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SPECIAL REPORT: EXPLOSION IN WEST

‘it’s tough. All these guys we have known all of our lives.’

Steve Vanek, West's mayor pro tem, member of the Fire Department

4

A sign made of duct tape beckons motorists along Interstate 35 In
West on Friday, two days after a massive fertillizer plant explosion.
Victims' names had not been released by late Friday, but family and
friends identified several of the dead. cHARLIE RIEDEL # ASSOCIATED PRESS

DEATH TOLL CLIMBS

Nine medics, volunteer
firefighters killed; as
many as 60 people still
unaccounted for.

By Tony Plohetskl
tplohetski@statesman.com

WEST — As search teams con-
tinued to comb through a
swath of wreckage left by
Wednesday night’s fertil-

izer plant explosion, authori-
ties confirmed Friday that 14
people, including nine medics
and volunteer firefighters,
died in the blast.

Two brothers and the city
secretary — all volunteer fire-
fighters — were among the
dead, according to leaders
in this farming town north of

1014

Waco. Victims® names had not

been released by late Friday,

but family and friends identi-

fied several of those who died.
Officials, including U.S. Sen.

John Cornyn, R-Texas, said

as many 60 people remained

West continued on A15
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unaccounted for, but the
town’s mayor and a top county
official said in a Friday evening
news conference that authori-
ties expected to find most of
those people in coming days

at hospitals, motels and the
homes of relatives and friends.

The number of missing
“is a little deceiving,” Mayor
Tommy Muska said. “We have
alot of displaced people.”

Federal, state and local
authorities continued an
investigation into what led to
the massive explosion at the
West Fertilizer Co. Also Friday,
Donald Adair, the owner of
the company, released a state-
ment expressing sympathy to
the families of those who died
and who lost their homes and
other property in the blast.

“This tragedy will continue
to hurt deeply for generations
to come,” the statement said.

Officials have said that on
Wednesday, about five volun-
teer firefighters responded
to a blaze at the plant at 7:29
p.m. and immediately began
evacuating the area. About 20
minutes later, an explosion
sent flames and a huge cloud
into the air, destroying nearby
homes and buildings.

Cornyn, in a news confer-
ence, said he was provided
with the number of unac-
counted-for residents from
the state deputy fire marshal
and Texas Task Force mem-
bers who are helping with
search-and-rescue missions.
He later told a smaller group of
reporters, “I would take (that
number) with a grain of cau-
tion.

“We need to find out that
they are safe and still alive,”
Cornyn said.

Bettye Tucker, the owner
of West Terrace Apartments,
badly damaged in the blast,
said Friday morning that sev-
eral residents were still not
accounted for at the 22-unit
apartment complex. They
included a woman who she
estimates is about 65 years old
and a man who is about 50.
Tucker said her family knows
one of the emergency workers
searching for victims and
“he said I'll call you as soon
as [ know something, and he
hasn't called.”

The five-block blast zone
was still off-limits to residents
and reporters on Friday. Offi-
cials said it's possible that
some residents might be able
to begin returning home as
early as Saturday.

Volunteers unioad donated goods
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Get complete coverage of

the West plant explosion,
Including photos, videos and
information on how you can help,
at statesman.com.

Five volunteer firefighters
from the 33-member West
Fire Department were killed
in Wednesday’s blast, said
Steve Vanek, the town’s mayor
pro tem and a member of the
department. Additionally, four
local paramedics died, Muska
said.

“It’s tough,” Vanek said. “All
these guys we have known all
of our lives.”

Asked Friday how it became
apparent that the department
had lost firefighters, Vanek
said, “Common sense. If you
would have seen it, you would
have known.”

The department lost three
of its five fire vehicles and was

he WestFest grounds Friday for residents In need. PHOTOS 8Y RON T.ENNIS

working with the Texas Munic-
ipal League, which insures the
property, to replace them.

Texas Gov. Rick Perry, who
spent Friday in the town, said
the state would send fire-
fighters from across Texas to
West to provide fire protection
and to relieve exhausting and
grieving members of the Fire
Department.

Perry declared a state of
emergency in McLennan
County on Thursday, sending
state emergency responders
to help, and asked for a federal
emergency declaration to help
bring assistance to the victims.

On Friday night, President
Barack Obama issued that dec-
laration, authorizing the Fed-
eral Emergency Management
Agency to coordinate disaster
relief efforts.

