Disaster Preparedness

By Eileen O’Brien, Catholic Volunteer Network Board Member

Hurricane Katrina got our attention like no other disaster.  It made many people, myself included, really think about disaster preparedness, even though I had been involved in that for years.  Here in California, our disaster will not be a hurricane or tornado; it will be an earthquake.  And disasters you face might not even be as widespread:  burst plumbing pipes, a kitchen fire, or a neighborhood electricity outage would also benefit from planning, since it would disrupt one’s living space and require an immediate response.

Living through, and then recovering from, a crisis is never easy.  However, planning beforehand can greatly help.  Additionally, since your volunteer organizations represent the church, people will turn to you for help, even as you want to turn to others (police, fire, paramedics) to help you.  Years back, when an apartment building next to our chancery office caught fire, people turned to us, and we responded.  We opened up one of our meeting rooms for them to gather, pulled out our store of food and water, and called our charity department to get them some replacement furnishings.

We were able to do that because we had planned.  This requires some money (for supplies and communication lines, for example); however, it required planning even more.  Sitting down as members of a volunteer organization (or even an individual volunteer community) and planning a response is vital.  Questions to answer would include:

1. Where do we gather if we have to evacuate?

2. Who decides what we are to do (local community versus calling the volunteer headquarters)?

3. At what level should the volunteer headquarters be informed?

4. How often should we conduct fire drills, or table-top exercises, running through imaginary scenarios and our responses to them?

In disaster preparedness, there are three areas I want to focus on:  supplies, communication, and transportation.

Supplies:  When you meet as a community, discuss having extra supplies available.  The five main areas of disaster supplies are:

1. Food

2. Water
Medical supplies

3. Light (e.g., flashlight with batteries; or light stick.  Do not use candles, since there may be broken pipes or a gas leak)

4. Warmth (blanket)

For a more extensive list, access the website of the American Red Cross at www.redcross.org and click on “Preparedness.” Consider having a kit (perhaps in a backpack for easy carrying) for home, for each community car, and for your ministry site. 
While the standard used to be three days’ worth of supplies, five days’ worth is now recommended.  Even if you live in a metropolitan area, do not think that the police department or fire department will be able to rescue you immediately.  You may be on your own for five days.

Communication:  Prepare a list of people you will need to contact in case of emergency (e.g., volunteer headquarters; family members; people in other communities; your boss’ home phone number and address).  Also decide when a call to the volunteer headquarters is warranted.  (Do they need to know about every fire created when one of the volunteers tries her or his hand at cooking for the first time?) It is a good idea to have an out-of-state contact, since long-distance service is often easier to access than local telephone service after a disaster. And do not rely solely on cell phones; cell towers can topple. Finally, have a list of vendors to call (plumber, glass repair, electrician).  Place it by your phone, and in your disaster kit.

Transportation: In the event of an emergency, you will have to decide whether to stay (shelter in place) or go (evacuate), and have the means to carry out either.  To shelter in place, have supplies (including a tent) in case electricity, indoor plumbing, or maybe even structural housing is not available.  (As indelicate as it may sound, a strong plastic garbage bag placed over a bucket may be a good option.  Remember to get some plastic gloves and store some extra toilet paper.) If you decide to (and are advised to) leave, make sure you have cash on hand, since gas stations may not accept your debit card or credit card, and bank and credit union ATMs may be out of service.

Once the immediate physical crisis has passed, you will need to look at business continuity:  Where will we as a community live?  Where will we relocate our ministry site to?  How will we still serve our communities?  These will be questions for volunteer headquarters and partners in ministry.

For further information in your planning for a disaster, I would recommend:

1. www.redcross.org (click on “Preparedness” for information about plans, supplies, information for home, information for work, and much more)

2. www.ready.gov (click on “Ready America” for information on planning and supplies)

3. www.fema.gov (click on “Plan Ahead” for a printable guide, and a list of responses to various disasters)

Remember, you cannot control all disasters, but you can plan ahead. Good luck!

