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n C O M M U N I C A T I O N S

Now that the National Medical 
Response Team (NMRT) has 
become part of the Department 
of Homeland Security, main-

taining communications continuity while 
enabling immediate response to emer-
gency notiý cations has become increas-
ingly important and even mandatory in 
some cases. The NMRT, comprised pri-
marily of emergency medical personnel, is 
a specialized response force based region-
ally throughout the nation that provides 
medical care and decontamination in the 
event of nuclear, biological, and chemi-
cal terrorist incidents and attacks on U.S. 
soil. 

Working in a hazardous material envi-
ronment, NMRT personnel are capable of 
providing mass casualty decontamination, 
medical triage, and primary and secondary 
medical care to stabilize victims at tertiary 
care facilities. NMRT personnel were 
recently called upon for the December 
2003 National Orange Terror Alert, Top 
Off 2003 in Seattle, the 2002 Winter 
Olympics, Top Off 2000 in Portsmouth, 
and the 1999 Popeôs visit.

As a new and integral element of the 
Homeland Security Initiative, the National 
Disaster Medical System (NDMS) is a 
federally coordinated system that aug-
ments the nationôs emergency medical 
response capability. As a result, the four 
NMRT teams across the nation must 
maintain a constant state of readiness. 
For NMRT/WMD (Weapons of Mass 
Destruction) Central, this constant high 
alert status requires the ability to deploy 
ñwheels upò 50 personnel and 22 tons of 
equipment within four hours of a notiý ca-

tion of an emergency. The NMRT team 
members needed to respond to an alert 
consist of doctors, nurses, paramedics, 
EMTs, pharmacists, and 
even psychologists. 

Non-medical personnel 
required for every emer-
gency are comprised of 
electronics and commu-
nications specialists along 
with logistics and equip-
ment personnel. These 
non-medical staffers 
manage the ever-urgent 
team communications 
and equipment such as 
generators, water distribu-
tion systems, and environ-
mental equipment. All of 
the NMRT/WMD Central 
members maintain other 
jobs within a 150-mile 
radius of a deployment 
center. When they are 
notiý ed of an alert, they 
are immediately rostered 
as federal employees 
and become eligible for 
all the pertinent salaries, 
insurance and workmenôs 
compensation coverage.

When the Denver 
NMRT/WMD Central 
command staff receives 
an alert to respond to 
an emergency, it has to 
notify 110 standby per-
sonnel who must respond immediately, 
preferably within minutes. Not only is 
the team member required to reply back 

immediately to the command staff about 
the status of his or her availability, but he 
or she must also let unit staffers know how 
soon they can report in within the two hour 
mandatory response time. These kinds of 
mission-critical NMRT deployments are 
examples of the highest level of disaster 
response deployments that fall under 
the auspices of the Homeland Security 
Initiative, and require the utilization of 
a notiý cation system that sustains and 
services these kinds of disaster recovery 
scenarios ultimately involving hundreds, 
if not thousands of people.

Previously, the Denver NMRT had lim-
ited communication options when notiý ed 
of an emergency deployment. Their com-
mand staff had been relying on pagers 
and cell phones to get in touch with team 
members.

ñEvery team member 
had to be paged or some-
times called individually 
using inefý cient and cum-
bersome call trees. Often 
times, the paging and 
disparate cell phone notiý -
cations never reached our 
team members, causing 
our response levels to 
drop to as low as 60 to 70 
percent,ò explains Dennis 
Dyer, NMRT/WMD 
Centralôs communications 
ofý cer.

Another problem 
had arisen with pagers 
because pagers are mostly 
a one-way communica-
tion vehicle. According to 
Dyer, ñUsing pagers, we 
often felt like we were just 
óyelling into the distance,ô 
getting no immediate or 
direct feedback from team 
members.ò

As a result of their com-
munication deý ciency, the 
team began looking for 
new notiý cation solu-
tions that would speed up 
response times. He also 
needed a communication 
system that would provide 

the team with real-time reports of team 
membersô en-route status that allowed for 
mobile access from anywhere. His search 

By AMIR MOUSSAVIAN

We need a certain 
number of physicians, 
nurses, paramedics, and 
even logistics personnel 
to complete a team 
roster. With our new 
system, I get to see their 
responses instantly, in 
real-time, which makes 
the task of ý lling the 
roster for 50 people a 
matter of minutes instead 
of hours.

ð Dennis Dyer
NMRT/WMD Central 
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