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Regardless of the day’s operational tempo or tasks, the Ohio Emergency Management Agency (EMA) Watch Office and its regional offices 
are committed to meeting the needs of partners at the local, state and federal level.

Regional Offices were created in 2015 to help support county emergency managers, while the Watch Office operations began in January of 
2016. The Watch Office hours were extended to 24-7-365 in July of that year. Just this spring, Ohio EMA enhanced its support of county 
EMAs by aligning Regional Offices, the Watch Office, and the State Emergency Operations Center (EOC), all under the direction of Deputy 
Director Russ Decker and Administrative Officer Andrew Elder. 

“The Regional Offices and the Watch Office are critical components of the forward-leaning emergency response continuum we have created 
at Ohio EMA in order to help support all our partners,” Ohio EMA Executive Director Sima Merick said. “Adding the Regional Offices under 
the Operations section, along with the Watch Office, significantly strengthens Ohio EMA’s commitment and support of county EMAs.”

Feature
Story

Keeping a Vigilant Watch
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The Ohio EMA Watch Office consists of a team of analysts that produces 
daily situational awareness products to provide timely, accurate and 
actionable assessments to Ohio EMA, its partners and stakeholders 
throughout the state. It is charged with increasing Ohio EMA’s and the 
state EOC’s speed and efficiency, enabling Ohio to better prepare and 
respond to all hazards. 

The Ohio EMA has five Regional Offices, each with two experienced 
emergency managers. While the offices are spread geographically around 
the state, these professionals do not spend much time in their offices. 
Instead, they travel around their multi-county region, meet with the 
directors of county EMAs and other local partners, help deal with real-
life crises and moderate exercise activities. By spending more time in the 
region, the regional staff have a better understanding of each community, 
its resources, and the steps to be taken together to be better prepared to 
respond to the next incident. Providing a direct link for county EMAs to 
other Ohio EMA resources, including external affairs, grants, planning, 
exercise and training, the regional staff also serve as a “link” to other state 
resources.

On any given day, the emergency managers can be facilitating a myriad 
of partner-supporting events. The winter season always brings challenges. 
Frequent temperature shifts contributed to multiple problems including 
water missions, flooding and additional impacts from winter weather. 
Additionally, conditions outside of Ohio resulted in a shortage of saline in 
Ohio hospitals and Emergency Medical Services (EMS) assets. 

The action kicked off in mid-January as the Watch Office, working 
with Ohio EMA’s Regional Offices, monitored and provided situational 
awareness to appropriate local and state partners on a winter storm that 
impacted Ohioans for several days. At 4:50 a.m. on Jan.12, the Watch 
Office was notified by the Monroe County EMA that evacuations were 
taking place due to flooding in the town of Cameron. That was the first 
report of flooding along the Muskingum River, as ice jams and warming 
temperatures contributed to flooding and evacuations in Muskingum and 
Coshocton counties. The Ohio EMA Regional Office notified the team 
that the Coshocton County EMA partially activated its EOC to monitor 
impacted infrastructure, such as roadways, and coordinated with the 
American Red Cross to shelter the displaced residents. 
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As the team continued to work with the Regional Offices and county EMA 
partners to monitor the extent of flooding impacts across the state, the Jefferson 
County EMA reported that numerous water line breaks occurred in downtown 
Steubenville, causing service interruption to 2,500 residents. Although local 
contingency plans were used, the county requested state support in obtaining 
potable drinking water. The Ohio Department of Transportation (ODOT), the 
Ohio Department of Health (ODH), the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency, 
the county EMA and the Ohio EMA all worked together to deliver a cache of 
drinking water to the residents of Jefferson County. An additional water line break 
occurred in the Village of Begholz. Over a two-week period, the cache was used to 
provide water to at-risk residents in both municipalities. 

