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AMHERST   —   State and federal law enforcement officials told local police, fire and emergency medical personnel yesterday that they are the first line of defense in the war on domestic terrorism. 

"There's only one way we are going to keep the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and its citizens safe. We can't rely on federal agencies to protect critical assets in the commonwealth," said James P. Jajuga, state Secretary of Public Safety. "We can work together; we can share information. That is the only way." 

The Executive Office of Public Safety, Massachusetts State Police and the U.S. attorney's office briefed 130 Western Massachusetts police officers, firefighters and emergency medical personnel on the state's anti-terrorism plan, SATURN (Statewide Anti-Terrorism Unified Response Network). 

The plan, unveiled in March, seeks to engage local public safety personnel to become involved as eyes and ears to prevent terrorist attacks. 

Instead of a top-down approach, where information on potential attacks flows from the federal to the state to the local, the SATURN plan seeks to create a network where information flows in both directions. 

Local authorities will be provided updates on potential targets and will be able to report any local incidents to the SATURN network. 

The Sept. 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon shattered the notion that terrorism was not a domestic issue, Jajuga said. The country remains vulnerable to more attacks, and he said he believes more attacks are inevitable. 

Vice President Dick Cheney and FBI Director Robert Mueller have both said recently that the nation can expect more attacks. 

"This is a different time (since Sept. 11)," Jajuga said. "A water supply system doesn't mean the same thing today. An electric power system doesn't mean the same thing today . . . They are potential terrorist targets." 

Local public safety agencies are organized according to teams in each community, "Red" for fire, "White" for medical and "Blue" for police, who will channel information to and from state authorities. 

"It's critical our Red, White and Blue teams understand their role," said Jajuga. "It's not going to be the FBI agent in Boston . . . It'll be the Red, White and Blue teams that recognize when something is wrong in their own community." 

State Police Lt. John Nulty said for the system to work, participants must remain vigilant and involved. 

Firefighters and emergency medical service personnel need be as alert as the police and report anything suspicious. 

The 105 communities that make up the Western Massachusetts area are among the most rural in the state, he said, but that does not mean the area is immune from world events. 

A recently captured Al-Qaida handbook instructs groups to look for rural areas to set up training sites and bases. 

"Just because you're in a small community, don't assume that any information you get is not meaningful," he said. 

SATURN has set up a toll-free terrorism tips hotline (1-888-USA-5458) where members of the public can report anything suspicious. Patrick Johnson may be reached at pjohnson@union-news.com 
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