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WELCOME TO THE 2020 YEAR IN REVIEW!
We thank you for your interest in the Department of Emergency Management’s activities over the past year
and hope that you find this document informative and helpful! 2020 was a year for the record books and one
that featured many challenges, some of which presenting themselves simultaneously. A prime example was
contending with the COVID-19 pandemic during one of the most active hurricane seasons on record. Yet, we
faced the challenges head on and addressed them in the manner that we felt appropriate, given the specific
situations faced.
I would like to take a moment and recognize the hard work and dedication of Surf City’s staff and volunteers.
Despite everything that 2020 threw at them, they leaned forward and addressed the situations they faced
with pride, perseverance, and a level of professionalism that is unmatched. The residents and visitors of Surf
City can be proud of the staff that work continuously to sustain and advance the safety, service, and quality
of life enjoyed by those that live and visit our beautiful town.

HIGHLIGHT: HONORABLE MENTIONS
Many of our private partners stepped up throughout the year,
providing the Town a multitude of support measures, from donation
of goods and services, to helping with logistical challenges. These
relationships were invaluable and provided a pathway to serving
the community at the highest level possible given the dynamic
nature of the incidents we faced. We cannot thank our partners
enough for their support!

One noteworthy partner that we have is the Information Technology Disaster
Resource Center (ITDRC). ITDRC is a non-profit primarily volunteer organization
that provides technology services and material support to localities facing impacts
of disasters and major incidents. Our relationship with ITDRC dates to 2018, post
hurricane Florence, when they answered our call for technology help. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, ITDRC answered the call yet again by providing us with
laptops and other portable technology items that allowed us to operate remotely,
and still provide full service to the community. So, a big shout out and thank you
to Joe and Debbie Hillis for doing what you do for localities all around the
country, and for being there for us when we needed you the most!
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HIGHLIGHT: 2020 ATLANTIC HURRICANE SEASON
2020 was a hyperactive year for tropical weather systems in the Atlantic Basin, with a whopping 30 named
storms, 13 hurricanes, and 6 major hurricanes realizing. The 2020 season is now the champion for the most
named storms on record, and second-highest record holder for the most hurricanes within a single season.

Throughout the course of the season, we monitored each system that developed in the basin. While a
handful of the developed systems had indirect local impacts, the only direct impact came from Hurricane
Isaias, which occurred in early August. Even though the impacts were mild, the storm did necessitate the full
implementation of our Emergency Operations Plan and activation of the Emergency Operations Center.

Over the span of the season, over 100 Situational
Awareness briefings were generated and
disseminated to staff and elected officials to
maintain an appropriate common operating picture.
Needless to say, I am confident that the receipents
of those documents are glad to not see them in their
inboxes any longer!
Although the season is over, we are already in the
planning process for the upcoming 2021 AHS, using
the lessons observed in the season prior to refine
and bolster our operational capacity and
capability.

Hurricane Isaias Source: www.nhc.noaa.gov

HIGHLIGHT: NON-TROPICAL COASTAL STORMS
With the hurricane season behind us, we thought we

Escarpment - 300 Block of N Shore Drive
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had a moment to take a breath and regroup.
Unfortunately, the break from the action was shortlived. In early December, we saw the passage of an
offshore frontal system that lent us considerable
impacts. In addition to heavy rains that flooded many
of our area roadways, we also took on noticeable
damage to the beach strand, especially from the
center of town towards the north. Nor’Easters are those
types of incidents that, aside from projects like the
USACE Engineered Beach project, has few
preparedness or response tasks that we can implement
to mitigate or limit felt impacts.

HIGHLIGHT: SEVERE WEATHER INCIDENTS
2020 was also relatively active regarding
severe weather sweeping through the area as
well. There were five time periods where the
National Weather Service placed our area in an
enhanced threat category for severe weather
during the year. While we did not have
substantial damage resultant to these periods of
unsettled weather, we did see some minor wind
damage to shrubbery and small trees along with
localized flooding on some area roadways on a
couple of occasions. Since our local weather can
sometimes be very dynamic, we always emphasize
the importance of individual and household
preparedness and encourage our community to be
as prepared and resilient as possible.

Flooding - 1800 Block of S Shore Drive

There is a saying in Emergency Management that “disasters begin and end locally.” I would go one step
further and apply that rule down to the individual household level as well. Proactively preparing for disasters
is the best method to ensuring you and your family’s safety when the skies turn dark! Take ownership of your
own success: get a kit, make a plan, and stay informed!

Strong Cold Front - Island Roundabout

Strong Cold Front – Radar Image
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HIGHLIGHT: OTHER EVENTS AND INCIDENTS
Due to the COVID-19 restrictions limiting the purpose and size of public gatherings, the majority of the
“usual” annual events did not take place during the year. We remain hopeful that we can return to hosting,
delivering, or otherwise supporting these community events soon.

