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Col one1 Joe Mi 1 ner, Director 
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About 7:34 a.m., central daylight time, on Thursday, September 21, 1989, 
a westbound school bus with 81 students operated by the Mission Consolidated 
Independent School District, Mission, Texas, and a northbound delivery truck 
operated by the Valley Coca-Cola Bottling Company, McAllen, Texas, collided 
at Bryan Road and Farm-to-Market Road Number 676 (FM 676) in Alton, Texas. 
Nineteen students died at the accident scene, and two died later in the 
hospital. The 21 fatalities were the result of drowning or complications 
related to the submersion. Furthermore, 3 students sustained serious 
injuries, 46 others sustained minor injuries, and 11 students were not 
injured. 

The City of Alton had a five member police department, comprised of an 
acting chief (a lieutenant), a sergeant, and three officers. Officers 
received basic law enforcement training through the Hidalgo County Sheriff's 
Academ,y. The lieutenant stated that the Alton police department did not have 
written guidelines or policies regarding police operations. He indicated 
that they operate by the chain of command and standard operating procedures. 
If they have a major incident, the Hidalgo County Sheriff's office would be 
contacted to provide appropriate assistance. 

As the various police and rescue units arrived on the scene, they 
initially functioned independently of each other in a reasonably efficient 

'For m o r e  d e t a i l e d  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  r e a d  H i g h u a y  A c c i d e n t  R e p ~ r t - - ' ~ C o l l i s i o n  
b e t v e e n  H i s s i o n  C o n s o l i d a t e d  I n d e p e n d e n t  S c h o o l  D i s t r i c t  S c h o o l  B u s  a n d  
V a l l e y  C o c a - C o l a  B o t t t i n g  C o m p a n y ,  I n c . ,  T r a c t o r - S e m i t r a i l e r ,  I n t e r s e c t i o n  o f  
B r y a n  R o a d  a n d  T e x a s  F a r m - t o - M a r k e t  R o a d  N u m b e r  676, in A l t o n ,  T e x a s ,  
S e p t e m b e r  21, 1989" ( N T S B / H A R - 9 0 / 0 2 ) .  
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manner, r a t h e r  t h a n  i n  a t y p i c a l  on-scene i n c i d e n t  command s i t u a t i o n . '  The 
i n i t i a l  l a c k  o f  c o o r d i n a t i o n  between p o l i c e  and rescue  u n i t s  may have 
c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  e a r l y  problems w i t h  crowd and t r a f f i c  c o n t r o l .  

F i r s t ,  A l t o n  does n o t  have an o f f i c e  o f  emergency p l a n n i n g ;  however, 
H i d a l g o  County has an O f f i c e  o f  Emergency Management, s t a f f e d  by t h e  c o u n t y  
c o o r d i n a t o r  and a s e c r e t a r y .  The c o o r d i n a t o r  had se rved  i n  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  
s i n c e  1985. He p r i m a r i l y  served as t h e  s u p e r i n t e n d e n t  o f  b u i l d i n g s  and 
grounds and c o l l a t e r a l l y  as t h e  emergency management c o o r d i n a t o r .  The 
c o o r d i n a t o r  p r o v i d e d  t h e  S a f e t y  Board w i t h  a copy o f  an "Emergency O p e r a t i o n s  
P lan "  deve loped i n  1975. The S a f e t y  Board a l s o  o b t a i n e d  a copy o f  t h e  1985 
"Emergency O p e r a t i o n s  P1 an" developed i n  accordance w i t h  t h e  Texas Department 
o f  P u b l i c  S a f e t y  D i v i s i o n  o f  Emergency Management (DPSDEM) and Federa l  
Emergency Management Agency requ i remen ts .  A l though  t h e  l a t t e r  p l a n  
i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  i t  was approved by  t h e  H i d a l g o  County Commissioners' Cour t  on 
August 12, 1985, i t  had neve r  been s u b m i t t e d  t o  t h e  c o u r t  o r  t o  t h e  Texas 
DPSDEM i n  accordance w i t h  S t a t e  requ i remen ts .  

