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Rapid public health scientific support in response to disasters
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2014 Chemical Spill (WV)
2017 Tubbs Fire (CA)
2018 Camp Fire (CA)

2020 Oregon Fires (OR)
2021 Chemical Spill (HI)
2021 Marshall Fire (CO)

2023 Chemical Spill (OH/PA)
and others…

Key Questions:
1. What chemicals should been looked for? 
2. Where did/do the chemicals go?
3. How do you return infrastructure/homes to safe use?
4. What were/are the chemical exposures?



January 10, 2014
Charleston, West Virginia
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November 8, 2018
Butte Co, California





December 30, 2021
Boulder Co, Colorado





149 rail cars, 38 derailed
11 derailed were combustible liquids, 
flammable liquids, and flammable gas.

East Palestine, Ohio Chemical Spill and Chemical Fires
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The BIG picture: There were multiple chemical exposure pathways 
immediately following the disaster and during cleanup operations.

Illness: CDC employees, US Sen. Vance Office, PA Sen. Mastriano, USEPA contractor, RR workers, residents, me, and more…
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2023 Maui Wildfires



1. Immediate assistance from nearby communities is critical (Fire, EMS, utility, 
health agencies) .

2. After search and rescue, you must have the experts on-hand to directly 
advise decision makers for public health warnings and guidance.

3. Experts are needed to help define the hazards and warn the public.
4. Experts are needed to provide feedback on how to test and restore the 

system(s) to safe use.
5. Leaders must listen to the community and seek an all-hands-on-deck 

approach (policy, science, health, logistics) outside routine channels. 
6. Policy decisions sometimes take priority over public safety and preventing 

chemical exposures.

Planning ahead, if you cannot control the probability of the event 
occurring, reduce the consequence so the overall health and 

environmental risks are reduced

A Few Lessons
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Andrew Whelton, Ph.D., awhelton@purdue.edu

We the appreciate financial support:
https://crowdfunding.purdue.edu/project/36991

The world is a better place 
when people help one 

another.

Files and results to be 
available at 

www.PlumbingSafety.org

Funded by many 
organizations nationwide

mailto:awhelton@purdue.edu
https://crowdfunding.purdue.edu/project/36991
http://www.plumbingsafety.org/
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