
   
 

3 5 t h  LEGI SLATURE OF THE U.S .  VI RGI N I SLANDS  

COMMI TTEE ON HOMELAND SECURI TY, JUSTI CE & P UBLI C SAFETY 

Ch a ir p e r s o n  Se n a t o r  Ke n n e t h  L.  Git t e n s   

Tu e s d a y ,  Ju n e  1 1 ,  2 0 2 4  

 

 

 

 

VI RGI N I SLANDS DEP ARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVI CES  

TESTI MONY ON 

DHS’ in vo lve m e n t ,  co lla b o r a t ive  e ffo r t s ,  a n d  p r e p a r a t io n s  

 fo r  t h e  2 0 2 4  At la n t ic  Hu r r ica n e  Se a s o n  



Good m orn ing ,  Cha irpe rson  Se na tor Ke nne th  L.  Git te ns ,  Honora ble  m e m be rs  of the  1 

Com m it te e  on  Hom e land Se curity,  Jus t ice  & Public Sa fe ty,  s ta ff of the  35 th  Le gis la tu re ,  2 

a nd e ve ryone  vie wing or lis te n ing . 3 

My na m e  is  Ca rla  Be nja m in ,  a nd  I se rve  a s  a n  Ass is ta n t  Com m iss ione r for the  Virg in  4 

Is la nds  Depa rtm e n t of Hum a n  Se rvice s  (VIDHS).  I a m  he re  on  beha lf of the  Honora ble  5 

Com m iss ione r Ave ril E.  Ge orge .  With  m e  toda y is  Yve t te  C.  Henry,  ou r Com m unity 6 

Affa irs  Coordina tor a nd  Ma ss Ca re  Le a d. We  a re  he re  toda y to te s t ify on  VIDHS’ 7 

involve m e n t ,  colla bora t ive  e fforts ,  a nd  prepa ra t ions  for the  2024  Atla n t ic Hurrica ne  8 

Se a son . 9 

Ove r vie w  o f De p a r t m e n t  Re s p o n s ib ilit ie s  10 

At VIDHS, we  ta ke  a  proa ct ive  a pproach  to d isa s te r pre pa re dne ss ,  re sponse ,  a nd 11 

re cove ry.  We  se rve  a s  the  le a d  a ge ncy for Em e rge ncy Support  Function  6  (ESF6)  –  Ma ss  12 

Ca re ,  Em e rge ncy Ass is ta nce , Te m pora ry Hous ing ,  a nd  Hum a n  Se rvice s  Anne x.  Th is  13 

crit ica l funct ion  involves  coordina t ion  with  m ult ip le  a ge ncie s  and  orga n iza t ions ,  including 14 

the  Am e rica n  Re d Cross  (ARC),  VI De pa rtm e n t  of He a lth  (VIDOH),  VI Wa ste  15 



Ma na ge m e n t  Age ncy (VIWMA),  VI Police  De pa rtm e n t  (VIPD),  VI Na tiona l Gua rd  (VING), 16 

VI Fire  a nd  Em e rge ncy Me dica l Se rvice  s (VIFEMS),  VI De pa rtm en t  of Educa t ion  (VIDE),  17 

De pa rtm e nt  of Sports ,  Pa rks ,  a nd  Recre a t ion  (DPSR) ,  the  Office  of the  Gove rnors  (OOG) 18 

Te rritoria l Am e rica ns with  Disa bilit ie s  Act  (ADA) Coordina tor a nd  Virg in  Is la nds 19 

Te rritoria l Em e rge ncy Ma na ge m e n t  Age ncy (VITEMA).  These  colla bora t ions  e nsu re  20 

com pre he ns ive  support  for ou r com m unity be fore ,  du ring  a nd a fte r d isa s te rs .   21 

Whe n  it  be com e s  e vide n t  tha t  a t  Hurrica ne  of a ny ca tegory is  like ly to d ire ct ly im pact 22 

the  te rritory,  VIDHS se cures  ope ra t ions  for it s  fa cilit ie s  a nd  its  m os t  vu lne ra ble  clie n ts  23 

a nd e ncoura ges  s ta ff to  se cu re  the ir hom e s  and fa m ilie s  wh ile  the  eve n t  is  a bout  5  da ys 24 

ou t ,  in  a n t icipa t ion  of VIDHS’ public-facing  act ivit ie s  be ginn ing  in  ea rne s t .  25 