Also due to COVID-19, we also were not able to particiapte in any public outreach activities as we have
done in the past. We have been working with our partners to develop some type of virtual offering, but in the
interiem, we have been publishing helpful facts and tidbits in our bi-monthly update submitted to the Town
Manager for inclusion in his document releases.

COVID-19 has presented many challenges for the world, the nation, and
for us locally. From the onset, we have worked diligently to do our part to
mitigate, prepare, respond, and eventually recover the best we can from
this unprecedented challenge. While the incident brought along sadness,
grief, anger, and anexiety, there have been some positives that have
emerged from it. Old relationships and partnerships were strengthened and
new ones were fostered, as we have all worked together to address the
situation that has seemed to change daily. One example of the coordinated
efforts we participated in occurred early in the pandemic, when commonly
used supplies were in high demand and low availability. In colloboration with Pender EMS & Fire and the
South Carolina Emergency Managament Division, we coordinated the acqusition of several hundered Meals,
Ready to Eat (MREs), that were provided to those in need throughout Pender County. It may not have been
the best tasting meals, but it was enough to get those that received them through those challenging times until
they were able to provide for themselves, or transition to an established nutrition support program.
Operationally, COVID-19 was a complex and intensive incident, perhaps more so than a hurricane. The
long running nature of the incident aside, working remotely, or at least with limited physical staff contact,
made operations interesting to say the least. Operations are managed best when the flow of communication is
unrestricted, and information is quickly and readily available to all those involved in incident management.
We were not that fortunate during this incident, as the situation dictated that staff work remotely, or at least
isolated from one another, especially in the onset. Staff adapted quickly and developed solutions to address
the challenges of operating in a remote environment, implementing new ways to ensure the common operating
picture was rapidly available to everyone involved. This was highlighted by the deployment of a robust
planning processes and institution of enhanced situational awareness measures. During the period 18 March
through 01 June, we produced 44 Incident Action Plans and 88 Situation Reports (SitReps), with staff
conducting well over 100 internal conference calls during that period as well. Even though we were in a
situation completely foreign, we were able to quickly adjust to the dynamics of the situation and drive
forward.
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HIGHLIGHT: PROJECTS CARRIED OVER FROM 2019
There were a few projects that had been identified in 2019 that we had decided warranted further research.
A few of these projects included the upgrading of the AM Emergency Alert Radio system and the
redeployment of the single site P25 radio system.

The AM radio project was included and approved in the
FY 20-21 budget cycle and is currently in the process of
being implemented. Upon last contact with the vendor,
they informed us that the system was currently being built
with a projected shipment date in February. These
systems are built per customer specification and must
undergo a lengthy and in-depth quality assurance and
inspection prior to shipment. We look forward to getting
this station back online and transmitting, as it is an
excellent resource to have for the dissemination of
emergency information, especially if other commercial
means (phone, internet, etc.) are damaged or otherwise
offline. We extend a special “Thank You!” to Jones Onslow EMC (pictured above) for providing and installing
the transmission pole that the station equipment will be mounted to.

The single site P25 radio system expansion was included for consideration, but ultimately not
approved in the adopted FY 20-21 budget package. However, we plan on reintroducing it
in the upcoming FY 21-22 budget package for consideration. We feel this project would
provide benefits on many levels across the operational spectrum. On blue sky days, the
system would provide a communication pathway that more than one party would benefit
from. For example, if multiple crews were working on a project together, critical, or otherwise
important information can be disseminated quickly to multiple parties with a single
transmission, whereas the same information delivered via phone call would necessitate multiple calls and
would require additional time expenditure. Of course, in a disaster preparedness or response capacity, this
system would increase our ability to communicate with crews in the field, without having to source additional
communication assets from other agencies pre-incident. We appreciate our neighboring agencies willingness
to loan equipment to us, but this process is on a first come, first serve basis, with the understanding that we
shouldn’t assume the loaner equipment will be available for our use every time it is requested. This was true
during Isaias, when we had to quickly return NCEM loaned communication assets so it could be redeployed to
the Outer Banks.
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HIGHLIGHT: WHAT’S TO COME IN 2021
We are still working
through the turbulent times
that have carried over from
2020, but we remain
hopeful that 2021 will be a
prosperous year. We will
see the new Municipal
Complex come online, which
among the other added benefits of the structure, will house our permanent Emergency Operations Center.
Once the Municipal Complex is operational, we will be conducting a series of exercises focused on EOC
capability, identifying areas where we will need to improve upon to ensure we are achieving the best results
possible. It is our intention to work through the wrinkles well ahead of time, so when we activate in response to
a real-world incident, we will be operating at peak efficiency.
Thank you to Fire Chief Wilson for providing the space at Fire Station 25, where we have mobilized our
temporary EOC since 2016. Since that time, we have had 4 full EOC activations and the facility has served its
purpose honorably. Even after the permanent Municipal Complex EOC is operational, Fire Station 25 will
serve as a backup EOC facility should we need to hastily relocate for whatever reason.