Texas Rep. Charles “Doc”
Anderson, a Republican
whose district includes

/ FORT WOR

Sens. John
Cornyn (left)
and Ted Cruz
sald they

will hold off
ontaking
steps to more
closely regu-
late potential-
ly dangerous
chemicals,
such as those
used In fer-
tilizer plants,
untll after an
Investigation.

most of McLennan County,
told the American-Statesman
that the remains of some vic-
tims were taken to a state
mobile morgue and that DNA
testing is necessary to identify
them. He did not know where
such testing would be done.

Members of a county
disaster emergency prepared-
ness team are working to help
notify relatives of the victims,
he said.

Officials have said that the
explosion destroyed 50 homes
and an apartment building
and damaged a middle school
and a nursing home in the
town of fewer than 3,000,
which is about 120 miles north
of Austin.

Perry described the scene as
“absolute devastation.”

“It’s going to be a long
recovery for this community,”
he added.

Several large insurers,

Gov. Rick Perry (center) spent Friday In West and sald help would come from across the state. RODOLFO GONZALEZ / AUSTIN AMERICAN-STATESMAN

including Texas Farm Bureau
and Allstate, set up mobile
claim processing centers
throughout the town.

Bobby Hurst, 72, who lives
within the blast zone, said he
rushed out of his home after
the explosion amid fears of a
second blast. He hasn’t been
back.

“I've been ready,” he said.
He said he wants to meet with
insurance adjusters, but “we
can’t do anything until we get
in there and see about it.”

Hurst said he knows that the
damage will include blown-out
windows and doors.

During an afternoon news
conference at the town’s auc-
tion barn, reporters ques-
tioned Cornyn and U.S. Sen.
Ted Cruz, R-Texas, about
whether they would begin to
take steps to more closely reg-
ulate potentially dangerous
chemicals, such as those used
in fertilizer plans.

“Right now, (authorities) are
investigating all of it,” Cornyn
said. “We will wait for their
recommendations.”

Cruz added, “I think we
need to allow time for a
careful investigation. It would
be a mistake to rush to a con-
clusion before all the facts are
assembled.”

The senators also took the
opportunity to tell the nation
about how residents of the
state were providing aid.

Cruz said he had talked
to one victim, whose home
was damaged, about how
she struggled to accept the
outpouring of support. She
helped the victims of the Sep-
tember 2011 Bastrop wildfire.

“She said, ‘I'm used to
helping others, and now
everyone is here helping us,
Cruz said.

Y

Contact Tony Plohetskl at
445-3605.
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Monigue Hardin (left) hugs Shamala Johnson while distributing donated goods to reskients of West on Friday. mtlﬁﬁﬂmmﬁm
donated to help families InWest has far exceeded the need and they recommend only CA5N GONAtIoNS NOW. RON T ENNIE ¢ FORTWORTH STAR-TELECEAM

THEVICTIMS

Emergency crews died heroes

They rushed to help
battle blaze and are
survived by a town that
will never forget them.

By Dave Harmaon and Tim Eaton
dnarmondg
teaton@siatesmancom

WEST — Morris Bridges had
bounced from town to town
before he found a real home
in West and a real love of fire-
flglnug.jerr:.rﬂhaplmhad
ﬁ'mnpbm}nhauﬂ

a.uemergem:y medical techmi-

Dn'l.lu'ednaday,uﬂm:lﬂm
call came — a fire at West Fer-
tilizer Co. — both men joined a
team of first responders who
fought the flames. And both
died when the plant exploded,
along with at least 12 others.

Though state and local offi-
cials have not yet released
the names of those confirmed
killed in the blast — saying only
that 14 are confirmed dead and
others remain unaccounted
for — residents in West, Abbott
and Hillsboro know the ones
they lost, the names circling
ﬂlrm#lmmﬂessmumsu—

f.‘rne.nﬂerml.hsr they
thethﬂa}'dJmJtlusmg
members of their communal
family.

Steve Vanek, the mayor pro
tem of West and a volunteer
firefighter for 20 years, said he
has known most of the fallen
firefighters their entire lives.

“We are buddies,” Vanek
=aid. “We have weddings
together. We have birthday
parties together. Itstuugh.'

Susanne Nemmer, an assis-
mttuallclmun[:unul}'
commissioner, zaid the loss
clfj-neme'tE]mslj',amlmi—
teer firefighter and West’s city
clerk, was especially hard
because he was a driving force
in S0 mamny civic projects.

