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Guest Commentary

Va. Tech lessons seen in DSU response

By Marty Ficke

The lessons learned from Vir.
ginta Tech shootings were put inko
action oo the Delaware State Uni-
vessity campus in the early hours
of Friclay:

As police responded to a dou-
ble shooting near a campaus build:
ing at [D5L] and struggled with how
to notify students of the safety
cancerns, it was difficult to ignore
piarallels to the April 16 killings in
Blackshuirg, Vo

- There's no denying that Virginia
Tech University officials made mis-
takes, The patel cormnissioned
By Virginia Gow. Tim Kaine made

that much clear i a comprehen-

sive report released late lask month
that evaluated each slase of the
University's acticns before, during
artd after the: shootie.

The report incited a new flurry
of activity in the blame game that
began in the davs following the
shootings. Many eriticized the [ail-
wre by Virginia Teeh administra-
tors fo address warning signs that
gunman Seung-Hul Cho suffered
fromn severe memal disturbances,
Cthers focused their attacks more
marrowly an University President
Chartes Steger by calling for his
TesIgnation.

A need to place Blame for such
atradedy is only natural. Yet to re-
ally move forward swith improving
seécuny and making owr cam-
puses safer, the answers won't
be found by pointing the finger
at a single person of identifying
the flaws in Virginia's privacy and
mental health laws. [nstead, our
focus shoukd be on correcting the
fundamental groblems with cam-
PUS security.

At a law enforcement summit
held in the wake of the Virginia

“In order to protect the safety of students during
campus shootings and the well-being of the

public

during an emergency situation,

lasw

enforcemnent officials must be able to act quickly

and decisively.”

— Marty Ficke

Tech shootings, Mew York officials
at the local, state and federal levels
gathered to discuss what university
cificlals had — and perhaps miore
irnportantty, had not done — after
Chu began his killing spree at West
Ambler Johnsion residence hall,
One of the clear messages
thal emerged from this meeting
was that the Virginia Tech and
Blacksburg police  departments
misiudged the initial shootings i
which Cho killed bwo victims by
treating it as a routine police mat-
ter rather than & pubslic emergency.
Officers at the scene believed that
te: erime was cormrnitted by a sin-
ole shooter who had left campus
o ca?nciusion that proved to be
tragicalfy wrong.
m%j-]nﬁtver, la%v enforcement of
frers also had their hands bed:
neither the Virginia Tech police
nior the Blacksburg police had the
unilateral suthorily necessary to
order campus closures and block
off classroorn buildings, They were
alse unable b send out a warning
ber the shadent body after the fiest
set of shootings, Tnstead, Virginia
Tech's emergency managernent
procedure dictated that the police
could oply make recomimenda-
tions to a cornmittes of urmversty
officials who had the final call. In
this case, the uldmate decision not
to ert on the side of cautign and
send an emergency alert o st-
denks was a faiiure thal likely made

Cho's subsequent classroom ram-

e even deadlier.

The police's inability 1o blast
ot art e-mail to a campus listsery,
past an announcement on the Vir-
ginia Tech Web site or prevent stu-

ents from entering a classroom is
likeby attributable to nuthin%more
than a hureaucratic oversight. But
it is an important ane that is often
overlooked by universities acnoss
the eountry. Virginia Tech’s police
chief was nol directly represented
on any of the university’s campus
safety commmittess and dil not
have an active rolein developing
its emergency management plans
— an aoversight that made the
emergency nofification  process
unnecessatily complicated,

This is just one example of the
kind of multFaversd, eotnplex
bureaucracy that reflects the. mis-
guided approach mhany universi-
ties have taken o campus safaby.
Security officials have become
hogged down in attempts to follow
chains of command and adhete to
CVET-PICSEnt PIvAry CONCENNS toa
pent that student safety, carmpus
security and commen-sense. law
cnforcement procedures are ig-
nored. As a result, their ability 1o
respond to erncrgencies in a tinely
and effective manner has suffered
— ultimately making campuses
and students more vulnerable.

Since 911, law enforcement
officers in Mow York City have

been trained to be on guard in
proparation for a tereorst - attack
at all times. Officers treat every
ernergency situation as a potential
attack, capable of mass causali-
tims and chaos. Public safety takes
precedent even when facts are
bluiry — rneaning that an isolated
rogue shooter-is freated just as se-
riously as a report of & bomb,

In grder to protect the safety of
students during campus shootings
and the well-being of the public
during an emergency  situation,
Iy enforcement officials must be
able to act quickly and decisively.
Schools would be much better
positioncd  to deal with  emer-
dencies if they trained afficers 1o
anticipate 1he worst rather than
underestimate the seriousness of
a situation. Emergency manage-
ment plans shoukd facilitate — not
hinder — ihis ability. The planning
process is useless if it does not
involve the lw enforcement offi-
clals who are clarged with mak-
ing critical decisions in the face of
att Emergenw

While it is still too early to
fully cvaluate Delaware State's re-
sponse, the preventive approach
it appears o have taken is a solid
sign Lhat campuses have become
mote willing to dive law enfarce-
micnt officials the power they need
to act and help prevent a repeat of
Virginia Tech.
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