Fake fire planned at Occum Hall

By: Corey Sipe


Students trapped on the fourth floor of Occum Hall while the building is engulfed with flames in the middle of the night. As a result of poor weather conditions rescue efforts have been hindered. Many students who live on the upper levels of the building are trapped and some are injured. 


The scene described above is one that will be used in the mock fire drill planned this Friday, December 7 between 1pm and 3pm. This Friday at 1pm, the fire alarm will go off in Occum Hall and residents will be evacuated. An officer will escort residents to the Residence Village A Commons. ECSU Police Department and the Willimantic Police Department will respond along with the Willimantic Fire Department and Willimantic Emergency Team. Other agencies responding include Windham Hospital, Natchuag Hospital, the Willimantic Department of Health, the state Department of Environmental Protection, Connecticut Light and Power, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, the American Red Cross and the Sodexo Food Service.

The drill will look real and include bullhorns, strobe floodlights, huge fans, mattresses, hazardous material suits, chain saws, portable heaters, cherry pickers, generators for staged power outages, and a press conference staging area with fax/telephone/e-mail capability for the media. The EMT will setup a triage and both police departments will setup command posts. A smoke machine will be used to simulate smoke coming from the building. The Life Star Unit at Hartford Hospital will be landing in the soccer field to take the injured to Hartford. There will be decoy students on the roof of the building that will be rescued by the fire department. 

“We wish to advise everyone when they see the fire department and events happening that it is a simulated event and is not a real event,” said Chief Lewis Perry, Director of Public Safety. He said, “the probability of a fire in a residential hall is greater than that of a biological threat such as anthrax.” 

The event has been coordinated among participating departments and agencies in an effort to ensure that if there were a real fire on campus the correct procedures would be followed. “We have an emergency procedures guide, and a crisis management plan, but the plan and procedures have to be in our head in a crisis. Split-second decisions need to be made. They need to be made in conjunction with everyone else who is helping.”

In warning students, staff, and visitors of the event, he said that there would be signs up around Occum Hall explaining that the event is a simulation and that there will be a public service announcement on WECS as well as a notice on the e-mail system. 

Chief Perry said that a tabletop scenario was done by Central Connecticut State University but this is the first time an actual simulation will be performed. Central gathered all departments that would respond to an emergency together and gave them a hypothetical scenario and asked them how they would respond. They then discussed procedures and how to best respond in certain scenarios. He said that ECSU has participated in a tabletop scenario but will also be actually doing the exercise.

When asked why ECSU will be conducting a simulated fire rather than just a fire drill or a tabletop scenario done like Central, Chief Perry said that a simulated event helps departments through practice and training and makes them more prepared for a real incident. 

Police officers and ECSU Facilities Department staff will barricade the roads around Occum Hall. Those who want to enter the campus must use the main entrance near the library or the side entrance near Winthrop Hall. The entrance near Occum Hall will be closed off to all traffic. Officers will direct traffic that want to leave campus to use the exit behind Residence Village A. This emergency gate will be open and traffic can use the local roads located north of Lot A. 

The simulated event may have an effect on traffic that is usually higher on Fridays due to the fact that many students go home on the weekends. Also the event is timed closely to the end of the semester and exam time. 


“When it’s all over, the university wants to be able to have satisfactory answered several questions,” said ECSU President Dr. David Carter in a press release from the University Relations Department. “How well did we manage the crisis? Did we respond swiftly? Did we properly take care of the injured? Did we work well with other appropriate emergency teams? Did we have a good relationship with the press? In short, were we responsible and professional at every turn?”

