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CAMP RED CLOUD – A group of Army wives jog out onto a soccer field to load onto an awaiting CH-47 Chinook helicopter. Once boarded, they are virtually bouncing in their seats, straining their necks to catch a glimpse out of the windows as the ground falls away from them after lift off. Their eyes sparkle with excitement as they exchange smiles and laughter.

If it were the “real thing” they probably wouldn’t be so excited. If it were the “real thing” it would mean that an emergency had occurred, whether it was due to severe weather or a rise in tensions between North and South Korea. 


These 10 women were volunteer evacuees for the Noncombatant Evacuation Operations Exercise at Camp Red Cloud March 27. They were a part of the nearly 100 non-combatants from the peninsula who evacuated to a safe haven in Japan. Although this was an actual exercise for the U.S. Forces Korea, Courageous Channel, for these volunteers it was viewed as a learning vacation.


For the 12,000 plus who reported to their local Emergency Evacuation Centers, Courageous Channel helped to ensure that all paperwork necessary for evacuation was in order. For the few volunteers who evacuated, it was a lesson in what would actually happen, from start to finish.


According to Sgt. 1st Class Micheal Robinson, U.S. Army Garrison – CRC NEO coordinator, this exercise ensures family members that they will be well taken care of in an emergency situation.


“They will know exactly what to expect and what to do in the case of an evacuation,” said Robinson. “This exercise helps to close loopholes so that everything would run smoothly.”

  
Running through the exercise also helped reassure the non-combatants that the NEO wardens and coordinators are well trained and could handle any emergency situation.

  
“I felt that the NEO exercise was very important because going through the process will let them know what their strengths and weaknesses are,” said Julie Clayberger, who was one of the volunteers evacuated to Japan. “They need to be able to practice so that the process is in place in case something were to happen.”  


The volunteers, representing all Areas on the peninsula, used various modes of transportation, including helicopters, planes, trains and buses, to move southward to a rendezvous point before relocating to a safe haven. During an actual non-combatant evacuation, the safe haven would be temporary until evacuees could be repatriated to the United States.


Ideally, if an emergency arose, families would have prior warning and would have the opportunity to leave the peninsula before an official evacuation began, said Lt. Col. Maria Lopez, Joint Task Force NEO officer in charge.


“Hopefully families would be squared away with all their paperwork and could leave before the State Department or embassy declared an emergency,” she said.


For this particular exercise, the safe haven was Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni, Japan. 


After a day filled with traveling, Marine Col. D.T. Darrah, Iwakuni station commander, welcomed the volunteers as they arrived at the base and explained the stations they needed to process through upon their arrival. 


“We have the capability to process 1500 people per day at this facility,” said Darrah,“but we take care of them as if they were our own family.”

  
Marine Capt. Mark Allen, station adjutant, was in charge of seeing to all of the evacuees needs while at Iwakuni. He coordinated transportation, meals and lodging in addition to handling the individual needs of the evacuees who were staying at the station gym. 


“This was good training for the people working at the in-processing center,” said Allen. “Although we practice setting up the facility ever year, this was the first time we have ever brought people in.”


He expressed confidence in being able to handle the arrival of evacuees. “I’m sure that we could accomplish this mission if it was to actually happen,” he said. 

  
For evacuees like Doris Pickerd, whose husband is stationed at Camp Humphreys, this exercise helped bring a peace of mind for potential emergency situations.


“This was the first NEO exercise in which I’ve participated.” said Pickerd. “I’m really glad that I got to practice this. In the case of the real thing, I would know exactly what we had to do.”
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