Upon  a  Na t iona l Disa s te r De cla ra t ion  issue d  by the  Gove rnor,  VIDHS e m ploye e s ,  a ll of 26 

whom  a re  e sse nt ia l pe rsonne l,  ta ke  on  e m e rge ncy support  funct ion  re spons ib ilit ie s  tha t  27 

a llow us to ope ra te  unde r Incide nt  Com m and.  Ma na ge rs  a ssum e  Em e rgency Support  28 

Coordina tor (ESC) role s  in  support  of ESF6 .  Ope ra t ions  a re  then  e xe cu te d th rough 29 



m iss ions a nd  orde rs  g ive n  th rough the  le a de rsh ip  s t ructu re  to  ensu re  e ffect ive  a nd 30 

coordina te d  d isa s te r re sponse  a nd  recove ry e fforts .  31 

VIDHS’ public-fa cing  a ct ivit ie s  include  incre a se d  m e ssaging  with  the  a ss is ta nce  of 32 

VITEMA a nd the  Join t  In form a t ion  Ce nte r (JIC) .   She lte r volun te e rs  a re  pu t  on  not ice  33 

for poss ib le  she lte r ope n ings ,  incre a sed  e nga ge m e n t  for logis t ics  re la te d  to she lte r 34 

ope n ing  occurs  be twe e n  VIDHS a nd its  prim a ry she lte r pa rtne rs  re ga rd ing  she lte r 35 

s ta ffing ,  tra nsporta t ion ,  she lte r se t  up ,  security,  a dm iss ions ,  fe e ding ,  e tc. ,  in  the  e ve n t 36 

tha t  she lte rs  do open . 37 

P r e p a r e d n e s s  I n it ia t ive s  fo r  Hu r r ica n e  Se a s o n  2 0 2 4  38 

Sh e lt e r  P r e p a r a t io n  Dr ill 39 

The  Depa rtm e nt  wa s a  ke y pa rt icipa n t  in  the  Hurrica ne  Prepa re dness  and  In it ia l 40 

Re cove ry -  Caps tone  2024  Exe rcise from May 20 – May 24, 2024. This  wa s  a  fu ll-sca le  drill,  41 

which  involved  the  se t t ing  up  of a  she lte r.  During  the  ca ps tones , a ll support  a ge ncy 42 

pa rtne rs  a re  involve d  in  pre s ta g ing  of e qu ipm e n t ,  a nd  our volunte e rs  role -p la y going 43 

th rough  the  in take / she lte r a dm iss ion  process .  All fa ce ts  of she lte ring  a re  ta ke n  in to 44 



cons ide ra t ion  i.e . ,  pe rsons  with  a cce ss  a nd funct iona l ne eds  (AFN) a nd Pe t  She lte ring . 45 

Ea ch  da y fe a tu red  d iffe re n t  USVI Re a diness  In it ia t ive  Workshops .  Th is  t ra in ing  provides  46 

our s ta ff with  the  la te s t  in form a t ion  a nd bes t  pra ct ice s  in  hurricane  pre pa redne ss  a nd 47 

re sponse ,  e nsu ring  tha t  we  a re  re a dy to m ee t  a ny cha lle nges  tha t  com e  our wa y. 48 

Tr a in in g s  a n d  Co n fe re n ce s  49 

This  ye a r,  VIDHS s ta ff a t te nde d the  Na t iona l Hurrica ne  Confe re nce  2024  a nd 50 

pa rt icipa te d  in  va rious t ra in ings ,  cla sse s ,  a nd  e xe rcise s  to  e nhance  ou r pre pa re dness  51 

a nd re sponse  s t ra teg ie s .  Th is  na t iona l confe re nce  a llowe d VIDHS a nd othe r VI a ge ncie s  52 

e nga ge d in  d isa s te r m a na ge m e n t  to  le a rn  abou t  how othe r ju risd ict ions  a re  m a na ging 53 

disa s te r pre pa re dne ss  a nd  for the  te rritory to re ciproca te .   54 

Co n g r e g a t e  Sh e lt e r s  55 

The  De pa rtm en t  conducte d she lte r in spect ions  of ke y loca t ions  iden t ifie d  for e va cua t ion  56 

she lte rs ,  e nsu ring  we  ca n  provide  sa fe  have ns  for re s iden ts  du ring  e m e rgencie s .  57 