“l wouldn't have been
surpnsedlﬂlewere mayor
someday,” she said.

Dieanna Allcock, a cashier
aIﬂneFaminDo]lminWa;t,
talked about losing her buddy
Doug who died in
the explosion with his brother
and fellow volunteer fire-
fighter Robert Snokhans.

“He was very, very proud to
be a volunteer " firefighter, she
=aid. “We're going to miss him
very muoch.”

Roger Wilson, a Cedar Park
police chaplain who has minis-
tered to victims of the Sept. 11
terrorist attacks and the Okla-
homa City bombing, was at the
fire station in West on Friday

Snelby McComas (right), 28, hands out 2 fller for a fundralser St
day Tor the family of her fallen friend Jermy Chapman, a volunteer fire-
wml‘mm 26. PODOLFY CONIALE? / AMETICAM- STATESWRMN

Briages’
among the firefighters killed In
mﬂﬂm RODOURD GOMTALET
AMVERICAN- STATESWRMN

morning to meet with survi-
VOS5,

“It"s a ministry of pres-
ence,” Wilson said. “If they
oy, it"s OK if they cry. If they
et mad, it's OK to get mad. |
just take the baby steps with
them to recovery.”

‘He went out a hero’

At the Black-eyed Pea off
Interstate 35, the servers
looked stricken and sad as
they worked through Friday's
Tunch mesh without Chapman,
a Hillshoro resident who had
served in the nearby Abbott
Volunteer Fire Department
and was taking an EMT class

had turned 26 earlier this
maonth, and he was a week
mayfmmlahnglnsﬁmlﬂlT
EXam,
Hehadwucrhslat:mn:e
cream shop, a8 convenience
store and Wal-Mart over the
wyears, but he found a kind of
second home at the restau-
rant where he worked on and
off for six years, zaid Fatima
Creamer, general manager.

The staffis like a family, she
said, and Chapman was the

guy they all knew they could
count on in a crisis.

“If you were stranded,

you could call him at 2 in the
morning, and he'd jump in his
truck and come get you, ™ she
said.

Sharon Matthews, 32, a
manager at the restaurant
and a ciose friend, said that
on the day he died, Chapman
‘had texted her to ask off his

shift. A friend's
wehide had broken down, and
Chapman planned to drive the
friend to his home on the Texas
coast, a 12-hour round trip.

For a while, Chapman
worked days at the restaurant
and nights at Wal-Mart, and he
often slept in the restaurant
or in his Ford F-150 outside so
e wouldn't miss his shift as a
server, said Shelby McComas,
28, another friend who used
to work as a server alongside
Chapmarn.

He would interrupt his vaca-
tions to work Sunday morm-
ings because it was always the
restaurant’s busiest shift. And
he wouldn't let his friends
walk to their cars alone after
their shifts.

“For the past two years, |
have not walked out of here at
night without him with me,”
Matthews said.

A few weeks ago, McComas
finally persuaded Chapman to
let her cut his shoulder-length
hair after a year of trying: a
grown-up haircut for his new
career as an EMT, she said.

Chapman was always
wearing a Batman shirt,
hoodie or necklace, McComas
said. Batman, she said, “isa
superhero without superhero
powers. That sums up Jerry
pcr\ettygmd. He went out a

OnFrlday,Mattheusand
McComas — wea
Batman T-shirts — came to the

rﬁlaumnttnplckupastadnf

s announcing a fundraiser
fm’[ﬂ:lapman"sfanul}"lhey
spent the afternoon taping
them up on store windows all
over Hillsboro. And still, they
can’t believe he's gone.

“I keep hoping it's not true,”™
McComas said.

“That we're going to hear
from him,” Matthews added.
“It still hasn't hit yet — that
he's not coming back.”

The fundraiser will be Sat-
urday at the restaurant. But
first, his friends are going
together to get Batman tattoos.

“West welcomed him”

A fearless firefighter and
dedicated family man, Bridges,
4, wasn't always as forused as
he had been in recent years.
He bounced around a lot for
a while. He lived in Pleasant

three years ago did he settle
into a good job as a sprin-
Ker fitter at Action Fire Pros,
a commerdial fire protection
company in Waxahachie, said
Daryl Barber, his friend of 21
years and co-worker.