Amidst working to clearly identify how Ohio EMA could best support Jefferson 
County, the Watch Office was asked to schedule, facilitate and provide unified 
reporting on efforts to identify the scope of a saline shortage in Ohio’s medical 
facilities and EMS assets. The team multitasked in order to facilitate the call 
and provide the subsequent reporting to the Governor’s Office, ODH, the Ohio 
Department of Public Safety’s Division of EMS, the Ohio Board of Pharmacy, and 
the Ohio Department of Mental Health & Addiction Services’ Ohio Pharmacy 
Services. Weekly reporting continued into February. 

Finally, on the evening of Jan. 12, the Ottawa County EMA notified the Watch 
Office of an ice sheet moving from Lake Erie onto land, which could potentially 
lead to vehicle traffic interruption and power outages. At the request of the county, 
the Watch Office inquired with ODOT, the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, 
and the Ohio National Guard on assets available for possible clearing support. The 
Watch Office maintained a line of communication with Ottawa County until it was 
determined that state assistance was not necessary.

Working together as a closely integrated team, the Watch Office and the Regional 
Offices look forward to days such as these, which provide opportunity to work with 
local and state partners to address immediate needs - all while maintaining and 
communicating awareness on the comprehensive landscape of Ohio’s hazards and 
ongoing incident response. In doing so, this team understands they are directly 
impacting the success of Ohio EMA, as well as the State EOC and its partners, and 
contributing to a safer Ohio.

For more on this story, watch the latest episode of Contributing to 
a Safer Ohio at youtube.com/user/OhioPublicSafety.
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As motorists drive along a 17-mile strip of roadway 
in Trumbull and Mahoning counties, they may no-
tice more troopers on the interstate than usual. This 
is in part due to the new Distracted Driving Safety 
Corridor that launched in April as part of Distracted 
Driving Safety Awareness month.

The distracted driving corridor was made possible 
due to the partnership between the Ohio State High-
way Patrol and the Ohio Department of Transpor-
tation (ODOT) as an initiative to reduce distracted 
driving crashes, injuries and fatalities. 

The corridor runs along Interstate 76 and Interstate 
80, spanning from Newton Falls Road in Mahoning 
County to West Liberty Street in Trumbull County. 
Statistics show that this area is one of Ohio’s busiest 
stretches of interstate highway and has a high rate of 
crashes involving distracted driving.

“Distracted driving crashes are totally preventable 
crashes. Distracted driving is a choice that people 
make,” said ODOT District Deputy Director John 
Picuri. “Last year there wear nearly 14,000 crashes 
related to distracted driving in Ohio.”

The corridor is adorned with signs that notify mo-
torists as they are entering and leaving the corridor. 
Several other signs bring attention to the motorists 

that read “How Important Is That Text?” and “Don’t 
Text And Drive.” An electronic sign lights up with 
the number of days since the last serious crash.

The Warren and Canfield Patrol posts are using 
federal grant dollars to allow more enforcement by 
troopers looking for violations such as speeding, 
lane violations and following too close that may 
be attributed to distracted driving. The goal is to 
reduce crashes and dangerous driving behaviors that 
will result in saving more lives.

“We know that distracted driving is an increasing 
problem,” said Ohio Department of Public Safe-
ty Director John Born. “Last year we saw a large 
increase in the number of distracted driving fatal 
crashes. In fact, the number of fatal crashes in Ohio 
from reported distracted driving doubled from 2016 
to 2017.” 

Since 2013, there have been almost 65,000 crashes 
caused by distracted drivers in Ohio. As a result 
of these crashes, there were 189 deaths and 22,428 
serious injuries. From Jan. 1, 2016 to Feb. 28, 2018, 
the Patrol handed out 2,735 distracted driving 
violations in Trumbull and Mahoning counties. In 

that same time period, there were 1,245 distracted 
driving crashes resulting in three fatalities and near-
ly 450 injuries.

“Distracted driving continues to be a component in 
crashes we investigate and continues to rise,” said 
Lieutenant Jerad Sutton of the Patrol’s Canfield Post. 

“There are so many things that can distract you from 
the primary focus of driving.”

