Use of CERT Training in Recent Trip to Arkansas
By Debbie Swerline, BC MO CERT
My husband Stephen and I were in the first Benton County, MO CERT class in 2007. At the time Gary England was
in charge of Emergency Management and Marie Payne (Bowman) was the trainer for the CERT classes which were
held at the 9-1-1 center along with the required practicals to complete the training.
After completing the training we were given the basic CERT backpacks and then purchased additional
recommended items including duffel bags. We both kept these items in our cars to be used whenever needed. I
was so impressed, I showed all my gear to friends in other agencies, who later signed up for classes. Over the
years, there were no call-outs or any type of updated training that we were aware of. Eventually, I removed the
gear from my car and stored it in the basement with my home emergency equipment.
We were contacted about 2 years ago by Marie to assist in an upcoming CERT training class she was having, to
which we gladly agreed. I especially was interested as since our original training, I have had numerous physical
limitations and was looking at what other types of ways I could be of use. Because of this, a few months ago, we
went back through all of our equipment in the back packs and duffel bags and placed them back inside our cars.
In October 2019, I traveled to Arkansas, leaving my CERT bags in the car, along with an ice chest. I usually travel
the back roads through the mountains instead of on the interstate, and in years past, have not packed these
items. On Hwy 412/Hwy 23 outside of Huntsville, AR., I, along with a long line of cars, got behind an asphalt truck.
Due to the fact these roads are extremely curvy, it is not very often that there are large trucks on it.
This truck was going no more than 25 mph and braking on every curve. After a while you could see smoke coming
from the rear brakes along with the smell of burning rubber. It got so bad, the car behind me started swerving
back and forth, apparently thinking the smoke was also coming from my car. The truck never pulled over to allow
the rest of us to go by, even when the driver had the chance. The brakes appeared to catch fire shortly
thereafter. I pulled over, got out of the car, and pulled out my fire extinguisher as the driver was getting out
with the one inside the truck. After putting out the fire, I then got back into my car and continued south towards
Ozark, AR.
About 30 min. from my final destination, I came upon an older male in the roadway waving down oncoming cars.
The speed limit in this area is 55 mph, so this was a very dangerous place to be. Just past the area where he was
located, there was a car crash where 2 teenage girls were trapped inside a car smashed up against a sign and a
berm. The male was also involved in the accident but was uninjured.
I put on my emergency flashers and got out of my car. I then pulled the orange CERT vest out of my bag and had
him put it on while he was slowing down and directing traffic. I also grabbed my first aid kit, a bag of ice and
another CERT vest and went back to check on the girls. Both were bleeding from the head and the driver was
trapped by the steering wheel. I also contacted 9-1-1 dispatch who was not aware there were injuries and people
trapped, so they were only responding the Sheriff not Fire and Medical. I had the girls put a sterile compress
against their injuries and to not move or try to get out. I also had them put the ice compress against their heads
to bring the swelling down. I sure was glad I had the CERT training for triage!
A short time later a County Sheriff pulled up and I apprised him of the situation. Then fire and medical arrived.
The Sheriff asked if I was a member of CERT and what level I was. I thought that was an odd question until he
explained that they were working on getting a CERT unit for their county. He first really became aware of CERT
volunteers during the recent flooding in Van Buren & Ft. Smith, Arkansas, when the Arkansas River overflowed.
As the first responders took over the scene, my services were no longer needed, so I then got into my car and
drove off, thankful for the CERT training I received along with a sense of pride that I was able to make a
difference!

