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Ice Strands Thousands
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By THE MORNING NEWS

Thousands of residents across Washington and Benton counties will remain without power over the coming days. Power companies brought in extra crews to help restore electricity after a winter storm that began Monday and worsened Tuesday.

Residents woke Wednesday morning to a crystalline snowy landscape of snapped trees, frozen roads all coated with nearly an inch of ice. Hundreds sought warmth, food and a place to sleep at area shelters.

Its absolutely devastated out there," said Fayetteville Mayor Lioneld Jordan.

All public and private schools in the two counties closed today.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency began staging Tuesday night at the Washington County Sheriff's, but FEMA officials said they can't begin distributing generators and supplies until Pres. Barack Obama signs off on Gov. Mike Beebe's request to declare the area a national disaster.

About seven trailers of generators are on standby, said Gary Martin, FEMA's staging manager. "We're still waiting for the declaration to be signed," Martin said. "We are seeing the magnitude of this ice storm, but we can only plan for it at this point."

Typically, the generators are used for local schools, hospitals, shelters and churches, Martin said.

Southwestern Electric Power Co. expects 95 percent of customers to be restored by midnight Saturday, said Peter Main, communications consultant. At its worst, SWEPCO had 59,000 without power about 8 p.m. Tuesday, he said. The company had 900 linemen and treemen working in the two counties Wednesday. A substantial part of this workforce is tree crews. There's a tremendous amount of tree damage that has to be dealt with," he said. Some customers have damage to customer-owned facilities such as their electric boxes and will have to have an electrician make repairs before the company can restore power, Main said.

Ozarks Electric Cooperative had 80 percent of its system down Wednesday, said spokesperson Penny Storms. The company had 1,079 without power in Benton County and 36,754 without power in Washington County, Storms said. There were another 1,500 without power in Madison County, she said.

The company had extra crews coming in and was working as quickly as possible, Storms said. We are asking our members to be patient. "We know they'll probably be without power for a couple of days."

The region got as much as two inches of ice between Monday afternoon and Tuesday night, according to the National Weather Service in Tulsa. The northwest corner of Benton County got about two inches, and the rest of the region generally got between 1.3 inches and 1.7 inches of ice, according to the weather service.

The forecast today called for dense fog with limited visibility in the morning but the rest of the day should be sunny with temperatures in the high 30s. The low tonight will be about 17.

Residents observed the worst ice damage in Springdale, Fayetteville, Lowell and Bethel Heights, but scattered damage was reported throughout both counties. With schools and numerous businesses closed and without power Wednesday, residents struggled to keep warm, find food, clear streets and keep occupied.

The Washington County Sheriff's office received 298 calls between midnight and 2 p.m. Wednesday, said Sgt. Bret Hagen. Most calls involved friends and families asking deputies to check on loved ones who might be without power or telephone service, Hagan said. "A phenomenal number of calls," Hagen remarked.

Scattered areas had power on and off Wednesday, and stores with electricity were jammed. Almost two dozen people waited for gasoline at Fast Trax at the corner of College Avenue and Rolling Hills Boulevard in Fayetteville.

Traffic in Fayetteville picked up about noon, although most of the vehicles on the road were four-wheel-drives. A road grader plowed across rural

Washington County roads early Wednesday, scraping limbs and brush off roadways and into ditches. On Shaffer Road south of Greenland, the road crew was followed by two police officers and an ambulance, trying to reach a man who was hit by a tree limb while cutting storm damage. The man turned out not to be hurt badly, Greenland Police Chief Gary Ricker said later.

Washington County sheriff's deputies were getting around rural areas as well as they could, and coordinating with the road department to clear blocked areas, said Sheriff Tim Helder.

Officials from local agencies, along with representatives from the FEMA, were working late Wednesday morning to open the Emergency Operations Center, Helder said.

"We have lots of blocked streets," said Joey Smith, a transportation supervisor with city of Fayetteville. "Our biggest problem is downed trees. We have lots of trees blocking both lanes." In many of those trees are electric lines wrapped in the branches and ice.

City road crews then have to wait until electric crews move through the area. "I've got every crew I can get out there," said Prairie Grove Mayor Sonny Hudson. Crews worked throughout the night to clear streets.

Jordan stressed that residents should not randomly start cutting and clearing trees because many of the limbs are wrapped in live power lines. "That could be real disastrous," Jordan said.

In Bethel Heights, Mayor Fred Jack said city workers had cleared dozens of fallen trees and limbs from the roads. "I don't think there's a tree that's not been affected," he said. He estimated half the city had no electricity as of 11:30 a.m. Wednesday.

Although the roads were mostly clear Wednesday, he said he was nervous about thawing ice falling off trees when the temperature climbed. "Folks need to stay at home and enjoy their families," he said. "Do a Norman Rockwell type thing. Gather around a candle."

Lowell Mayor Perry Long said most city employees worked around the clock to clear the streets, the tree remains pushed to the side of the road to be dealt with later.

City Hall operated on generators, with only one computer and the phone system running.

Diane Bowen, Avoca city recorder, said some people in the town had heard they would not get power back until Saturday. Main roads were passable, but back roads were still treacherous, she said. Frankie Eliot, Avoca fire chief, said the department had not received many calls. "People are just staying put," he said.

Nathan See, a Pea Ridge street worker, said about half the city was without power, including all of downtown.

Gravette was faring relatively well, with no power outages and quiet roads, said Junior Hartley, public works director for the city. He said he decided to leave snow from Tuesday night on the roads to improve traction.

Flights resumed Wednesday from Northwest Arkansas Regional Airport, which welcomed few flights during Tuesday's freezing rain, said Kelly Johnson, airport manager. "It's certainly not a normal schedule," she said. "But we're getting some flights moving."

Bella Vista Police Chief Jim Wozniak advised residents to stay home. City residents experienced sporadic power outages and some had problems with telephone service, he said.

Electric company representatives advised people to be alert for downed power lines. Any downed line should be considered energized and people should stay away from it and report it, Main said. Also, people shouldn't connect generators to electric outlets in homes because electricity can feed back into power lines and injure workers or others, he said.

Phone lines for Siloam Springs Electric Department were busy throughout the day. Bentonville Electric Department representatives did not return phone messages left Wednesday morning. Residents worked to help themselves when there was no one around to help.

Bentonville resident Amanda Dunavan and her mother, Nancy Dunavan of Rogers, were out clearing fallen tree limbs Wednesday that blocked two parking spaces at the apartment Amanda Dunavan rents on Southeast Fourth Street in Bentonville. The limbs fell Monday when winter weather set in.

"We're doing this out of necessity," said Amanda Dunavan. She needed the parking spaces for her mother and brother who expect not to have power until Saturday midnight.

Power went off about 6 p.m. Tuesday at Nancy Dunavan's house on 21st Street, near the Rogers Public Library. "I would probably rent a hotel room somewhere if I didn't have a place to go, she said. I'll probably check on (my house) every day."

The snow and ice disrupted the family's plan for this week. Amanda Dunavan is a student at NorthWest Arkansas Community College. The school canceled classes the last two days. Her brother, a Rogers firefighter, was fortunate to maintain power at his home in Pea Ridge, but he was unable to work because the doors to his vehicle were iced shut, she said.
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