Educating motorists on distracted driving and its 
consequences will be a key element in the success 
of the corridor. During traffic stops, motorists can 
expect a pamphlet on distracted driving to be given 
to them by a trooper titled “If You Think You’re a 
Multitasker, You’re Wrong.” A distracted driving 
simulator donated by ODOT to the Safe Communi-
ties will be available for the public to utilize during 
an event. The simulator gives the public an opportu-
nity to experience what it’s like to drive distracted.

Motorists should keep their focus on the road, not 
just in the corridor, but wherever they travel to help 
make our roadways a safer place.

OSHP

Ohio Launches 
First Distracted 
Driving Safety 
Corridor
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For more on this story, watch the latest 
episode of Contributing to a Safer Ohio 
at youtube.com/user/OhioPublicSafety.
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EMS

Ohio EMS Distributes 
Electronic Tablets to 
Aid in Electronic Data 
Submissions
The Division of Emergency Medical Services (EMS) recently distributed 
nearly 600 electronic tablets to Ohio EMS agencies through a $700,000 
grant from the Ohio Traffic Safety Office. The tablets will assist EMS 
agencies with electronic data reporting to the Ohio Emergency Medical 
Service Incident Reporting System (EMSIRS). The EMSIRS holds more 
than 14 million records and uses a wide range of peripheral information 
within its daily operations and with the OHTrac Mass Casualty Incident 
Mobile Application and Trauma Registry. OHTrac is the only statewide 
tool available to track patients if they are transported to different 
hospitals. Electronic submissions assure greater data acceptability, as 
well as a more complete and timely view of traffic and trauma-related 
injury surveillance. 

The project aligns with the 2015 State of Ohio Traffic Records 
Assessment recommendations incorporated in The State of Ohio Traffic 
Records Coordinating Committee’s (TRCC) fiscal year 2017 through 
2021 Strategic Plan under the EMS/Injury Surveillance category. This 
will enhance the EMS/Injury Surveillance Core Area by allowing for 
a better ability to link data across the Continuum of Care and with 
hospital systems, registries, and other public health, public safety and 
transportation databases.
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ODPS 
Briefs

Disaster Funds Available for Impacted Counties

Local governments, state agencies and certain private non-profit 
organizations in 18 Ohio counties may be eligible for federal funds 
to help with repairs and extra costs incurred as a result of the 
flooding, severe storms, tornadoes and landslides from Feb. 14–25. 
The major disaster declaration was announced in April as a result 
of the President granting Gov. John R. Kasich’s request for a federal 
disaster declaration.

The funds will be provided through the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency’s (FEMA) Public Assistance Program, which 
reimburses local governments for eligible storm-related response 
and recovery efforts including debris removal, emergency protective 
measures and the repair, replacement or restoration of damaged 
infrastructure.

Gov. Kasich issued an emergency proclamation Feb. 24. A joint 
preliminary damage assessment, conducted by local, state and 
federal emergency management officials in mid-March, documented 
damages to county, village and township roads, bridges and public 
buildings totaling $44 million.

The Ohio Emergency Management Agency (Ohio EMA) will 
disburse the federal funds upon receipt and will process all required 
documentation. The disaster declaration authorization also makes 
statewide funding available through the Hazard Mitigation Grant 
Program. Representatives from Ohio EMA will meet with local 
officials to further explain the application process.

Counties covered in the declaration are Adams, Athens, Belmont, 
Brown, Columbiana, Gallia, Hamilton, Jackson, Lawrence, Meigs, 
Monroe, Muskingum, Noble, Perry, Pike, Scioto, Vinton and 
Washington.
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Successful First Year for Ohio Portable Driving 
Simulators

It has been a year since Ohio partnered with the Children’s 
Hospital of Philadelphia (CHOP) and The Ohio State University 
(OSU) to become the first in the country to test the effectiveness 
of driving simulators to assess driving skills of new drivers before 
they test for their permanent Ohio driver license.

The pilot project is set to run through the end of 2018, and the 
data analysis is showing success so far. Of the customers who 
have taken the virtual driving test since implementation of 
the pilot program in July 2017, only 6 percent have failed the 
simulator portion. For more than 80 percent of customers, the 
virtual driving test successfully predicted their road test results.