Second, A l t o n  does no t  have an emergency o p e r a t i o n s  p l a n  as r e q u i r e d  by  
t h e  S t a t e  o f  Texas D i s a s t e r  Ac t  o f  1975. A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  i t  does n o t  have a 
s p e c i f i c  emergency o p e r a t i o n s  p l a n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  mass c a s u a l t i e s .  The S t a t e  
of Texas DPSDEM has a p p a r e n t l y  n o t  g iver ]  s m a l l e r  l o c a l i t i e s  a h i g h  p r i o r i t y  
i n  see ing  t h a t  t h e y  e s t a b l i s h  emergency o p e r a t i o n  p l a n s  r e q u i r e d  by  t h e  Texas 
D i s a s t e r  A c t  o f  1975. The Texas DPSDEM a l s o  does n o t  have a s p e c i f i c  
emergency o p e r a t i o n  p l a n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  m a s s  c a s u a l t y  a c c i d e n t s .  l h e  S a f e t y  
Board b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  Texas DPSOEM shou ld  ensure  t h a t  a l l  l o c a l i t i e s  and 
c o u n t i e s  a r e  i n  compl iance w i t h  t h e  Texas D i s a s t e r  Ac t  o f  1975. I f  n o t ,  t h e  
Texas DPSDEM s h o u l d  p r o v i d e  a s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  p r e p a r a t i o n  o r  update  o f  
a p p r o p r i a t e  p l a n s .  A l s o  t h e  S t a t e  o f  Texas DPSDEM shou ld  deve lop  a s t a t e w i d e  
p l a n  t o  p r o v i d e  a s s i s t a n c e  f o r  mass c a s u a l t i e s .  

There fo re ,  t h e  N a t i o n a l  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  S a f e t y  Board recommends t h a t  t h e  
Texas Department o f  P u b l i c  S a f e t y :  

Examine t h e  s t a t u s  o f  emergency management response p l a n s  
s t a t e w i d e  and work  i n  c o o r d i n a t i o n  w i t h  and p r o v i d e  
gu idance t o  c o u n t y  and l o c a l  governments i n  comp ly ing  
w i t h  the Department o f  P u b l i c  S a f e t y  D i v i s i o n  o f  
E m e r g e n c y  M a n a g e m e n t  emergency  r e s p o n s e  p l a n s  
r e q u i r e m e n t s .  (C lass  11, P r i o r i t y  A c t i o n )  (H-90-79) 

E v a l u a t e  i n  c o o p e r a t i o n  w i t h  H i d a l g o  County i t s  
comp l iance  w i t h  t h e  Texas D i s a s t e r  A c t  o f  1975. (C lass  
11, P r i o r i t y  A c t i o n )  (H-90-80) 

'In t h i s  s y s t e m  t h e  i n c i d e n t  c o m m a n d e r  d i v i d e s  d u t i e s  i n t o  d i s t i n c t ,  
m a n a g e a b l e  a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  d e s i g n a t e s  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  of t h o s e  a c t i v i t i e s  t o  a 
q u a l i f i e d  o f f i c e r  o r  o t h e r  p e r s o n .  T h e  i n c i d e n t  c o m m a n d e r  t h e n  o b t a i n s  
n e e d e d  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  d i r e c t s  a c t i o n s  t o  b e  i m p l e m e n t e d  t h r o u g h  h i s  
a p p o i n t e d  p e r s o n n e l .  
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Also, the Safety Board issued Safety Recommendations H-90-74 through -78 
and reiterated H-89-5 to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration; 
H-90-81 to the Texas Education Agency; H-90-82 through -83 to the Hidalgo 
County; H-90-84 through -85 to the City of Alton; H-90-86 to the Mission 
Consolidated Independent School District; H-90-87 to the Coca-Cola 
Enterprises, Inc.; H-90-88 through -89 to the Valley Coca-Cola Bottling Co., 
Inc.; and H-90-90 to the National Association o f  State Directors of Pupil 
Transportation Services. 

The National Transportation Safet.y Board is an independent Federal 
agency with the statutory responsibility "to promote transportation safety 
by conducting independent accident investigations and by formulating safety 
improvement recommendations" (Public Law 93-633)" The Safety Board is 
vitally interested in any action taken as a result of its safety 
recommendations. Therefore, it would appreciate a response from you 
regarding action taken or Contemplated with respect to the recommendations in 
this letter. Please refer to Safety Recommendations H-90-79 through -80 in 
your reply. 

KQLSTAD, Chairman, COVGHLIN, Vice Chairman, and LAUBER and BURNETT, 
Members, concurred in these recommendations. r 

By: James L. Kolstad 
Ch a i rman 


