Recap of Fire Alarms in the South Building on Tuesday, September 27, 2005

At approximately 10:35am on September 27, 2005, fire alarms sounded in the South Building and the building was evacuated.  The alarm was activated as a result of welding operations in the loading dock area of parking court 4. Concurrently, but not related, was a medical emergency in the Medical Services Unit on the first floor, wing 4, that required evacuation of an individual by ambulance. A CENS message was issued to all headquarters locations and an alert was posted on USDA Channel 6.  The public address system was not used.  Re-entry to the building was delayed pending the successful evacuation of the patient and resetting the fire alarm strobe lights. Security forces were redeployed, the all-clear was given, and re-entry began at approximately 11:05 am and was completed without incident.

As with all of these events, we did identify issues requiring resolution.  The doors in Wings 3, 4 and 5 did not open on the Independence Avenue side of the building.  This alarm system problem has been corrected.  The CENS initial message indicated a fire in the South Building when in fact we should have used less specific language while the alarms were being investigated.  We also received feedback that CENS still is not on every desktop.  We are working with Chief Information Officers in agencies since each office installs the CENS application.  

We appreciate everyone’s cooperation during this event and reacting expeditiously and safely. As always, we ask for your suggestions on ways to improve our responses. Your comments may be sent to preparedness@usda.gov <mailto:preparedness@usda.gov>.

Priscilla B. Carey

Director of Operations
