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This December, West Virginians and Ohioans are reminded of one disaster that no one could have
predicted. This month marks the 50th anniversary of the Silver Bridge Collapse, which sparked mass
public attention and major concerns for bridge safety across the country. More than that, it took
many American lives in the blink of an eye, and those that were spared and witnessed the event will
forever be haunted by what they experienced that day.
On that Dec. 15 in 1967, around 5 p.m., the Silver Bridge was full of rush-hour traﬃc that flowed
between Point Pleasant, West Virginia, and Gallipolis, Ohio. Many were probably expecting to drive
across that bridge like they had done so many times before, perhaps with work still on their minds or
pondering what to fix for dinner that night. Yet, something happened that no one expected. The
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bridge's infrastructure gave out; the innovative eyebar-link suspension of the time had failed. In less
than a minute, witnesses said the bridge crumbled and sank into the Ohio River, taking 37 vehicles
and the lives of 46 people with it.
In some cases, accidents cannot be prevented. The National Transportation Safety Board
determined that the cause of the collapse could not be seen during an inspection. The only way to
have predicted this malfunction would have been to disassemble the exact eyebar joint that had
separated.
When accidents cannot be prevented, it is important to be prepared. Preparedness means planning
to alleviate distress before a danger occurs. In the instance of the Silver Bridge, there were more
than emergency response teams who reacted to the collapse. There were also regular citizens,
bystanders, who weren't expecting the collapse, but who jumped into action once the bridge fell.
These citizens were the first on scene, and their action led to 21 people making it out of the water
alive that day.
While those actions are incredibly heroic, what ways could those individuals have been better
prepared for such a disaster? Did anyone have a blanket in their car to keep these people warm and
comfort them until EMS came on the scene? Were personal plans in place for dealing with an
unexpected disaster? In a time without cellphones, how was the collapse reported to emergency
response crews? Was traﬃc being cleared for emergency personnel en route? Had the correct city,
county, and state oﬃcials been alerted of the disaster?
These events give us an opportunity to reflect if we have a plan in place in the event of a disaster,
large or small. How many families have an established plan in the instance that they cannot reach
each other? How would you have helped if you were there that day, watching the bridge crumble
before your eyes? Are our vehicles and persons properly equipped should we encounter an
emergency? Asking these types of questions and implementing a plan will make all the diﬀerence
when an emergency occurs.
Beyond the civilian response, though, we must make sure that we have an action plan in place for
our communities. An emergency response plan should involve various entities beyond emergency
responders. Local oﬃcials, city planners, hospitals and other decision makers should be included in
planning, preparation, communication and mock scenarios. The more individuals involved in
emergency preparedness, the better prepared we all become in these situations.
Life is unpredictable in many ways, but that does not mean preparation cannot be accomplished.
Accidents and disasters occur on small and large scales. Both require more than quick thinking and
sporadic action. The way an emergency is handled can make all the diﬀerence, and just like the case
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with the Silver Bridge, regular citizens may be put in situations to act on behalf of those in need.
It is important for local businesses, organizations, and individuals to get to know their emergency
response players and have conversations about developing emergency plans, before the
unexpected happens. After all, the impossible happens all the time, and ignoring that fact does not
make the possibility, or even the reality, of a disaster or emergency any easier to bear. It may not
always be possible to prevent, but it is possible to prepare. Let us remember that, as we remember
those who were saved and lost on that dreary day on the Ohio River.
Jeﬀery Harvey is owner of JH Consulting LLC of Buckhannon, W.Va., and is a certified emergency
manager through the International Association of Emergency Managers.
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