CERT helps people with disabilities prepare for disaster

9 from the region graduate from program

By Kelly Rouba
SPECIAL TO THE TIMES 

Since he was a child, Scott Ellis, of Hamilton, had dreamed of becoming a firefighter. And for a few years, those dreams became a reality.

"I was a firefighter for three years in Hightstown," Ellis said. "I think it's an important thing that everybody in the community should be a part of local response efforts. I think it's everybody's civic duty."

But when a diving injury left him paralyzed, Ellis was forced to leave behind the career he loved. Although it has been years since the accident, Ellis was never content to just "sit on the sidelines," so he jumped at the chance to help when Tom Shaw, director of the Mercer County Office for the Disabled, approached him about coordinating the first Mercer County Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) for people with disabilities this past April. 

Ellis, who serves as the emergency preparedness coordinator at the Progressive Center for Independent Living in Hamilton, then partnered with local disability advocate Norman Smith of Robbinsville to establish the team.

"When I first learned about CERT in 1999, my first thought was to get a team organized for Project Freedom," said Smith, who is associate executive director of the barrier-free living community, which has several locations throughout Mercer County. "I thought it would be fantastic to have a cadre of tenants with disabilities trained to help themselves and their neighbors in emergencies. Since then, I have been advocating to start a team, but credit for starting and leading this team goes to Scott Ellis."

Last week, Ellis and Smith saw their efforts pay off as they and seven other members of the disability community were honored at a graduation ceremony at the John T. Dempster Fire School in Lawrence following their completion of the eight-week CERT program. 

It was in the spring, however, that Ellis and Smith began working with Doreen Robertson, Mercer County's CERT coordinator, to get the program in place. According to a statement released by the county, the goal of the CERT program is to educate people about disaster preparedness for hazards that may impact their community and train them in basic disaster response skills, such as fire safety, light search and rescue, team organization, and disaster medical operations. 

Each week, various professionals from related fields provided participants with in-class instruction on subjects ranging from basic first aid to fire suppression to disaster mental health. At the end of the course and prior to the graduation ceremony, participants met at the Dempster Center to complete a hands-on practicum to demonstrate their knowledge of fire safety, triage, and search and rescue.

The experience brought back fond memories for Ellis. "It was great to be able to be a part of (first response efforts) again," he said, adding. "It's important to have volunteers to help out in times of emergency, and just because people have disabilities doesn't mean we can't help out. They can still have the knowledge and provide an important role during emergencies or disaster."

Robertson agreed. "I think it's very important that we have the special needs (population) in the CERT classes, even if it's for their own personal use," she said. "I think we had a great class, and we had a great time. I feel that the special needs (population) can be very active in the CERT program (and) that they fit in well with us in the overall scheme of things."

"Besides having a cadre of people with disabilities trained to help others where they live, this team can provide emergency management officials a resource into the disability community. We now understand both sides of the emergency management equation, and we can be a conduit for information," Smith added.

According to Robertson, Mercer County plans to begin another CERT class for people with disabilities in October. So far, Bergen County is the only other community with a CERT program for people with disabilities, Ellis said. Both he and Smith hope that other communities will follow suit.

"It is the smart move to make," Smith added. "At the very least, the community will have trained people with disabilities who have the know-how to survive in a disaster. That frees up the first responders to help others. Then as second or third responders, these CERT members can assist their neighbors."

People with disabilities and disability advocates who are interested in joining the next CERT class for people with disabilities are encouraged to contact Scott Ellis. He can be reached at (609) 581-4500 or at scott.ellis@pcil.org. 

The graduates of the CERT class are: Gerald Carbone, of Hightstown; Tamika Cheek, of Robbinsville; Leonard T. Pope, of Ewing; Norman Smith, of Robbinsville; Scott Ellis, of Hamilton; Kelly Rouba, of Hamilton; Linda Barton, of East Windsor; Bob Riskamm, of Robbinsville; and Scott Elliott, of Lambertville.

