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Northwest Arkansas Wakes to Record Ice Storm

Last updated Wednesday, January 28, 2009 2:33 PM CST in News

By Skip Descant Morning News

FAYETTEVILLE Thousands of residents across Washington and Benton counties will remain without power over the coming days as power companies bring in additional crews to help restore electricity.

Southwestern Electric Power Co. expects 95 percent of customers restored by midnight Saturday.

At its worst, the area had 59,000 SWEPCO customers without power about 8 p.m. Tuesday.

Ozarks Electric Cooperative had 80 percent of its system down, said Spokesperson Penny Storms. In Benton County, the company had 1,079 without power. In Washington County, company had 36,754 without power. There were also 1,500 without power in Madison County. The company has extra crews coming in and they are 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 since Monday afternoon, according to the National Weather Service in Tulsa. The northwest corner of Benton County saw about two inches, and the rest of the region generally saw between 1.3 inches and 1.7 inches, according to the weather service.

Thursday classes are canceled in Fayetteville, Rogers, Bentonville and Siloam Springs school districts. Other districts either have not made announcements regarding Thursday or did not answer phone calls Wednesday afternoon.

Most calls to the Washington County Sheriff’s Office involved friends and families asking deputies to check on loved ones who might be without power or telephone service, said Sgt. Bret Hagan with the sheriff’s office.

Northwest Arkansas woke Wednesday morning to a crystalline snowy landscape of snapped trees, frozen roads all coated with nearly an inch of ice. With more than 80,000 homes in the dark across the region, power crews were scrambling to reconnect fallen lines. “It’s absolutely devastated out there,” said Fayetteville Mayor Lioneld Jordan.

Scattered areas of Fayetteville had power late Wednesday morning, 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. The nearby Sonic also had a line, while about 15 cars were parked outside the lit Harps grocery store in Fiesta Square.

Traffic started to pick 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, Ricker said later.

In Benton County, road crews and rural fire department volunteers are working to clear roads, and officials are asking people to checkon elderly or disabled neighbors, according to a press release from the county emergency management department.

Deputies are getting around rural areas as well as they can, and coordinating with the road department to clear blocked areas, said Tim Helder, Washington County sheriff.

Officials from local agencies, along with representatives from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, 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,” Smith added. 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. “We’re trying to work with SWEPCO (Southwestern Electric Power Company) and

Ozarks Electric to get these streets cleared,” Smith said. “I’ve got every crew I can get out there.” Crews worked throughout the night to clear streets in Prairie Grove, said Mayor Sonny Hudson.

“We’ve worn out a couple of chainsaws,” he said. “I don’t doubt we’ll beat up a couple more before we’re through.”

Most streets in Greenland are passable, at least in one lane, and about two-thirds of the city has power, said Gary Ricker, city police chief.

“My own place didn’t fare as well,” Ricker said. “While I was out clearing limbs last night, three of them went through my roof at home. My place looks like it got hit by artillery.”

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.

Many businesses along College Avenue were closed, but with a few bright spots.

The Walgreens at Township Street was open, and employees decided to open the store at the corner of School Avenue and Martin Luther King Jr.

Boulevard. Walgreens there opened at 7 a.m. with no power. Only cash is accepted,said Garrett Foster, an employee.

But across town, yards and other areas were a littered with sheared-off limbs and damaged homes and cars.

City hall and other municipal services like trash collection and the public library remain closed. Two shelters are open in Fayetteville. One at the

Boys and Girls Club and another at Central Methodist Church on Dickson Street. The governor has declared a state of emergency for the area and officials are waiting for federal disaster designation, Jordan said.


J. T. WAMPLER THE MORNING NEWS A crew from Ozarks Electric Cooperative works on downed power lines along Joyce Blvd. Wednesday Jan. 28, 2009. Power remained out for a significant amount homes and businesses after Tuesday's winter storm moved through the area.
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ZAC LEHR Jerry Zanger and his dog Hershey, both of Fayetteville, walk aroung the Rolling HIlls neighborhood looking at storm damage Wednesday, January 28, 2009.