Looking ahead in 2021, we have several projects that we will be conducting feasibility studies on to
determine if they would be a good fit. Some of things we consider when conducting such studies are:

• Does the project solve an identified problem or meet a defined goal?
o What is the problem being addressed?
o What is the defined goal?
• Does the project stay within acceptable financial boundaries?
o Is the financial impact outweighed by the projected benefit(s)?
o What are the metrics used to make that determination?
• What, if any, alternatives are available to address the identified problem or meet the defined goal?
One of those projects is redefining the process in which we capture and maintain incident documentation. This
documentation is important, especially in instances where we open a Public Assistance (PA) project with FEMA.
The documentation burden associated with PA projects is immense, and the amount of time staff spend
ensuring the documentation is accurate and reflective of the incident is quite high as well. So, to answer this
challenge, we have been in conversation with a vendor who specializes in this area, and we look forward to
working with them to further evaluate if their solution is a good fit, both operationally and financially, with the
project’s desired outcomes.
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HIGHLIGHT: NEW ADDITIONS
Through a collaborative effort between the Emergency
Management and the Information Technology departments,
we developed and implemented the online Surf City Key
Card system (www.surfcitync.gov/KeyCard). This new system
was developed to make the process for requesting a new or
replacement Key Card simple and easy. To date, we have
successfully processed over 300 requests through the system.
The system also allows us to maintain accountability of the
issued cards as well, which in turn equates to better security
and control of the reentry process in general. In case you are unfamiliar with the Key Cards, it is essentially
the “re-entry” pass residents and business currently use to regain access to the Island portion of town after an
evacuation order is issued.
As is common practice with many coastal towns, we utilize a tiered re-entry system, one that has been in place
for some time. While it can be an unpalatable process for some, after careful and deliberate analysis of the
re-entry process as a whole, we found that it was, and still is, an appropriate measure to take.
A quick summary of the re-entry process. The process is broken into 4 distinct phases, each with their own
hold/advancement metrics the situation is measured against.
•
•

•

•

•

Phase One is the period of time when the hazard that necessitated the evacuation is imminent or
on-going. During Phase One, only emergency response crews, operating under a specific tasking
assigned by the EOC, are permitted within the evacuated area. This strict control is intended to ensure
safety of life and property by preventing, or drastically limiting movement of people within the
evacuated area during the incident.
Phase Two is the period after the offending hazard has abated and EOC assigned crews are actively
performing critical infrastructure assessments and conducting hasty roadway clearing operations.
Once the area is deemed sufficiently “safe”, the process moves into Phase Three.
It is during Phase Three that residents and business owners are allowed back into the affected area,
by presenting their Key Card (or tax/utility bill) to perform assessments and effectuate hasty repairs
to their property to prevent further damage or loss.
Once sufficient time has been provided for residents and business owners to secure their property, all
primary and secondary roadways are free of debris and are passable by vehicle, and all major
infrastructure systems are operating at or near normal capacity, the process finalizes in Phase Four,
which is the allowed entry of the public audience.

We are well on our way to being recognized as a Storm Ready and
Tsunami Ready community. This recognition, provided by the National
Weather Service, is awarded to localities that have met strict disaster
preparedness and response requirements. We would have already
achieved this accomplishment, but due to site visit restrictions imparted by
the COVID-19 pandemic, it is taking a little longer than usual. At any
rate, we have been working with our local NWS weather office and are
nearing completion!
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HIGHLIGHT: PLANNING ACTIVITIES
The Emergency Operations Plan authored last year passed peer review and
is now under legal review. We added two separate hazard-specific annexes
to the document last year and will continue adding additional annexes as we
move along in time.
The planning cycle for Emergency Management is just that, a cycle. We are
always in the process of creating, reviewing, and/or updating our planning
package. In that spirit, during the final quarter of the year, we completed the
draft iteration of the Debris Management Plan and have submitted it for
peer review. Upon its clearance of peer review, it will then progress to legal
review, state EM review, and finally FEMA review and approval. Once FEMA
approval is obtained, it will then be provided to the Town Council for review
and adoption.

IN CLOSING
These are a few of the most notable activities that Surf City EM took part in over the last year. As we move
into 2021, and well into the future, we are taking steps to make Surf City a more resilient community that will
be able to quickly and efficiently prepare for, respond to, recover from, and mitigate against, all hazards,
natural and man-made.
Thank you for reading. As always, please feel free to reach out if you have any questions, comments, or
concerns!
With Highest Regards,
James Horne
Director, Department of Emergency Management
Town of Surf City
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