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Mobile Information Center Provides Parish Services, Disaster Relief

by Elizabeth Perry
STAFF WRITER



St. Tammany Parish, La. launched its Mobile Community Information Center at the end of August 2004 and within three months it was put into use in an emergency when a tornado hit a northern Slidell subdivision. The twister damaged 152 single-family homes just after midnight Nov. 24, when many residents were asleep and did not hear the tornado warnings.
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Residents of St. Tammany Parish, La. line up for free flu
shots at the Mobille Community Iformation Center.



The information center, which resembles a tour bus, equipped with satellite and cellular technology and a Geographic Information System (GIS), was parked in the middle of the subdivision and served as a coordination site for the Homeland Security and Emergency Preparedness, public works, permits, engineering, animal services and information offices. The mobile GIS system enabled the parish Information Services Department to map damaged homes as reports came into the center. This helped emergency workers, code inspectors and parish leaders respond more efficiently to the situation.

Parish government staff assessed the damage and coordinated with the Red Cross and Salvation Army to provide relief to residents. Those whose homes were damaged were able to walk to the center and obtain information and assistance with emergency roof repairs, rebuilding permits and meals.

It is not the only emergency mobile communications center around, particularly in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. St. Bernard Parish just replaced its mobile command center, which was destroyed in the 2005 storm. What makes the St. Tammany Center different is its focus on bringing community information to rural areas of the parish when it is not in use for emergencies.

The idea for St. Tammany’s center came from Parish President Kevin Davis in 2004, after he witnessed the heavy flooding and widespread utility outages of Tropical Storm Allison in 2001, and Hurricanes Isadore and Lili in 2002.

The bus was donated by a local bank, which had used it as a mobile banking center. The total cost to set up the center was $75,490. The breakdown includes technology, refitting, painting and graphics for the bus. Yearly costs to operate the center were budgeted at $44,020, which included the operator’s salary, fuel, maintenance and technology.

The parish had the vehicle renovated, then set to work collaborating with social service agencies to staff the mobile center and create an outreach team to administer free immunizations and health information. Volunteers also assisted by distributing information packets filled with brochures and other information from the various parish government departments.

When it is not put into emergency use, the center’s primary function is to distribute information about parish services, offer immunizations, prescription information and referrals to seniors and other residents living in the 850-mile half urban, half rural parish. “The center helps people who previously had little knowledge or access to services offered by the local parish government,” said Suzanne Parsons-Stymiest, director of cultural and government affairs for the parish.

“It is a flexible tool that can provide citizens’ services in an emergency and bring government to the people,” she said. “This brings the services to them particularly in terms of health care and preventative care.”

The center became the place where residents with damaged homes could go to get information about food and water distribution, permits and hardware after Hurricane Katrina made landfall near Slidell three years ago. For two days it was also the only location in the parish that was able to make or receive calls outside of St. Tammany.

“Within the parish all our radios still worked,” Parsons-Stymiest said. “But we did not have outside communications.”

The mobile unit was equipped with satellite services for Internet and phone, which enabled parish personnel to log on and e-mail urgent messages to congressional delegations and emergency operations in Baton Rouge. Though satellite service was intermittent and traffic was heavy, all outside communications went through two satellite phones. In order to get good reception, parish staff had to resort to rather unorthodox phone maneuvers.

“We had to take them outside and hug one of those big blue mail boxes to make them work, said Parsons-Stymiest. “It’s not supposed to have anything to do with it, but if you didn’t do it, it wouldn’t work.”

For more information about the center, call John Tobin, director of social services at 985/898-3074.
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