For Bridges, the tight-knit
commumity was also the per-
fect place to raise his 18-year-
old son, Brent; his {7-year-old
danghter, Brittamy; and his
baby bay, 2-year-old Jaimeson.
This is also where he started
his lifie with his wife, Carmen;
the couple rekindled an old

ip at the pair's 20th
Bruceville High reunion in
2000,
Twio months later, they were
married and headed to West.

Bridges loved the small-
town feel of the farming com-
mumnity, and before long,
everyone knew the gregarions,
G-foot-2-inch newcomer.

“Morris liked being recog-

nized,” Barber said. “West
welcomed him.”

Bridges joined the volunteer
fire department and found a
big source of pride in being a
ﬁlEﬁghter regularly wearing

his department badge pinned
to the center chest pocket of
his overalls.

“He wore it off the dock,”
Barber recalled. “1think
he had a sincere sense of
belonging. ™

The ever-present badge was
the source of a practical joke
at last Thursday's quarterty
staff meeting at Action Fire
Pros, when 30 or 40 of his co-
workers showed up with tiny
badges stuck to their shirts
- the kind fire departments
give to kids. When the meeting
ended, they all removed their
stickers and slapped them on
Bridges, Barber said.

“He's fun to rub, but he can
take it as well as he can dish it
out,” said Barber, who some-
times still spoke of his late
friend in the present tense.
“He always haid a smile on his
face. He was a big-hearted

Carmen Bridges described
her hushand as a kind of
cowboy, smiling as she
recalled her motorcyde-loving
husband with clean-cut hair,
starched Wranglers and occa-
sionally a lip full of Copen-
hagen tobacco.

Carmen Bridges remem-
bered the last time she saw her
hushand: They were playing
with the baby outside their
house — which she has not
been allowed to see since the
blast — when Bridges got a call
about the fire at the fertilizer
plant.
Bridges gave his baby one
last twirl, kizsed him and =aid,
“Daddy loves youw. I'll be right
badk.”

“That's the last time we saw
him,” she said.

As she stood Friday in front
of the West Commumnity Center
with her squirmy 2-year-old on
her hip, Bridges’ wife squinted
in the sun and explained that
every time a man in a red shirt
walks by or a motorcycle revs
up nearby, their son says,
“Daddy, Daddy.” .

“He knows something's
wrong but doesn't kmow
what,” she said.

She already knows what
she'll tell Jaimeson about his
father.

“His dad was a hero. He died

a hero,” she =aid. “He didn"t
think twice abont running in.™

Contact Dave Hammmon at 445
3645, Contact Tim Eaton at £45-
3631 Additional material from
staiMwriter Tony Plohetsid.

4/20/2013 9:06 AM



20f3

Al4 | SATURDAY, APRIL 20, 2013

SPECIAL REPORT: EXPLOSION INWEST

INSURANCE

http://digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/ODE/AustinAmericanStatesman/PrintPagesView.htm

AUSTIN AMERICAN-STATESMAN | REAL AUSTIN. REAL NEWS.

Too early for West damage estimate

By Gary Dinges
gringessatesman.com

Just hours after a blast lev-
eled homes and businesses
in West, insurance adjusters
were already delivering checks
to hundreds of affected resi-
dents, an industry spokesman

other industry officials said it's
too early to estimate a dollar
figure on the damage done by
the blast at a fertilizer facility.

The “alternative living
expenses” checks that insur-
ance companies are already
delivering are meant to cover
costs assoriated with finding
temporary housing and trans-
portation, as well as food and
clothing, Hanna said.

“This is a catastrophic situ-
ation where you literally had
homes disappear,” he said.
“Many people may only have
the clothes on their backs.™

Hanna said most home-
owmer policies provide for
alternative living expenses,
as well as reimbursement for
actual damage, for a variety
of catastrophes — even somse-

thaTexas Dapartmeant of

“Every policy is going to be
different, varying from person
to person and company to
company,” zaid Bill Melander,
aspokesman for Allstate’s

some cases, Hanna and other
industry officials said it"s too
5000 to estimate total damage.
“It may be a small com-
munity,” Hanna said, “but
the insurance companies are
trﬂatirgﬂ:lisusu major catas-

Alluiﬂieslabes mmrmmr

across the nation to help pro-
cess claims from residents,
Hanna said.

While state and federal

A.dugsltsmlﬁua]runﬂlemﬂpmufam InWest, where the
slding has been mefted away by a fire from the house next door. The
fire followed the explosion of a fertlizer plant Wednesday night.

