell phone rang for the umpteenth time.  It was Steve Jenkins, local representative for Luminant power.  Steve had found a large generator to juice-up the county courthouse starting on Monday.
 “That’s been happening all weekend long,” Roe said as she hung up the phone.  “You wouldn’t believe the effort being put forth by oil & gas companies & others doing business in Robertson County to help see us through this crisis.  If they hadn’t come forward, we’d still be scrambling to find generators to respond to critical & other needs.”
 On Monday, Hearne & other local central Texas gas stations started running out of fuel.  Tanker trucks had to pick-up fuel in Waco or Austin before bringing it to places impacted by Ike.  Motiva’s Hearne terminal needed a large generator in order to operate.  At Roe’s request, Luminant’s Jenkins found one & was on-site at 9 PM as it was being installed.

At 8:30 AM on Tuesday morning, more than a dozen fuel tanker trucks were filling-up or waiting in line at Motiva’s Hearne terminal.  The Exxon-Mobil terminal next door already had a generator.  Having fuel is obviously critical to evacuees, local residents, businesses, & farmers.
 Over the weekend, the City of Hearne & Hearne Chamber of Commerce offered to make as much office space as possible available to county & other government employees needing places to work.  Early Monday morning, Hearne officials tried unsuccessfully to figure out a way to temporarily provide power to GATX, a major local employer.

Hearne ISD Superintendent David Deaver offered to make recently-vacated Hearne schools available to the Calvert ISD on a temporary basis.  While in Calvert, Deaver even made arrangements with Hearne’s Stark Truss to provide a forklift & driver to help with Calvert’s water & ice distribution to local residents.
 “Entergy tells me that local power outages could last anywhere from three days to three weeks,” Judge Roe added.  “We’ll be prepared for whatever might happen.”