Inspect ions  we re  conducted  with  pa rtne r a ge ncie s  such  a s  ARC, Fe de ra l Em e rge ncy 58 



m a na ge m e n t  Age ncy (FEMA),  VIDOH, VIDE, DSPR, VIDA a nd VITEMA. The se  she lte rs  59 

will be  join t ly s ta ffed  by VIDHS a nd Am e rican  Re d Cross  volunte e rs .  60 

Sh e lt e r  Ca p a cit ie s :   61 

St .  Th o m a s :  62 

Sit e  
P r e - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P o s t - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P e t -

Sh e lt e r in g  

Iva nna  Eudora  Ke a n  High  School 782  390   

Lockha rt  Ele m en ta ry School/ Ca ncryn  

Jun ior High  School 

248  123  Ye s 

S t .  Cr o ix :  63 

Sit e  
P r e - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P o s t - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P e t -

Sh e lt e r in g  

St .  Croix Educa t iona l Com ple x 1 ,7247  631  Ye s 

DC Ca nega ta  Re cre a t ion  Cen te r 161  80   

 64 

St .  Jo h n :  65 

Sit e  
P r e - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P o s t - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P e t -

Sh e lt e r in g  

Gifft  Hill School 180  90   

Adria n  Se n ior Ce n te r  15  8  Ye s 

 66 



Wa t e r  I s la n d :  67 

Sit e  
P r e - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P o s t - la n d fa ll 

Ca p a cit y  

P e t -

Sh e lt e r in g  

Wa te r Is la nd  Fire  House   53   

Vo lu n t e e r  Sh e lt e r :  68 

• Be e s ton  Hill Gym  in  St.  Croix is  be ing ve t te d a nd  e nga ge d to bring the ir s ite  a t  69 

Be e s ton  Hill St .  Croix in to ou r pool of re source s . 70 

Ad d it io n a l P e t  Sh e lt e r in g :  71 

• Ca nine ,  Ca ts ,  & Crit te rs  on  St .  John  provide s  a ddit iona l support  for pe t  she lte ring . 72 

Sh e lt e r  P r e - Re g is t r a t io n  73 

Virgin  Is la nds  re s ide n ts  cons ide ring  an  Evacua t ion  She lte r ca n  pre -re gis te r with  VIDHS 74 

from  toda y un t il Friday un t il Monda y June  24 th ,  2024 ,  a t  (340)  715-6935  be twe en  the  75 

hours  of 9  a m  a nd 5  pm . Th is  pre -re gis t ra t ion  proce ss  he lps  us  prepa re  a de qua te ly a nd 76 

e nsures  tha t  we  ca n  provide  the  ne ce ssa ry accom m oda t ion  for a ll re s ide n ts .  Re gis t ra t ion  77 

form s  a re  a lso a va ila b le  on  VITEMA's  we bs ite  a t  www.vite m a .vi.gov.  78 

 79 



Me d ica l Sp e cia l Ne e d s  Sh e lt e r s  80 

The  VI Depa rtm e nt  of He a lth  (VIDOH) is  the  le a d  a ge ncy ESF 8  (–Public He a lth  a nd  81 

Me dica l Se rvice s  Anne x) ,  for m a na ging  Me dica l Spe cia l Ne e ds  She lte rs ,  e nsu ring  tha t  82 

ind ividua ls  with  specific m e dica l re qu ire m e n ts  re ce ive  a ppropria te  ca re  du ring 83 

e m e rge ncie s .  While  VIDOH ove rse es  the se  she lte rs ,  the  Depa rtm en t  of Hum a n  Se rvices  84 

pla ys  a  crucia l support ive  role ,  working  close ly with  VIDOH to coordina te  e fforts  a nd 85 

e nsure  se a m le ss  ope ra t ions . 86 

For those  with  m e dica l spe cia l ne e ds ,  pre -regis t ra t ion  with  VIDHS or coordina t ion  with  87 