OO COMT AL EX S BMERSCH M- STATESMAN

damage, the explosion is
believed to have killed more
than a dozen people, injured
nearly 200 more and damaged
or destroyed as many as 100
homes in West, a small town
120 miles north of Austin with
fewer than 3,000 residents.

With recovery efforts still
under way, officials with sev-
eral insurance companies said
few claims have been received
so far

“It’s ton early to know the
extent of the damages, with
the impacted area being
closed by anthorities and
search/rescue efforts taking
precedence at this time, " State
Farm spokeswoman Patti Kelly
said. “State Farm claims asso-
ciates are in the area, where

, assessing the
lmpacta‘rlictlstmn.eeds.
We will continue to wait for
access and are available for
customers who need us.™

Friday, State Farm had set
up a temporary claims center
at a local car dealership, Kelly
said.

Melander said Allstate has
sent in specialized adjusters
who are “trained to handle
a wide variety of situations,
such as explosions, tornadoes
and things like that.”

“This is definitely a unique
situation, but it" sr.herypeuf
situation we train for,” he said.
“The cause of this event is very
different, very unexpected,
but you have to deal with it
just like you'd deal with amy

several customers in the West
area but hadn’t received amy
claims as of Friday after-
niomn, spokeswoman Elizabeth
Spelzer said.

“Safety is our top concern
actively reaching out to our
members to make sure they
are OK," she said. “Thankfully,
we've been able to make con-
tact with most — if not all —of
them.”

Contact Gary Dinges at 912- 5967,
Twitter: @gdinges

This asnal pnnmgmpn ENOWS TN FEMaINS 0T the West Fertimzer co.plmttnatwasuesuqreu qran euplnslmwaunesna;rrlglth uamageu emerg,mquespmse Venicie Isvisioi In
the bottom left. The plant was bullt in 1960, The town of West ‘grew up and around that fertiizer plant; sald Gary Payne of Brazos Feed and Supply. TONY CUTERRES /& SSOCATED PRESS

WEST FERTILIZER CO.

Fertilizer plant, owner
longtime fixtures in West

By Jeramy Schwartz
|sChwartzstatesman.com

For halfa century, West Fer-
tilizer Co. has been a fixture
in the town of West, a place
where generations of area
farmers have gotten custom
mixes of nitrate, potash and

to feed their fields
and keep their hay pastures
Ereen.

Similar to scores of other
small- to medium-sized fertil-
izer blenders and distribotors
across the state, it has played
a vital role in the farming life
of a wide swath of McLennan

Coumty.

Before the plant exploded
‘Wednesday evening shortly
after closing time, 13
employees worked there.
They produced about 5,000
tons of fertilizer a year for
local farmers, often custom
blended for specific soil types
and times of year, according to
state records.

“There's no guestion that
business has done a lot for
that town,” said Gary Payne,
owmer of Brazos Feed and
Supply in nearby Waco, who
first shopped at the plant in
the 1980= when he worked as a
hay baler. “In agriculture, you
ot to have fertilizer, and that
was the backbone of that area.
In small rural places like that,
that's what it's like.”

Sm‘ulu.rlyprmnmtmthe
company's owner, West patri-

‘The man has
honesty and
integrity.’

Len Martin, West resident, talking

about 'West Fertlizer Co. owner
Donald Adair, 83

arch Donald Adair, 83, whose
iamilyalsamsmad;anent
grain and farming business.
Adair, who bought the fertil-
imer phntlﬁsl.hmadecaﬂe
ago, was borm and raised in
West, where several of his chil-
dren still live.

“The man is devastated by
what's happened,” said West
resident Len Martin, who
attends the West Church of
Christ, where Adair has long
served as an elder. “This is just
avery hard thing. There are
no absohite answers, no easy
words to make it go away.”

Adair was attending Bible
study when fire broke out at
his plant Wednesday eve-
ming, to the Church
of Christ’s official organ, the
Christian Chronicle.

Martin said Adair is a deeply
faithful man who had earned a
strong reputation in town.

“l have not heard of anyone
in the commumnity who didn't
have respect for the man,”
Martin said. “The man has
honesty and integrity.”

Adair could not be reached
for comment, but by Friday
aftermoon he had hired a

Dallas public relations repre-
sentative and released a state-
ment.

