Lessons Learned

“Emergency Preparedness Strategies for People with Special Needs Symposium”

About the Event:
“Be the Solution! Emergency Preparedness Strategies for People with Special Needs Symposium” was held on March 21, 2012 at Baruch College’s Vertical Campus Conference Center in Manhattan, NY. It brought together 120 leaders from community and faith based organizations, as well as consumers. 
Attendees shared grassroots solutions to more effectively support consumers, discussing how people with disabilities, older adults, and others can support each other when dealing with everyday issues and challenges faced during emergency events. 

Attendees provided solutions on how organizations can improve communication, build stronger partnerships, identify resources, and empower individuals. 

Speakers included: Aaron Belisle (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Commissioner Joseph F. Bruno (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Regina Fowler (Self-Advocacy Association of New York State), Marianne Jackson (Federal Emergency Management Agency – Retired), Justin Land (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Rev. Donald A. Stiger (Lutheran HealthCare), and Doris Williams (NYC Department for the Aging’s Senior Advisory Board).

Introduction:
When community and faith-based organizations plan for challenges faced by people with disabilities, older adults and people who require a higher level of support during an emergency, the entire community directly benefits.  

Whether it is before, during or after an emergency, organizations play a critical role in the lives of New Yorkers and in the city's resiliency.  They have developed the necessary trust and respect needed when providing support and direction required for emergencies.  Individuals look to these organizations not only for support but as planning partners.

Community and faith-based organizations are challenged everyday to effectively support individuals they serve.  Common challenges faced by community and faith-based organizations include:

- Communication

- Community


- Networking


- Resources


- Relevance

All of these challenges are often magnified and become magnified in the event of an emergency.  

Many of these challenges are also faced by the individuals served by organizations.  To effectively support individuals they serve, community and faith-based organizations must overcome these challenges.  
Grassroots solutions, with benefits before, during, and after an emergency are required.  Common solutions implemented by community and faith based organizations include:


- Know your community


- Know your organization


- Establish a communication system


- Develop relationships and partnerships


- Capitalize on available resources

Community and faith-based organizations joined with government agencies, the private sector, and individual New Yorkers are all part of the greater solution, working towards the resiliency of New York City.  The time to enact these solutions is now.  Be the solution!

Identifying Challenges and Solutions:
The “Be the Solution! Emergency Preparedness Strategies for People with Special Needs Symposium” provided an opportunity for representatives of community and faith-based organizations to work together in identifying challenges and solutions faced by their organizations.  This document is a summary of their best practices. 

Through working groups, attendees were given newly developed “Be the Solution! Brainstorming Boards” to discuss challenges faced by their organizations and worked together to identify solutions, resources, questions, and next steps.  One board focused on the everyday work of the organization and the needs of individuals it serves, and a second board focused on emergencies and how they may impact the work of the organization and the needs of individuals it serves.

Through this exercise, attendees realized that there is much similarity in the challenges and solutions faced everyday and during emergencies.  By solving everyday challenges, community and faith-based organizations are better prepared to overcome challenges faced during emergencies and support individuals they serve.

Next Steps

- Developed for community and faith-based organizations, the “Be the Solution! Brainstorming Boards” can also be used by government agencies, the private sector, and individual New Yorkers.  This planning tool can assist through a step-by-step approach in identifying challenges and implementing solutions.

- The time to enact these solutions is now.  Visit www.NYC.gov/citizencorps for your Be the Solution! Brainstorming Boards.

Universal Challenges: 
Challenges endured everyday by community and faith-based organizations are more apparent during an emergency.  Organizations, regardless of size, capacity, funding, and mission have the capability to overcome these challenges and support individuals they serve. The challenges and subsequent solutions on the following pages are drawn from ideas provided by attendees at “Be the Solution! Emergency Preparedness Strategies for People with Special Needs Symposium”. Key challenges include: 

Communication Challenges:

- Reaching individuals 

- Cultural and language barriers

- Dependency on technology

- Consistent messaging

- Accuracy of information

- Real-time information

- Disseminating resources and knowledge of existing emergency plans

Community Challenges:
- Community-wide needs

- Resources and people within the community

- Vulnerabilities 

- Knowing who may require a higher level of support 

- Planning for the whole community

Networking Challenges:
- Partnerships and relationships with other organizations
- Knowing who, when, and how to contact organizations
- Reliability of organizations
Resource Challenges:

