[image: image1.jpg]Association of Jewish
Family & Children’s Agencies




LESSONS LEARNED
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The following is a beginning compilation of “lessons learned” from the unfortunately large number of disasters, both natural and man-made, that have confronted our agency community in the past year and a half.  It is critical to remember that, by definition, disasters are unexpected.  You may feel your community is immune, but, sadly, that has been proven over and over not to be the case.  This listing is clearly not definitive. Please send me your thoughts, and I will use them to expand on this list. I apologize in advance to all of you who may feel this list is too elementary or is self-evident. My thanks to AJFCA, the Jewish Family Service of Seattle, the Alpert Jewish Family & Children’s Service of Palm Beach County, the Jewish Family Service of Greater New Orleans, the Ruth Rales Jewish Family Service of South Palm Beach County, the Jewish Family Service of Houston, and the Jewish Community Services of Greater Miami, all of whom contributed to this compilation, although they may not have known they were doing so! I especially appreciate the assistance of Howard Feinberg, Lead Staff for the UJC Emergency Committee. His comments have been most helpful in formulating this document, although it is ultimately my own.
Bert J. Goldberg

President/CEO

November 2006

1) Agencies should participate in, or encourage the formation of, community-wide emergency/disaster plans, together with the Federation, other agencies, and synagogues before disaster strikes.

2) There are a number of governmental agencies active in disaster management.  Agencies should establish relationships with these agencies in advance.  These include the state-wide VOAD. Normally staffed by a state government official, the initials stand for “Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters”.  In addition, contact should be made in advance with county and city-wide disaster organizations, such as the Red Cross, the Salvation Army, and the police, and Sheriff’s Departments.

3) Every agency should create a “Crisis Management Team” of senior staff.  Where possible, one person should be the designated “Crisis Manager”, but he/she should have staff backup where possible. A back-up “Crisis Manager” should be designated as well in case of vacation or incapacity.
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4) The “Crisis Management Team” should meet regularly and develop a system of call-ins and/or face-to-face meetings once the team is activated.
5) Each member of this team will carry a full roster of all employees’ access numbers. If possible, produce the roster on a wallet-sized, laminated card to facilitate access. This list must be updated on a regular basis.
6) For small agencies, this roster should reside with at least one board member as well.

7) Assuming phone lines are operating, for larger agencies, a special staff phone number can be created.  This number can be called by staff to learn where to gather, to learn of each other’s status, and to be kept informed of the agency’s status.

8) Appropriate agency staff, and volunteers in slammer agencies, should be encouraged to participate in the Red Cross training for mental health practitioners.

9) The agency should consider free CERT training in disaster management.

10) Assuming phone lines are operating, a community phone number should be established to allow for the rapid dissemination of information to the general public. This line could be publicized in advance, with the public informed that it is activated only in times of crisis. The New Orleans Federation created a special part of their website to help track community members scattered all over North America.

11) For smaller agencies, a current message for the general public can be placed on the general phone line/answering machine of the agency.

12) Explore back-up phone systems in case the usual systems go down.  After 9/11, cell phones worked only intermittently in parts of Greater New York.

13) Consider procedures for accessing cash if needed. Remember that when the electricity goes out, ATM’s don’t work.

14) Make arrangements in advance with an agency outside of your immediate geographic area to operate as a back-up site in case of emergency.  The Houston Federation operated in such a capacity for the Jewish Federation of New Orleans, and the UJC computer system housed the New Orleans website until it was back up and running independently.

15) Arrange with your computer company/IT people to make it possible for staff to access their computer files off-site.

16) If possible, post signs at all building sites/entrances informing the general public of the emergency and what they should be doing.

17) In advance, contact the local police department and make arrangements for a security assessment of your facility. If off-duty police are to be utilized for security, learn the procedures in advance for making these arrangements.

18) Should communications directly with staff be impossible, arrange in advance an off-site meeting location and day and time.  For example, “We will meet daily, at 9:30 AM, at the Jewish Community Center”. Make sure this site is far enough away from the agency, yet accessible for most staff.

19) Arrange for frequent communication with staff and board.

20) Staff housed in another agency’s facilities should be made aware of the host agency’s crisis plans and their role, if any, in those plans.
21) Designate one person as the “Official Press Contact”. Most often this will be the agency’s CEO. Also designate a back-up for this person.  
22) Remember your vulnerable populations; Survivors, isolated elderly, and developmentally disabled adults, among others. Make sure they are kept informed about what’s going on.

23) In the event there are victims, consider assigning a case coordinator from JFS to each victim and his/her family to serve as the sole point of contact for that individual, his/her family, the press, and other interested parties, if the victim/family is willing. All callers should be directed to the case coordinator.

24) If the victim and/or his/her family agree, the case coordinator should immediately establish contact with management personnel in any health care facility treating victims if the victims are current or future recipients of JFS services, and a protocol should be worked out for appropriate communications and contact with the victims and their families.

25) In addition to an overall agency crisis plan, each department should have its own, which is coordinated with the overall agency plan.

26) When providing services and/or supplies to an area, it is important that Jewish Family Service be clearly identifiable as the provider of this service. Among other techniques are t-shirts on volunteers delivering the supplies, notes on or with the supplies clearly stating that they were provided by JFS, along with the agency’s phone number and email address for further contact.

27) A table in the courtyard of the apartment complex or area, if possible, staffed and with a JFS sign will help with visibility.

28) Magnetic car signs on cars parked in front of the building will indicate the presence of JFS.

29) All volunteers and professionals rendering assistance should carry agency business cards to be left behind.

30) The JFS leadership, both lay and professional, cannot be passive in the aftermath of disaster or tragedy.  Community meetings can be called by JFS if Federation is not willing or able.  Comprehensive community plans can be developed under JFS auspices.  Take control of your fate.

31) Take care of yourself, your staff, and your board.  Don’t assume that just because you are mental health professionals, board members of a mental health agency, or professionally trained, that you are immune to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  Remember, PTSD frequently manifests itself 6 months to a year after the actual event.  Provide opportunities for you and others to debrief frequently immediately following the event and regularly thereafter.  Take care of yourself.  You are the Jewish community’s front line for disaster and tragedy. You must see to your own well-being.
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