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Figure 4 - Path of April 28th Tornado Figure 5 - Storm Damage - Freedom Plaza 

On Tuesday, April 29th, seven damage assessment teams were assembled and dispatched to 

the Godwin Operations Center for deployment into the affected neighborhoods. The damage 

assessment teams moved through the affected areas with the GPS enabled mapping software 

displaying their current location. 

When entry of a damage assessment case was necessary, the parcel account number is 

identified using the map, moved into the Accela Wireless product and the assessment case 

details populated. By associating the damage case directly with the affected parcel, a discrete 

location depicting the damage can be created on the map. 

As part of the creation of a damage case, teams were required to identify not only the parcel, 

but the type of structure (residential, commercial) the level of damage (destroyed, major, minor, 

affected) and an estimated dollar value of the damage. The GIS staff in the Emergency 

Operations Center (EOC) periodically (every hour from 10:00 a.m. – 6:30 p.m.) polled the 

Accela database for damage assessment cases. The records contained in the database were 

exported into Microsoft Access for geocoding and data analysis. 

This estimated dollar value was the number that was provided to the Virginia Department of 

Emergency Management (VDEM), the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and 

the local and national news services throughout the day. 
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The initial damage assessment sweep through the impacted neighborhoods was completed by 

6.00 pm that evening. A summary report generated by the Toolkit detailed nearly 500 structures 

damage suffering nearly $30 million in loss. A breakdown of the total estimates is shown in the 

table below. 

 

Figure 6 - Summary of Tornado Damage 

Using the geographic location for each of the damage cases allowed the city to develop 

graphics depicting the concentration of damage within the affected neighborhoods. 

 
Figure 7 - Map of Damage Case Locations along Storm Path – 6:30pm 
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Effectiveness and Next Steps 

The Toolkit proved to be a highly effective method for inputting the damage assessment 

information while in the field. By eliminating the need for retyping field notes, the city was able to 

provide VDEM and FEMA with the information required for the Individual Assistance (IA) 

reporting within 30 hours of the storm touching down. By integrating the damage reporting and 

the summary calculations into a single resource, the city was able to assure that the data being 

released was the most current. 

The rapid availability of accurate damage location information was also critical in responding to 

home owner inquiries regarding the condition of their property. Suffolk has a large military 

population and many persons serving overseas called the EOC inquiring about their property. 

The GIS staff was able to quickly query the damage records for each address to provide 

accurate information to people serving in the armed forces. 

As the city moves forward with the Toolkit, we will continue to drill using the technology and 

procedures. The GIS staff is planning to upgrade the equipment being deployed with computers 

with onboard GPS receivers and built in wireless modems. City staff is continuing to refine 

procedures to include the identification of condemned structures using a common definition able 

to be tracked within the Toolkit. 

The Map Assisted Damage Assessment Toolkit has proven to be a very successful deployment 

of mobile mapping technology integrated with back office permitting applications to support a 

very specific emergency operations requirement. The ability to leverage up to date location 

information eliminated data coding errors, the need for rekeying and data cleansing prior to 

analysis. 

The Toolkit facilitated the maintenance of situation awareness of the severity and location of 

damage caused by the storm, enabling the Incident Management staff to respond in a 

meaningful and well-thought manner. 
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