“As a lifelong resident, my
heart is broken with grief for
the tragic losses to 50 mamy
families in cur community,”™
Adair wrote. “My family and [
can’t express encugh our deep
appreciation for the loving
service and selfless sacrifice
from within and around our
community responding to the
urgent needs of those affected.
1 am proud to be associated
with West Church of Christ,
which has opened its doors to
the State of Texas to provide
grief counseling services. My
iamﬂ:ranﬂlwﬂlmrtmem

West Fertilizer began as
Texas Grain and was founded
in 1958 by the Plasek family,
according to court documents
in a civil case brought by Adair
apainst the Monsanto Co. in
2007. In 1960, the fledgling
company “built a small fertil-
izer blend plant for farmers
in the area and started selling
fertilizer and grain storage
services for other farmers
in Texas,” according to the
records.

“The towmn grew up and
around that fertilizer plant,”
Payne said. “It's a staple.
That's how agriculture works.”

‘Contact leramy Schwartz at 912-
2942,

FERTILIZER INDUSTRY

Trade group fought EPA’s
rules for blending facilities

By Jeremy Schwartz
|schwiartz ghstatesman com

A national trade group
that represents fertilizer sup-
pliers recently sought to con-
vince federal lawmakers that
—such as West Fertilizer Co. —
should be excluded from rules
requiring them to cooperate in
the development of emergency
plans and to publidy reveal
their chemical inventories.

The Agricultural Retailers
Association said in its 2012 con-
gressional lobbying report that
it seeks to “work with the EPA
to clarify their new Emergency
Planning and Community Right-
to-Know Act interpretation of
fertilizer retailer to exclude
facilities I.hm bilend FErtiImm'

and lumping blenders in with
manufacturers represents a
regulatory burden for small
businesses. It's mot clear what
caused Wednesday's explo-
sion at the West plant, which
occmrred after business hours.
Doring a Environ-
ment & Public Works Com-
mittee meeting last year, Sen.
James Inhofe, B-DK, dedared
that “if EPA continues down
this road they will be imposing

However, it's not just the
"MaﬁFﬂ'l:lheruplmmnﬂlat
shows the potential dangers

inside blending facilities. In
20049, a fire at the El Dorado
Chemical Co. in Bryan, wiich
also stores and blends fartil-
izer, caused the first manda-
tory evacuation in the city’s
history and injured dozens.
_ According to the Sun-

light Foundation, which first
repm'bed thelnbllﬂngeﬂ'm
the Agricultural Retailers Asso-
ciation has spent $2.9 million

rules and continues to require
enhanced reporting from fertil-
izer blenders.
West Fertilizer, which
the assoriation says isnota
member of the group, has been
fmed for lax compliance with
similar planning requirements.
The Environmental Protec-
tion Agency fined the plant
£2_300 in 2006 after nspa:ims

And the company s most
recent risk management plan,
filed in 2011, drastically under-
estimated a “worst case” ind-
dent at the plant, stating that
it would be a 10-minute leak of
anhydrous ammonia, not the
catastrophic explosion that
occmmed night, for
which the death toll — reported
to be at least 14 as of Friday eve-
ming — is still not certain.

Contact Jeremy Schwartz at 912-
2042,

4/20/2013 9:06 AM
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unaccounted for, but the
town’s mayor and a top county
official said in a Friday evening
news conference that authori-
ties expected to find most of
those people in coming days
at hospitals, motels and the
homes of relatives and friends.

The number of missing
“is a little deceiving, ™ Mayor
Tommy Muska said. “We have
a lot of displaced people.”

Federal, state and local
authorities continued an
investigation into what led to
the massive explosion at the
‘West Fertilizer Co. Also Friday,
Donald Adair, the owner of
the company, released a state-
ment expressing sympathy to
the families of those who died
and who lost their homes and
other property in the blast.

“This tragedy will continue
to huort deeply for generations
to come,” the statement said.

Officials have said that on
‘Wednesday, about five wolun-
teer firefighters responded
toa blaze at the plant at 7-29
p-m. and immediately began
evacuating the area. About 20
minutes later, an explosion
sent flames and a huge cloud
into the air, destroying nearby
homes and buildings.

Cornmyn, in a news oconfer-
ence, said he was provided
with the number of unac-
counted-for residents from
the state deputy fire marshal
and Texas Task Force mem-
bers who are helping with
search-and-rescue missions.
He later told a smaller group of
reporters, “1 would take (that
number) with a grain of can-
tiom.

“We need to find out that
they are safe and still alive,”
Cormyn said.

