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Federal, state assistance arriving, governor tells lawmakers
Posted on 29 January 2009 

By Doug Thompson
Stephens Media

LITTLE ROCK — Aided by 100 powerful portable generators from the federal government, crews are restoring power to water and sewer works, other vital utilities, hospitals and shelters in areas of northern Arkansas devastated by this week’s ice storm, Gov. Mike Beebe told legislators Thursday.

Beebe briefed lawmakers on the response of federal, state and local authorities to one of the worst ice storms in modern memory. Damage is expected to surpass even the ice storm that ravaged southern Arkansas in 2000, according to officials who spoke at the briefing at the state Capitol.

Utility officials said crews from up to a dozen surrounding states were in place or en route to northern Arkansas to help restore services to more than 300,000 customers still without power.

The governor said he had met with area legislators individually and will continue to do so, but he said the number of questions were so great that he organized the briefing to get out as much information and take as many questions as possible from lawmakers.

Beebe said he spoke with President Obama about 8 p.m. Wednesday and had an emergency declaration from the White House within two hours, clearing the way for deployment of generators and other emergency assistance. The state waited 13 days for federal assistance after a tornado struck Dumas in February 2007, the governor noted.

He said Obama also told him to convey his concern and assurance of swift action to the people of Arkansas. Beebe said he was very pleased with the response from the administration.

“I not only don’t have any criticisms, I have nothing but praise,” Beebe said.

Sen. Bill Pritchard, R-Elkins, said many people in his district were forced to leave their homes and are worried about leaving their property unprotected. Beebe said the National Guard would be available to help provide security but only if local law enforcement agencies requested the help.

Sen. Cecile Bledsoe, R-Rogers, said the governor “did a great job” of keeping lawmakers informed and that she appreciated the information.

“I’m told that the Wellness Center in Rogers has power back up and the police department and other places are providing shelter,” Bledsoe said. “All of us are going to have to help our neighbors, friends, family — and strangers.”

The governor said he has mobilized National Guard units totaling 130 troops to help clear roads. The Arkansas Forestry Commission has sent equipment and 40 employees to northern counties to help clear roads, he said.

Electric companies are getting help from surrounding states to try and restore power to areas were thousands of telephone poles have fallen. An estimated 7,000 poles have fallen in areas served by Arkansas Electrical Cooperative Corp. alone, utility spokesmen said.

“Everybody’s working,” Beebe said.

About the only break the state got in the storm was that central and southern Arkansas were largely unaffected, allowing work crews and equipment from most of the state to go north.

The damage stretches across the northern tier of counties. Beebe said he would tour the area by helicopter Friday, with stops in Fayetteville, Harrison, Mountain Home and Piggott.

Attorney General Dustin McDaniel said his family in Jonesboro has been without power for days. He said the overwhelming response of Arkansans has been positive but warned residents to beware of “predators” who could try to prey on victims by offering help clearing debris but who will charge later.

McDaniel advised Arkansans to agree to nothing that is not in writing as far as clearing debris. Laws against price gouging are also in effect, he said.

Communications to much of the northern region is tied up by a combination of downed telephone towers and other damaged facilities and the serious overloading of the communication lines that are still intact, Beebe said.

The Arkansas Wireless Information Network, the Arkansas State Police radio network, proved to be the only reliable communications for much of the region, Beebe said. Some of AWIN’s towers were knocked out of service but were quickly restored, he said.

Pritchard said some of his constituents were complaining that power is back on one side of the street but not the other.

“That’s going to happen,” Beebe said. “As power comes back on, some people are going to get it first.”

Utility officials warned customer not to hook up portable generators to breaker boxes or meters without proper installation by a qualified electrician, or to burn ovens for heat because ovens are not vented properly for long-term use.

Sammy Cox, spokesman for Southwestern Electric Power Co. , said about 58,000 of the homes and businesses SWEPCO serves lost power and as of 10 a.m. Thursday, about 39,153 had not been restored. The utility hopes to restore power to 95 percent of its customer my midnight Saturday, he said.

Entergy Arkansas President Hugh McDonald said about 111,000 customers of the state’s largest electric utility were out of service during the storm and about 103,000 remained without power.

Harrison in particular is hard hit along with Flippen, Batesville and Mountain View. Repair crews from at least 12 states are “here or on their way,” McDonald said.

Many areas will be out of power “at least a week,” he said. The utility will have a clearer picture of how much time it will take to restore power by Friday, he said.

Carmie Henry of Electric Cooperatives of Arkansas said about 163,000 of its customers still lacked power. The cooperative said the storm has brought down roughly three times as many utility poles as the 2000 storm.

