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51 municipalities join N.H. first-in-the-nation
mutual aid group for public works departments

By Bill Herman

an you imagine spending a couple of
years building an organization that
you hope never gets put into prac-
tice? No? Well, that’s exactly the case for
Bow Public Works Director Chum Cleverly.

Several years ago, Cleverly had the germ
of an idea of a mutual aid system for Granite
State public works departments, similar in
nature to those implemented for years by
police, fire and rescue agencies.

Following the devastating January 1998
storms that wreaked havoc throughout New
Hampshire, the idea began to take hold in
many circles, as communities throughout
the state could have clearly used the help
envisioned in Cleverly’s idea.

Today, the 1dea 1s a reality with the formal
establishment of the New Hampshire
Mutual Aid for Public Works Program
(NHMAPW). At least 51 New Hampshire
municipalities think Cleverly’s idea is a
good one, as they have become initial mem-
bers of the program.

Whether it is a widespread situation, like
the 1998 i1ce storms that blanketed the

region, or a single community incident, such’

as the tragic Alton dam break a year earlier,
the concept of the NHMAPW is to provide
local public works officials with a mecha-
nism to get outside help quickly when it is
needed.

“It’s the first thing I ever did that I hope
will never get used,” Cleverly is quick to tell
folks. “When some disaster hits, you nor-
mally call abutting towns for help. But they
might also be affected to some degree and
unable to help. And I might not know any-
one 1n highway departments in other parts
of the state.”

Similar to the system used by police and
fire departments, the NHMAPW provides
that link to large and small departments
across the state to whom a local official can
turn for help. And, if the emergency is sig-
nificant enough to be declared a federal dis-
aster, the help provided by the outside towns
will be eligible for reimbursement through
the Federal Emergency Management
Agency.

Streamlined, beneficial

Working with the New Hampshire Road
Agents Association, the New Hampshire
Municipal Association and the UNH
Technology Transfer Center, a steering com-
mittee was established. Formally, the first

statewide mutual aid agreement in the coun-

try was developed and was approved by the
New Hampshire Attorney General’s office
last summer. Last November, the program
was formally unveiled to municipalities
throughout the Granite State.

Not surprisingly, Bow was the first town
to sign on to the program. Of the 51 munic-
ipalities currently enrolled, they range in
size from Washington (population 644) and
Bridgewater (818) to Dover (25,934) and
Goflstown (15,177).

While still in its infancy, the NHMAPW
program has drawn attention from other
states, Including Maine and Vermont, and is
being eyed by FEMA as a potential model
to go nationwide.

Beyond making personnel and equipment
resources available when needed, the
NHMAPW program has addressed a num-
ber of concerns up front for its participating
members.

Such 1ssues as workers’ compensation
and the need for authorization from govern-
ing bodies to send personnel and equipment

to another community can complicate inci-
dent-by-incident arrangements, not to men-
tion wasting valuable time during an emer-
gency situation.

To enroll in the NHMAPW program, a
municipality signs an agreement that spells
out all of these 1ssues for both the donor
community and the receiving community.
With its enrollment, a municipality desig-
nates an individual from its town to serve as
the point of contact and decision-maker for
this effort.

“Before, I would have needed approval

The New Hampshire
Mutual Aid for Public
Works Program is the first
of its kind in the U.S. —
a mutual aid system for
public works departments

from at least two selectmen before 1 could

have offered any help,” Cleverly said. “It

would have been extremely cumbersome.”

During the 1998 ice storms that hit the
town of New London particularly hard, road
agent Richard Lee had no trouble getting
help from Enfield, Hanover, Lebanon and
Warner during the thick of the effort. But,
he added, the mutual aid agreement would
have been a benefit to all of the parties at
that time.

“Because we didn’t have a mutual aid
agreement, there was a question of whose
insurance the helpers were working under.
This will answer questions like that,” Lee
said. Also, because these communities “vol-

unteered” their assistance to New London
betore the stormm was declared eligible for
federal assistance, their expenses were not
eligible for reimbursement by FEMA. The
NHMAPW program addresses that 1ssue as
well. .

Organizers and municipal ofticials see
the mutual aid program as an additional
resource to communities, and not a way to
circumvent established emergency manage-
ment operations in New Hampshire.

Gregg Champlin, a spokesman for the
state Office of Emergency Management and
a director of the NHMAPW, said the mutu-
al aid pact i1s a good supplement to the ser-
vices already being provided by the emer-
gency management network.

“This program allows every community,
large and small, to participate and con-
tribute. Even a very small town who has no
highway department to speak of and con-
tracts out all their services, can participate,”
Champlin said. “That small town may be
offering a secretary or a computer to help
keep track of paper work for the emergency
instead of a highway truck and crew.”

Each participating municipality 1n the
NHMAPW program 1s required to mventory
Its existing personnel, equipment and materi-
als supply for the program. This information
1s included in the overall database of the pro-
gram, which is provided to each designated
official of the participating communities.

“If I know I need an extra two trucks, an
excavator and a grader to handle the situa-
tion I am facing, all I have to do is go to the
notebook I've been given, and I can see who
has the type of equipment | need and call
them for help,” said New Durham’s road
agent, Mark Fuller,

The concept of the program is rooted in
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