Bettye Tucker, the owner
of West Terrace Apartments,
badly damaged in the blast,
=aid Friday moming that sev-
eral residents were still not
accounted fior at the 22-umit
apartment complex. They
included a woman who she
estimates is about 65 years old
and a man who is about 50
Tucker zaid her family knows
one of the emergency workers
searching for victims and
“he said I'll call you as soon
as | know something, and he
hasn't called.”

The five-block blast zone
was still off-limits to residents
and reporters on Friday. Offi-
cials zaid it's possible that
some residents might be able
to begin returning home as
early as Saturday.
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Volunteers unload donated goods at the WestFest grounds Friday for residents In need. PHOTOS BY BON T.ENMIS/ FORT'WOR

GEt COMmpilete COVErags of
theWest plant explosion,
ncluding photos, videos and
Infommation on how you canhelp,
at statesman.com.

Five volunteer firefighters
from the 33-member West
Fire Department were killed
in Wednesday's blast, said
Stewe Vanek, the town's mayor
pro tem and a member of the
department. Additionally, four
local paramedics died, Muska
said

“It"s tough,” Vanek said. “All
these guys we have knowm all
of our lives.”

Asked Friday how it became
apparent that the department
had lost firefighters, Vanek
said, “Common sense. If you
would have seen it, you would
have known.”

The department lost three
of its five fire vehicles and was

working with the Texas Mumnic-
ipal League, which insures the
property, to replace them.

Texas Gov. Rick Perry, who
spent Friday in the town, said
the state would send fire-
fighters from across Texas to
West to provide fire protection
and to relieve exhawsting and
grieving members of the Fire
Department.

Perry declared a state of
emergency in McLennan
County on Thorsday, sending
state emeTgency responders
to help, and asked for a federal
emergency declaration to help
bring assistance to the victims.

On Friday might, President
Barack Obama issned that dec-
laration, authorizing the Fed-
eral Emergency Management
Agency to coordinate disaster
relief efforts.

Texas Rep. Charles “Dioc”
Anderson, a Republican
whose district includes

TH STAR-TELECRRM

Sens. John
Cormym (et}
and Ted Cne
sald they

will hoid ofr
on taking
SLEpS T More
closely regu-
late potential-
Iy dangerous
chemicals,
such as those
usad In far-
tillzer plants,
untl areer an
Investigation.

mast of McLennan County,
told the American-Statesman
that the remains of some vic-
tims were taken to a state
mobile morgue and that DNA
testing is necessary to identfy
them. He did not knoer where
such testing would be done.

Members of a county
disaster emergency prepared-
ness team are working to help
notify relatives of the victims,
he said.

Difficials have said that the
explosion destroyed 50 homes
and an apartment building
and damaged a middle school
and a nursing home in the
town of fewer than 3,000,
which is about 120 miles north
of Austin.

Perry described the scene as
“absolute devastation.”

“It's poing to be a long
recovery for this community, ™
he added.

Several large insurers,

including Texas Farm Bureau
and Allstate, set up mobile
claim processing centers
throughout the town.

Bobby Hurst, 72, who lives
within the blast zone, said he
rushed ont of his home after
the explosion amid fears of a
second blast. He hasn't been
badk.

“I've been ready,” he said.
He said he wanis to meet with
insurance adjusters, but “we
can't do anything until we get
in there and see about it.”

Hurst said he knows that the
damage will include blown-out
windows and doors.

During an afternoon news
conference at the town's auc-
tion barn, reporters ques-
tioned Cornyn and U.5. Sen.
Ted Cruz, R-Texas, about
whether they would begin to
take steps to more closely reg-
ulate potentially dangerous
chemicals, such as those used
in fertilizer plans.

“Right now, (authorities) are
investigating all ofit,” Cornyn
said. “We will wait for their
recommenidations. "

Cruz added, “I think we
need to allow time for a
careful investigation. It would
be a mistake to rosh toa con-
clusion before all the facts are
assembled.”

The senators also took the
opportunity to tell the nation
about how residents of the
state were providing aid.

Cruz =aid he had talked
to one victim, whose home
was damaged, about how
she struggled to accept the
outpouring of support. She
helped the victims of the Sep-
tember 2011 Bastrop wildfire.

“She said, ‘I'm used to
helping others, and now
everyone is here helping us,"”
Cruz =said.

Gov. Rick Perry (center) spent Friday inWest and sald help would come Trom 3Cross the State. RODOUFD COMIALET S AUSTIN AMERCAN-STATESMAN
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