VIDOH is  e sse n t ia l be fore  he a ding  to a  she lte r.  Pre -re gis te red  individua ls  ca n  a rra nge  88 

t ra nsporta t ion  through VITRAN on  St .  Croix or St .  Thom a s .  Each  individua l a dm it te d  to 89 

a  Me dica l Spe cia l Ne e ds  she lte r m ust  be  a ccom pan ie d  by a  ca re ta ke r to  provide  the  90 

ne ce ssa ry support .  Our colla bora t ive  e fforts  with  VIDOH ensure  tha t  the se  specia lize d 91 

she lte rs  a re  a de qua te ly pre pa re d  to m e e t  the  un ique  ne e ds of ou r vu lne ra ble  92 

popu la t ions  du ring  e m e rge ncie s . 93 

 94 



P e t  Sh e lt e r in g  95 

Se rvice  a n im a ls  a re  a llowe d a t  a ll she lte rs ,  e nsu ring  tha t  those  who re ly on  the m  a re  96 

not  sepa ra te d  du ring e m e rge ncie s .  For pe ts  (dogs  a nd  ca ts ) ,  spe cific she lte rs  a re  97 

de s igna te d:  Lockha rt  Ele m e n ta ry on  St .  Thom a s  a nd the  Educa t iona l Com ple x on  St .  98 

Croix.  Pe t  owne rs  m us t  bring  ca ge s ,  food,  m e dicine ,  le a shes ,  a nd  othe r supplie s ,  a nd 99 

a re  re spons ib le  for the ir pe ts ’ da ily ca re .  Th is  include s  bringing  lit te r boxe s  for ca ts  a nd 100 

cle a n ing  up  a fte r dogs.  101 

We  e ncoura ge  a ll pe t  owne rs  to  ha ve  a  p la n  for the ir pe ts ,  wh ich  include s  ha ving  enough 102 

food a nd wa te r for a t  le a s t  se ve n  da ys ,  a  ca ge ,  le a sh ,  m e dica t ion , a nd  othe r e ssen t ia l 103 

supplie s .  Pla nn ing  for pe ts  is  crucia l to  ensu re  the ir sa fe ty a nd  we ll-be ing  during 104 

e m e rge ncie s .  105 

P o in t s  o f Dis t r ib u t io n  ( PODs )  106 

The  VI De pa rtm e nt  of Hum a n  Se rvices  (VIDHS) le a ds  the  e fforts  to  ide n t ify,  m a na ge , 107 

a nd m a in ta in  Poin ts  of Dis t ribu t ion  (PODs)  for com m odit ie s ,  spe cifica lly food a nd  wa te r 108 

following a  s torm  if re s ide n ts  a re  una ble  to a cce ss  those  ite m s  through  the  usua l m e a ns , 109 



such  a s  supe rm a rke ts .  Th is  crit ica l ope ra t ion  is  supporte d  by VITEMA, the  VI Na t iona l 110 

Gua rd ,  the  VI Police  De pa rtm e n t ,  the  De pa rtm e n t  of Educa t ion ,  volun te e rs ,  a nd  fa ith -111 

ba se d  orga n iza t ions . 112 

VITEMA ove rse e s  the  Dis t ribu t ion  Ma na gem e n t  Pla n ,  e nsu ring  tha t  the  proce ss  runs 113 

sm ooth ly a nd  e fficie n tly.  FEMA pla ys  a  crucia l role  by m a in ta in ing wa re houses  on  St .  114 

Thom a s ,  St .  John ,  and St .  Croix,  e a ch  s tocked with  a  10-da y supply of food a nd  wa te r.  115 

The se  supplie s  a re  ca lcu la te d  to provide  two she lf-s ta b le  m e a ls  a nd th re e  lite rs  of wa te r 116 

pe r pe rson  pe r da y. 117 

Once  a  s torm  pa sse s ,  the  VI Na t iona l Gua rd  t ra nsports  the  com m oditie s  to  pre - ide n t ifie d 118 