The virtual driving test provides a pretest assessment at the Bureau 
of Motor Vehicles’ (BMV) Driver Examination stations by testing 
applicants on their ability to appropriately respond to routine 
traffic stops, traffic lights, emergency vehicles, stop signs, railroad 
crossing, cross walks and school zones. The assessment score does 
not affect the ability to obtain a driver license, but only serves as 
diagnostic data for the BMV and CHOP during the pilot program.

Each driving scenario is randomized to avoid predicting the 
course layout or the order of the assessment criteria.

OIU Investigating Human Trafficking

Throughout the last year, agents with the Ohio Investigative Unit (OIU) have been looking beyond 
the compliance check. Each time agents enter a liquor permit premise, they have been trained to 
look for signs of sex and labor human trafficking. 

Because many liquor permit premises are often the sight of human trafficking, in June 2017, 
agents received enhanced training on how to spot these crimes and also how to approach the 
victims. Since last June, agents have been actively involved in investigating cases with possible 
human trafficking ties. 

Some cases, such as the Harem in Montgomery County, started out as possible human trafficking 
cases. However, out of the 114 criminal and 117 administrative charges, including drug sales and 
prostitution, none of the potential human trafficking victims were willing to turn on the alleged 
traffickers.

“Victims often don’t know they’re victims,” Captain Gary Allen, commander of OIU said. “It may 
take one, two … even five times before they realize they’re the victim. They’ve been brainwashed. 
We have to make sure that we have resources available.”

Because of this, if agents believe they may have a case with potential human trafficking victims, 
like the Harem, anti-human trafficking advocates are available during search warrants and other 
enforcement activity. Agents have also joined, or in some cases created, task forces with agencies 
who work each day to fight human trafficking.

“We hope that eventually we find the victim who’s had enough and is ready to stand up to say, ‘Yes, 
I am a victim,’” Allen said. “When that day comes, the agents and the anti-trafficking advocates 
will be ready.”

How to help: If you believe potential human trafficking is taking place, contact #677.

The Harem follow-up: 

In June 2018, the Ohio Division of Liquor Control revoked the Harem’s liquor license. Prior to 
the revocation, a nuisance abatement — an emergency shut down — was filed in Montgomery 
County Court against the Harem in September 2017, prohibiting the Harem from operating for 
one year.



The Ohio Department of Public Safety’s Division of Emergency Medical Services (EMS), the State 
Board of Emergency Medical, Fire, and Transportation Services (EMFTS) and the Ohio Chapter of the 
American College of Emergency Physicians (Ohio ACEP) joined forces May 22 to host the 18th Annual 
EMS Star of Life Awards ceremony in observance of National Emergency Medical Services Week. The 
EMS Star of Life Awards program is an opportunity to thank EMS agencies and providers for the great 
work they do all year providing prehospital emergency medical patient care.

“An estimated 240 million calls are made to 911 in the U.S. each year, with approximately one million 
emergency runs for EMS in the state each year,” said Ohio EMS Executive Director Mel House. “EMS 
teams provide critical, lifesaving care to those in need 24 hours per day, seven days a week, with little 
fanfare.”

National Emergency Medical Services Week, which was May 20–26, 2018, brought together local 
communities and medical personnel to publicize safety and honor the dedication of those who provide 
the day-to-day lifesaving services on medicine’s “front line.” The theme, “EMS STRONG: Stronger 
Together,” exemplified the commitment and dedication of the 750,000 EMS providers nationwide, and 
the more than 41,000 in Ohio, who provide an essential community service every day.

EMS STRONG: Stronger Together EMS Stars:

Akron Fire Department & EMS

Beloit Fire Department, EMS Division 

Bluffton Emergency Medical Services

Eaton Fire Department

Fostoria Fire Department

Grafton Township Fire Department

Greenville Township Emergency Services

Honda Emergency Services and Anna Rescue Squad

Madison County Emergency Medical District and 
London Fire Department

Miami Township Fire and EMS

Stow Fire Department

Valley City Fire Department

Westlake Fire Department

EMS
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