- Limited staff, funding and capacity

- Not enough time

- Lack of resources and access to them

- Supporting staff and members’ professional and personal needs

- Overload of volunteers

- Emergency planning

Relevancy Challenges:
- Convincing people to prepare and plan ahead for emergencies

- False sense of security (people think they know what to do)

- Lack of trust

- Keeping awareness and momentum long after an emergency event

Solution One: Know Your Community 

Every day:  A community can be defined in many ways.  Communities are often defined as a neighborhood, members of an organization or religious group, co-workers, or people served by an organization or company. However a community is defined, it is important to understand the people and intricacies that comprise it. Capitalizing on this knowledge, organizations can more effectively assist and support their community and themselves.

During an emergency:  Organizations that know the community and its individuals can more effectively serve them by tailoring the response to fit their specific needs. By addressing every member of the community and utilizing their existing knowledge and resources, organizations can build more resilient communities.

Who to talk to?

- Members of the community

- Neighbors

- Elected officials

- Community boards

- Community and faith-based organizations

- Local Community Emergency Response Team

- Local businesses

- Hospitals, fire houses, police precincts

- Government agencies

Where to go?

Community Data:

NYCityMap

Online map portal including the locations of schools, day care centers, senior centers, libraries, hospitals, subways, and more.
www.NYC.gov/citymap

NYC Department of City Planning 
Provides information on housing, transportation, community facilities, demography, waterfront and public space.

www.NYC.gov/dcp
Toolkit:

A Whole Community Approach to Emergency Management

Provides a foundation for increasing individual preparedness and engaging community stakeholders to enhance resiliency and security. 
www.fema.gov/whole-community
Next Steps
- Perform outreach and survey residents to accumulate  specific information about the community regarding their contact information, resources, training, languages spoken at home, etc.

- Recognize expertise and resources the community already has and could potentially share with the rest of the community.

- Seek the community’s aid in identifying people with specials needs who may need assistance during an emergency, such as an evacuation.

- Hold a social event or meeting where community members can get acquainted. 

- Meet with organizations and groups of individuals who are already meeting.

- Identify individuals and groups that are not engaged and consider how to get them involved.

Solution Two: Know Your Organization
Every day: Understanding your organization assists in creating a roadmap to develop attainable solutions.  Before planning for the unexpected, it is important for organizations to understand themselves.  Are the organization’s mission, functions, priorities, and challenges understood by leaders, staff and volunteers? How do beneficiaries (i.e. members, clients and consumers), donors, and the community impact the organization?  What are the expectations of the organization?

During an emergency:  The welfare of communities and the individuals within them are tested, placing greater stress and importance on the organization and its services. Plan before the unexpected. Before an emergency, organizations that clearly identify and communicate the leadership structure and goals are more suited to resolve challenges faced during an emergency and continue to provide their core services.

Who to talk to?

- Organization leadership

- Staff

- Volunteers

- Beneficiaries of the organization

Where to go?

Be the Solution! Brainstorming Boards

Organizational tools to identify and overcome challenges endured everyday and during an emergency.

www.NYC.gov/citizencorps 

NYC Office of Emergency Management

Resources to prepare organizations and individuals for an emergency.

www.NYC.gov/oem

Prepare My Business

Information and advice on how to avoid disruptions to the organization during an emergency.

www.preparemybusiness.org

Ready.gov for Businesses

Resources to prepare organizations for an emergency.

www.ready.gov/business

Next Steps

- Collaborate with leaders, staff, volunteers, beneficiaries, and donors of your organization to brainstorm and discuss the organization’s mission, functions, competencies, and challenges.

- Establish your organization’s priorities and core services.  During an emergency, what must the organization do to fulfill these priorities and uphold core services? 

- Put everything on paper. Writing things down often helps to better organize and understand thoughts.

- Communicate information to leaders, staff, volunteers, beneficiaries, and donors of your organization.

