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Even before the horrific events of Sept. 11 came to an excruciating conclusion, police, firefighters and EMTs were forever transformed from uniformed public servants to front-line troops in the war against terrorism.


While state public safety officials have long planned for various disasters, no one was prepared for what happened on 9/11. 

Since then, federal, state and local agencies have banded together to craft a unified response to future terrorist attacks and have created multi-agency intelligence units to identify potential terrorists and stop them before they can strike. 

``There was a lot of discussion about (terrorism) prior to this happening,'' said Col. Thomas Foley, who commands the Massachusetts State Police. ``People were talking about the terrorist threat coming to the United States. We had some of our people already being trained in weapons of mass destruction.'' 

But what 9/11 so tragically drove home to public safety officials was the need to permanently address terrorism in planning, training and through the daily duties of cops, firefighters and EMTs. 

The Boston Police Department was already in the process of making computerized site survey's of the city's municipal, commercial and tourist ``assets'' so contingency plans would be in place in the event of terrorist incidents. Commissioner Paul F. Evans said the department had been preparing for incidents like Sept. 11 for ``six or seven years,'' but since the attacks, the BPD has placed a new emphasis and urgency on preparing for terrorism. 

Foley said his department's most recent class of 122 troopers are the first to receive extensive academy training in anti-terrorism, a curriculum that will be permanent. Experienced troopers have also become more schooled in how to identify a potential terrorist, Foley said. 

``It's a different world,'' he said. `We're asking them to better check passports and licenses and where people come from. What this has done has shown us a need for a lot more equipment in areas that we never had before. 

``Whether it's gas masks or so forth, we want to be able to protect the first responders because they are the ones, first of all, who need the protection,'' Foley continued. ``They are going to be going into these scenes and places and they have to be able to do their job efficiently.'' 

Foley said one of the few positive things to result from 9/11 is an unprecedented cooperation between public safety agencies on every level. State and Boston police are working with federal agents full time to identify threats and counter them. The days of petty rivalries and agencies ``protecting their turf'' have all but ended. 

``If you can't work together under these conditions, then you shouldn't be in the business,'' said Foley. ``This is too important.'' 

State Fire Marshal Stephen D. Coan said the fire service ``has been an uncharted territory since 9/11. Firefighters have assumed a host of new responsibilities and being front-line soldiers is new and very challenging,'' he said. 

Coan said the state's largest response to 9/11 has been the implementation of the Statewide Anti-Terrorism Unified Response Network (SATURN) under the direction of Secretary of Public Safety James Jajuga. Officials have broken the state into five regions and have designated three representatives from every Bay State community - one each from the police department, fire department and emergency management office - to act as liaisons to the program. 

The SATURN program links local communities to the state and federal government and will provide a computer system that will allow a free flow of information from both sides. 

Public safety officials are also working closely with the state Department of Public Health and the federal government to ``tie together a public health and public safety initiative in regards to the biological and chemical issues,'' said Coan. 

The state is also distributing 94 portable decontamination units to fire departments in communities that have hospitals, the fire marshal added. In the event of a chemical or biological incident, the fire department will operate the decontamination unit near its local hospital and patients will not be brought into the hospital until they are decontaminated, preventing the hospital from becoming tainted. 

The state's six regional hazardous material teams, which have been in place for about 15 years, are now geared to handle potential terrorist incidents, such as the anthrax mailings, as well as their more traditional duties of dealing ``with overturned tankers on Route 128 and chemical releases from factories,'' Coan said. 

Coan said the hazmat teams responded to about 2,000 calls in an eight-to-10-week period during the height of the anthrax mailings. The state police bomb squad has also responded for ``many more security sweeps'' in the wake of the attack, Coan said. 

The state fire academy, like the state police, has made terrorism-related training a permanent part of the curriculum and Coan said he is accommodating numerous training requests from fire chiefs.