POD s ite s .  Upon  a rriva l,  the  Na t iona l Gua rd  se ts  up  ope ra t ions  for the  da y,  e nsu ring  the  119 

food a nd wa te r a re  rea dy for d is t ribu t ion . 120 

The  actua l d is t ribu t ion  a t  the se  POD s ite s  is  m a na ge d by VIDHS, with  substa n t ia l 121 

support  from  the  De pa rtm e n t  of Educa t ion . Fa ith -ba se d  orga n iza tions  a nd  volun te e rs  122 

a lso p la y a n  e sse n t ia l role  in  a ss is t ing  with  the  d is t ribu t ion  of supplie s .  Addit iona lly,  123 



whe n  a va ila b le  a nd  coordina te d  with  FEMA a nd VITEMA, "Blue  Ta rps" a re  a lso 124 

dis t ribu ted  a t  e a ch  POD s ite  to  he lp  re s ide nts  se cure  the ir hom e s . 125 

POD ope ra t ions  will ce a se  once  norm a l food supply cha ins  a re  re s tored ,  a nd  ba nking 126 

sys te m s ,  including  cre dit  ca rds ,  SNAP, D-SNAP, or ATMs, a re  funct iona l a ga in .  Th is  127 

coordina te d  e ffort  e nsu re s  tha t  re s iden ts  re ce ive  nece ssa ry supplie s  e fficie n t ly a nd 128 

e ffe ct ive ly in  the  a fte rm a th  of a  s torm . 129 

Se n io r  Re g is t r y 130 

Act  No 8058  m a nda te s  VIDHS to m a in ta in  a  volun ta ry Se n ior Re gis t ry for individua ls  60  131 

ye a rs  a nd  olde r,  living a lone ,  or with  d isa bilit ie s .  Curre n t ly,  the re  a re  907  individua ls  132 

lis te d  in  the  reg is t ry. Be fore ,  du ring  a nd a fte r a  s torm , ou r tea m  u t ilize s  a  m a ss  133 

m e ssa ging  sys te m  to provide  s torm -re la te d  in form a t ion  a nd support  to  these  134 

ind ividua ls .  The  reg is try,  wh ich  ha s  be e n  endorsed  by AARP of the  US Virg in  Is la nds , 135 

he lps  us  ide nt ify a nd a ss is t  ou r m os t  vu lne rable  re s ide nts  qu ickly a nd  e fficie n t ly du ring 136 

disa s te rs .   137 



The  Re gis try a lso he lps  Em e rgency Support  re sponde rs  a nd  Support  Se rvice  volun te e rs  138 

e s ta blish  con tact  a nd  com m unica t ion  with  the  individua l,  p rovid ing  a id  a nd  support  in  139 

the  e ven t  of a  m a n-m a de  or na tu ra l d isa ste r.  It  a lso p la ce s  individua ls  in to ca tegorie s ,  140 

including  those  who wou ld  ne e d  specia l t ra nsporta t ion  such  a s  lift  a da pt ive  buse s  or a n  141 

a m bula nce .   142 

VIDHS subm its  the  in form a t ion  colle cte d  from  the  reg is t ry to VITEMA, VI Fire  143 

Em e rge ncy Me dica l Se rvice s  a nd  the  Virg in  Is la nds  Na t iona l Gua rd  to ide n t ify a nd  re scue  144 

vu lne ra ble  popu la t ions in  d isa s te r s itua t ions ,  or if the re  is  a  m e dica l or othe r e m e rge ncy. 145 

This  in form a t ion  is  confide n t ia l a nd  is  s t rict ly use d  for no othe r pu rpose  tha n  to a ss is t  146 

the  pe rson  in  the  re g is t ry.   147 

Individua ls  in te re ste d in  re g is te ring  the m se lve s  or a  fa m ily m e m be r ca n  vis it  the  148 

De pa rtm e nt  of Hum a n Se rvice s ,  the  Bure au  of Motor Ve h icle s ,  a nd the  Virg in  Is la nds 149 

Ele ct ions  Sys te m  to fill ou t  the  re g is t ry form  or s im ply ca ll one  of ou r VIDHS office s  to 150 

provide  your in form a t ion  a nd ha ve  the  form  fille d  ou t  for you . 151 

