Problem Assessment

Located midway along the west coast of Florida, Hillsborough County and Pinellas County have a total of 1,336 square miles of land area.  Of that total Hillsborough County has 1,072 square miles and Pinellas County has 264 square miles. Hillsborough County is 36 miles long and 36 miles wide at its broadest point and Pinellas County is 38 miles long and 15 miles wide at its broadest point. Hillsborough County is a large coastal county that borders Pinellas County on the east.  Pinellas County is a peninsula bordered by the Gulf of Mexico on the west and by Tampa Bay/Hillsborough County on the east.  Pinellas County is also the most densely populated county in the state of Florida.
Collectively, the Tampa Bay Area of Florida has one of the most significant vulnerabilities to manmade and natural threats which could result in the need for Urban Search and Rescue (USAR) resources.  This vulnerability was amplified by Hurricane Andrew (1992) and later the Oklahoma City Bombing (1995).  The Tampa Bay Area is particularly vulnerable to hurricane storm surge.  This area is recognized as the second most vulnerable area to Storm Surge with only New Orleans being at greater risk (as exemplified by Hurricane Katrina). 
With a population of over 2 million people and many miles of waterfront property, the leaders of the Tampa Bay area recognized the high potential for widespread destruction from a natural disaster as well as high potential for a manmade disaster. Then as now, the closest Federal USAR resource was in the Miami area (FL TF-1 &2).  Due to these factors, these forward thinking leaders worked together in a multi-jurisdictional effort to lay the groundwork for what would become the model for a state sponsored USAR team.

Program Implementation
In 1994 individuals from Hillsborough County Fire Rescue (HCFR), St. Petersburg Fire Rescue (SPFR), and Tampa Fire Rescue (TFR) came together to discuss the potential response to a USAR mission in the Tampa Bay Area.  As a result of those discussions, the group decided to start training together for response to a large scale event.  This effort was formalized in February of 1997 with a joint application to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) for designation as a FEMA USAR Task Force.  That application was subsequently turned down, but the agencies involved determined that it was in the best interests of the area to continue this joint effort.  As a result, the Tampa Bay Regional Urban Search and Rescue Team was formed.  It was jointly agreed that Hillsborough County Fire Rescue would be the managing partner. 
A significant hurdle to the building of this team was a lack of funding sources.  The majority of the initial equipment and training was funded through local funds and a few small State Emergency Management Preparedness Assistance (EMPA) grants.  Through these efforts, a basic response capability was established and in January of 2000 the State of Florida was formally notified that the Tampa Bay Regional USAR Team was ready for deployment.
Until the events of September 11, 2001, no significant activity took place.  On September 14, 2001, Governor Jeb Bush conducted a meeting to evaluate our ability to respond to additional incidents if this type.  At the time, our team was the only available resource in the Southeastern United States in the absence of the two FEMA teams located in south Florida.  In addition, it was determined that funding would be provided to build the team out to a full FEMA equivalent team.  To date, a total of $2.4 million in funding has been provided by the State of Florida.
Tangible Results
In the years since 9/11/01, Florida Task Force-3 (FL TF-3) has been built out to a 70-person team (equivalent to a FEMA Type1) with capabilities to perform rescues in collapse situations involving reinforced concrete structures.  The team is made up of members from the three previously mentioned fire rescue departments, as well as a private engineering firm (Braken Engineering), robotics volunteers, Fish and Wildlife Commission officers (security), and volunteers from local volunteer fire departments. 

 Over the last two years FL TF-3 has responded to eight hurricanes (more than any other State or FEMA team), three of which were considered major events including an unprecedented out of state response to Hurricane Katrina in the Biloxi area of Mississippi.  Florida USAR resources lead by FL TF-3, were the first outside resources to begin operations in the impacted area of Mississippi (six hours ahead of the first FEAM resources).
While in Mississippi, FL TF-3 coordinated all search operations in Eastern Harrison County (Biloxi East) and Jackson County.  In all, there were over 30 rescues, medical assists, and many hours of relief work given to the local population.  One of the key elements of this type of response is the level of comfort provided to the population in the form of humanitarian relief and providing a sense that they are not alone and help is here. 

Lessons Learned

Through lessons learned in the responses to the five hurricanes before Katrina, FL TF-3 was able to refine and accelerate the response of the resources to the impacted area.  As a result, many victims were rescued much more quickly than would have otherwise been possible.  FL TF-3 has continued making modifications to the way they respond.  Most of these changes have been adopted by the State of Florida for the Florida USAR System and FEMA is also evaluating the procedures for implementation in the Federal USAR System.  

Some of these enhancements include:

· Refined command and control procedures to manage a wide are incident 
· Enhanced equipment lists to better serve the missions of the teams in hurricane response

· A tiered deployment system to allow for the deployment of only the resources required to carry out the mission

· A deployment scheme that allows for small fast moving rescue teams to enter the impacted areas as quickly as possible

· Provision of additional logistical support to minimize any burden on the impacted area and enhance the effectiveness of the personnel for a longer period of time

Cumulatively, the participants in FL TF-3 have developed a resource that provides a resource not previously available and that has been used eight times in the past two years.  It is only a matter of time before this team is needed in its own back yard.  When the worst occurs, this team will be ready to pick up the pieces as a result of partnerships in the community.
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