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Safety in the Field
Maggie Ortiz-Millan, Earthquake Engineering Research Institute (EERI)

Reconnaissance 1955

NISEE / UC Berkeley



2/11/2016

2

Reconnaissance Today

Photo: NISEE, UC Berkeley

Every earthquake will be different

EERI / Wells, NV EERI /  Christchurch
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Carefully evaluate the risk you are 

assuming

Risks and hazards:

 Damaged infrastructure

 Possibility of aftershocks

 Unfamiliar surroundings

 Unstable structures

 Falling or tripping hazards

 Falling material

 Hazardous materials
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Risks and hazards continued:

 Exposure to smoke and dust

 Exposure to fire

 Electrical hazards

 Fatigue

 Adverse weather

 Stress

 Dehydration

EERI/San Simeon EQ

Locations Vary Widely

Rural Urban

EERI / Nepal

EERI / Haiti
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Be aware of weather conditions

EERI / El Salvador

EERI / Haiti

Food and Water

 In areas where food and water have been 

seriously disrupted, plan to bring your own 

supplies.

 Take water purification system or water 

purification tablets

 Have a water bottle to carry with you

 Bring non-perishable food items and simple 

meal supplies (i.e. oatmeal)

 It is very easy to get dehydrated.  Make 

sure you travel with water.

 Take dried food, granola bars, etc.
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Suggested Field Safety Supplies

 Hard hat

 Vest

 Leather work gloves

 Dust mask (only offers protection against 
airborne particulates. Will not filter harmful 
materials such as carbon monoxide or other 
hazardous materials)

 Boots/heaved-soled shoes

 Flashlight

 Pocket knife

 Whistle

 First Aid Kit

 Watch

 Medication

 Other supplies as necessary

EERI/San Simeon EQ

Wear appropriate shoes and clothing for 

the terrain

EERI / Christchurch
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Do not attempt reconnaissance near active 

firefighting or search and rescue efforts

EERI / San SimeonEERI / Mexico City

Assume Infrastructure is Compromised

EERI / Pakistan
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Assume There Could be Aftershocks

 Heighten awareness of your 

surroundings

 Unstable structures could include 

bridges, overpasses, high rises, and 

water towers

 After an earthquake of magnitude 5 

or larger in California, the USGS 

posts the probability of strong 

aftershocks at its website: 

http://earthquakes.usgs.gov/

EERI / Quindio

Manage your Risk

 Walk carefully. 

Common trip hazards 

include: 

 Downed wire

 Holes

 Uneven sidewalks and 

roads

 Protruding rebar

EERI / Samoa

http://earthquakes.usgs.gov/
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Manage your risk

 Always wear your hard hat

 Always wear boots or hard 

soled shoes

 Carry a flashlight at all 

times

 If you have a working cell 

phone, carry it with you. 

EERI / Japan

Manage your risk

 Stay in teams

 Make sure fellow team 

members know your 

whereabouts to extent 

practicable

 ALWAYS carry proper 

identification

EERI / Haiti
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Manage your Risk

Never drive and 
conduct field 
reconnaissance at 
the same time

Do not travel alone. 
Leave the day’s 
itinerary with other 
team members.

In case of emergency:

 You will need to use your own judgment in case of emergencies, but here 

are some resources for you to consider:

 If you need police, dial from a local phone

 If you need to go to a hospital, bring a team member with you to provide 

support
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EERI / Haiti

Guidelines for Classifying Damaged 

Buildings as Unstable

 Unsafe buildings have at least 
one of the following 
characteristics

 May collapse or partially 
collapse  under its own weight

 Likely to collapse in strong 
aftershock

 Ongoing (progressive) lean

 Ongoing creep or structural 
deterioration

 So heavily damaged its stability 
cannot be determined

EERI / Haiti

Carefully consider entering damaged 

buildings

 Gather as much information as possible 

from a safe vantage point

 From outside, visually survey a building or 

other structure

 Walk around the outside of building before 

entering to look for signs of instability

 Does it appear to be in imminent danger?
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Mainshock Magnitude Entry for 2 hrs Entry for 8 hrs Entry for 24 hrs
M = 6.5 or greater 1 day 3 days 8 days

M =6.0 or greater, but less than 6.5 1 day 2 days 4 days

M  less than 6.0 1 day 1 day 2 days

From ATC TechBrief#2

Recommended Days to Wait Before Emergency 

Entry of Buildings posted UNSAFE, but Stable

Even in structurally sound buildings, non-

structural damage can pose significant hazard.

 Be aware of:

Hanging light fixtures

Broken water pipes

Precariously balanced 

furnishings or 

equipment

EERI / Christchurch
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Take caution when traveling to areas 

with landslide hazard

 Be aware of potential 

aftershocks that can 

trigger landslides or 

rockfalls

EERI / El Salvador

Be aware of potential for hazardous materials. 

If you smell or see chemicals, do not enter.

Health Hazard

4 = Deadly

Fire Hazard

4 = Flash point below 73ºF

Reactivity

4 = May 

detonate

Specific Hazard

Water Reactive (W) or 

Oxidizing Agent (Oxy)

Scale 0 to 4 = Less 

to more dangerous
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Sources of hazardous materials releases include:

 Many large facilities such as hospitals, labs, universities, 

manufacturing plants, and warehouses

 Underground pipelines, railroad cars, trucking companies

 Downed power line transformers

Know your limits

 Reconnaissance can be stressful

 Long days lead to fatigue, increasing chance of 

injury and illness

 It is easy to get dehydrated in the field; always 

carry water

 Try to ensure sufficient time for rest
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YOU are ultimately responsible for your 

own personal safety

Each investigator is expected to be aware 

of the dangers inherent in field 

investigations and act in accordance with 

their own personal risk threshold.


