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MORNING NEWS
Many area residents continued to struggle with the frustrations of living without power Thursday as the effects of a devastating ice storm stretched into the third day.

President Barack Obama cleared the way for federal disaster assistance in Northwest Arkansas by signing a declaration Wednesday night, federal officials in Washington confirmed Thursday morning.

Forty-eight counties throughout northern and central Arkansas have been declared to be in a state of emergency and are eligible for assistance from the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

All public and private schools in Benton and Washington counties, including the University of Arkansas and NorthWest Arkansas Community College , remain closed today.

Some of the ice coating trees and power lines melted Thursday as temperatures rose to the mid-thirties, and the sun created a surreal glow among ice-coated trees. After lows overnight in the teens, sunny skies and temperatures in the upper 40s on Friday should finish off the ice melt, forecasters with the National Weather Service said.

The melting ice could cause some localized flooding on smaller streams in Northwest Arkansas over the next couple of days but weather forecasters are not anticipating significant flooding problems.

Officials in Benton and Washington counties are coordinating with federal, state and county emergency management officials along with local mayors and state legislative representatives to determine where the food, water and generators are needed the most.

Agency heads and local leaders met Thursday morning with FEMA officials …#8221; who are working out of the Washington County Sheriff’s Office …#8221; to determine the magnitude of the ice storm.

“At this point, we’re just trying to get a handle on how big this is and how we can get us in a better position,” said John Luther, director of Washington County Emergency Management. “We were all briefed beforehand, but it was just bigger than anyone could have imagined.”

Benton County Emergency Management Director Marshall Watson said his department will tour this weekend with officials from the FEMA.About 42,000 customers in Benton, Carroll and Washington counties remained without power Thursday afternoon, Southwestern Electric Power Company spokesman Peter Main said. The bulk of the outages were in Washington County , where 32,862, were without power. In Benton County , 8,339 customers were powerless and Carroll County had about 900.

The company said 95 percent of those without power should have their electricity restored by midnight Saturday.

Ozarks Electric Cooperative had about 40,000 customers without power Thursday afternoon, said Penny Storm, Ozarks Electric spokeswoman. As ice melted Thursday additional tree limbs fell causing power lines to snap, she said.

About 100 customers remained without power in Bentonville from a high of several thousand Tuesday, said Mike Hughes, Bentonville Electric Department's engineering director.

"We jumped on it with both feet," he said about the system's recovery.

Trailers full of generators and supplies were sent Thursday to shelters and hospitals across Northwest Arkansas , officials with the Federal Emergency Management Agency said. Tens of thousands of residents without power are asking FEMA for generators to heat their homes, but the disaster relief is only for public aid, said Ann Upton with FEMA.

FEMA officials began staging Tuesday in preparation for the ice storm, but they had to wait for Obama to sign the disaster declaration.

State officials sent Arkansas Forestry Commission workers to help remove fallen trees from roadways. They were working Thursday mostly in Springdale , Luther said.

"We made significant progress today," Watson said late Thursday. "We've had a lot of out-of-state support." Areas of particular focus were Siloam Springs, along Arkansas 12 near Beaver Lake , and south of Beaver Lake , he said.

The U.S. Forest Service sent 10 workers with chainsaws to help clear streets, said Wyman Morgan, Springdale director of administration and finance.

Scores of cleanup crews continue to clear roads of fallen trees across the region, but the workers’ safety is tantamount during the restoration process. “If it’s unsafe for our workers, we won’t attempt it,” Luther said.

Emergency dispatchers have been overwhelmed with calls regarding power outages and road blockages, Luther said

Those without power should find a shelter and should not resort to more dangerous methods of providing heat. Several families have been treated for carbon monoxide poisoning at hospitals in both Washington and Benton counties after they tried to heat their homes using charcoal grills, Upton said.

Area hospitals also reported cases of fall injuries and hypothermia. During the past 48 hours at Mercy Medical Center in Rogers , emergency room staff treated two people who exposed themselves to carbon monoxide trying to stay warm, and several patients who fell on ice.

"A lot of it is common sense. Think twice before stepping. Take it easy, take it slow," said Kyle Weaver, hospital spokesperson.

Those without power continued to pack area hotels and shelters Thursday.

About 130 people total were housed overnight at shelters at the Rogers Wellness Center , Siloam Springs Armory, senior center in Pea Ridge, Salvation Army in Bentonville and the First Assembly of God in Siloam Springs. One shelter closed, at the Bentonville First Methodist Church .

Drucilla Morris said she planned to stay as long as she can at Springdale ’s John Powell Center .

“We’re in it for the duration,” Morris said.

Ozark Regional Transit System shuttled those seeking shelter from site to site. The Red Cross took on the shelter at Har-Ber High School in Springdale , where 85 people spent the night in the school’s auxiliary gymnasium.

The Har-Ber shelter lost power a little after noon Thursday and the number there dropped to about 25, said Carmen Newbury with the Red Cross. The Red Cross is running 10 to 12 shelters in 10 counties, Newbury said.

The remaining people at the Har-Ber shelter might be moved to the Powell Center until a generator can be hooked up at the Springdale Youth Center , where another shelter is planned.

The Powell Center and the Senior Center next door were filled to capacity after residents from Mill Creek Apartments returned for shelter. The seniors from the apartments spent Tuesday night in the center, then returned to their homes after power came back on.

Adele Sieff, a resident of Mill Creek, said she lost power again and had to spend Wednesday night at the center. The cots weren’t very comfortable, she said, but she was glad to have a warm place to sleep.

Lori Proud, the director of the Senior Center , said she had not seen some of the Meals on Wheels people the center serves since the ice storm hit. The last meals were delivered on Monday, she said.

“We’ve been trying to call all of them but we haven’t been able to reach them all,” Proud said. “We’re hoping they’re OK and their phones are out or they are with relatives.”

The Salvation Army is coordinating with the Washington County Emergency Operations Center on South College Avenue to figure out which shelters need supplies and hot meals.

“We’re expecting to feed 500 (Thursday night),” said Jack Kiper, disaster services coordinator with the Salvation Army.

Those without power can get a hot meal at the Salvation Army’s office at 219 W. 15th St in Fayetteville , Kiper said.

The Salvation Army’s shelter had so many residents staying overnight Wednesday that they had to put people in the church sanctuary, Kiper said.

The Morning News’ Robin Mero, Dan Craft, Christopher Spencer, Ron Wood, Skip Descant, and Charles Huggins contributed to this report.


J.S. WEDGEWORTH THE MORNING NEWS Bryan Jones, with Bentonville Public Works, uses a pole saw Thursday, Jan. 29, 2009, to clear limbs hanging over Peach Orchard Road in Bentonville. Crews have been clearing blockages since the ice storm began and are now concentrating on preventive tree trimming.
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J. T. WAMPLER THE MORNING NEWS Electricians from Pike Electric Inc. load supplies Thursday Jan. 29, 2009 at the Baum Stadium parking lot at the University of Arkansas. 