 152 



Co m m u n it y  Ou t r e a ch  a n d  Ed u ca t io n  153 

Public a wa rene ss  a nd  e duca t ion  a re  ke y com ponen ts  of ou r pre pa re dne ss  s t ra tegy.  We  154 

re gu la rly conduct  ou tre a ch  progra m s to educa te  the  com m unity a bou t  hu rrica ne  155 

pre pa re dness ,  including  how to cre a te  e m e rge ncy p la ns ,  pa ck e m e rge ncy kits ,  a nd  s ta y 156 

in form e d during  a  s torm . We  a lso e m phas ize  the  im porta nce  of pre -re gis te ring  for 157 

she lte rs  a nd  the  se n ior re g is t ry to e nsu re  tha t  e ve ryone  re ce ives  the  ne ce ssa ry support  158 

during  e m e rge ncie s . 159 

Te ch n o lo g y a n d  I n n o va t io n  in  Dis a s t e r  Re s p o n s e  160 

At the  De pa rtm e n t  of Hum a n  Se rvice s ,  we  con t inuous ly se e k innova t ive  solu t ions  to 161 

e nha nce  ou r d isa ste r re sponse  ca pa bilit ie s .  By le ve ra ging  a dva nce d te chnologie s ,  we  162 

a im  to im prove  ou r e fficie ncy a nd e ffe ct ive ness  in  m a na ging  e m e rge ncie s .  163 

One  s ign ifica n t  a dva nce m e n t  is  the  im ple m e n ta t ion  of the  Pa tie n t  Un ifie d  Lookup 164 

Sys te m  for Em e rgencie s  (PULSE) p la t form  in  2022 .  Th is  hea lthca re  IT progra m  165 

s ign ifica n t ly upgra des ou r Em e rgency a nd Disa s te r Re sponse  capa bilit ie s  by a llowing 166 

VIDHS e sse n t ia l worke rs  a nd  d isa s te r he a lthca re  volun te e rs  to  a ccess  e le ct ron ic he a lth  167 



in form a t ion  for vict im s a nd e va cue es  du ring  la rge -sca le  d isa s te rs .  With  PULSE, we  can  168 

qu ickly obta in  crit ica l he a lth  da ta ,  facilita t ing  be t te r ca re  and  coordina t ion  during 169 

e m e rge ncie s .  170 

Furthe rm ore ,  a t  the  Join t  ope ra t ion  Com m and Cen te r,  VIDHS tra ins  a nd coordina te s  171 

with  VITEMA, FEMA, fe llow gove rnm e nt  a ge ncie s  a nd  e xpe rts  from  the  Na t iona l We a the r 172 

Se rvice  to tra ck a ll a spe cts  of d isa s te r prepa re dne ss  a nd  re sponse  a cross  the  te rritory 173 

on  We bEOC,  ou r virtua l e m e rge ncy ope ra t ion  ce n te r,  a  p la t form  which  provide s  a  re a l-174 

t im e  com m on ope ra t ing  p ictu re  a nd  re source  re que st  m a na ge m e n t tool for e m e rge ncy 175 

m a na ge rs  a t  the  loca l a nd  s ta te  le ve ls .   176 

This  tool is  e sse n t ia l during  e xe rcise s ,  drills ,  loca l or re g iona l e m e rgencie s ,  a nd  s ta tewide  177 

e m e rge ncie s .  VIDHS Em e rge ncy Support  Coordina tors  (ESCs)  a re  re qu ire d  to be  t ra ine d 178 

a nd re gis te re d  on  We bEOC, ensuring  they ca n  e ffe ct ive ly m a na ge  re source s  a nd 179 

re spond to incide nts  in  re a l- t im e .  180 

 181 

 182 



Co n clu s io n  183 

In  clos ing ,  I wa n t  to tha nk Gove rnor Albe rt  Brya n ,  Jr. ,  a nd  Lie u te na n t  Gove rnor 184 

Tre genza  Roa ch  for the ir le a de rsh ip  a nd  gu ida nce .  I a lso wan t  to  e xpre ss  m y gra t itude  185 

to  the  de dica te d  e m ploye e s  of the  De pa rtm e n t  of Hum a n  Se rvice s ,  whose  ha rd  work 186 

a nd com m itm e n t  a re  vita l to  ou r prepa re dness .  187 