Solution Three: Establish a Communication System
Every day:  Effective communication is a key component to building trust within the community. Organizations can act as a hub and outlet of information. By tailoring messages to meet the needs of the communities they serve, organizations act as a critical resource in bridging the gap between trusted information sources and communities. Deep-rooted connections and an established communication model can mitigate accessibility and language gaps and trust issues among beneficiaries.

During an emergency:  Communication is critical. There is an intensified flow of and demand for information. At times, it may be overwhelming. Factual and timely information is critical to organizations and communities. Implementing effective communication strategies everyday and capitalizing on trusted information sources reduces communication challenges and delays faced during an emergency.

Who to talk to?

- Trusted sources (i.e. Organization or entity in charge)

- Social Media (i.e. Twitter, Facebook)

- Media (i.e. Newspaper, radio, television)

- Staff and volunteers

- Beneficiaries of the organization (i.e. Members, clients, consumers)

Where to go?

Emergency Notifications:

Notify NYC

City of New York's official source for information about emergency events and important City services. 

www.NYC.gov/notifynyc or follow @notifyNYC

Advance Warning System (AWS)

Emergency notifications for organizations that serve populations with special needs

www.advancewarningsystemnyc.org

Corpnet

Provides current, accurate information about emergencies to enhance awareness and aid decision making should their business be affected.
www.NYC.gov/corpnet

Toolkits:

Risk and Crisis Communication
Concepts, case studies, challenges, and questions to developing risk and crisis communication plans.

www.nyccitizencorpscouncil.tumblr.com/post/21391911897

Next Steps

- Establish chain of command among the organization, including an organization spokesperson.

- Implement a phone tree among members to use when notifying people in the event of an emergency.

- Have printed copies of electronic data such as member information and emergency plans.

- Ensure communication is accessible and meets language needs.

- Conduct emergency communication drills.

- Regularly communicate with current members.

- Do not re-invent the wheel; use existing communication systems utilized by other organizations as a starting point.

Solution Four: Develop Effective Relationships and Partnerships
Every day:  Relationships with other organizations can strengthen an organization’s mission and impact on communities. Networks and partnerships can assist organizations with overcoming challenges they may have concerning staff, funding, and resources. Coordination among groups can close communication gaps and further accomplish an organization’s goals.

During an emergency:  One organization may not have all the information or resources required to provide its core-services to individuals it serves. Attempting to establish relationships with other organizations during an emergency can cause confusion and disorganization. Building relationships with organizations now allows organizations to maximize resources and to ensure continuity of essential community services.

Who to talk to?
- Community and faith-based organizations

- Local businesses (i.e. small family-owned, private agencies or larger corporations)

- Community Board

- Schools

- Hospitals, fire houses, police precincts

- Elected officials

- Government agencies

Where to go?

Relationship Building Opportunities:

Immigrant Service Directory of Community Based 

Organizations

www.NYC.gov/311

NYC Citizen Corps Council

www.NYC.gov/citizencorps

NYC Community Boards and Civic Groups

www.NYC.gov/cau

NYC Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD)

www.sites.google.com/site/nycvoad

Strategies:

Improving Community Partnerships 

Tips for strengthening and sustaining partnerships 

www.mediaengage.org/renewUpgrade/improvingPartnerships.cfm

Next Steps

- Attend a community board meeting.

- Research organizations with similar missions and see how they have solved some of their problems.

- Contact leaders of organizations to introduce yourself and your organization.

- Attend meetings of other organizations.

- Explore ways organizations can help each other every day and in an emergency.

- Plan and hold community events or educational campaigns with other organizations.

Solution Five: Capitalize on Available Resources
Every day:  Resources throughout the community are available, but not always well-known. There are varying types of resources, including those which are concrete and those that are less tangible. Capitalizing on available resources such as skills, space, equipment, services and funding can strengthen an organization’s mission and impact on communities.

During an emergency:  Unexpected obstacles, requiring particular resources and skill sets, arise. Organizations may be unaware that they have resources that can assist other organizations in providing core services in the event of an emergency.  Organizations that have previously identified available resources and built relationships with other organizations, will be able to more effectively support the community. 

Who to talk to?

- Neighbors

- Members of the organization

- Members of other local organizations

- Community donors/foundations

- Volunteer organizations

- Local businesses

- Partner organizations

Where to go?

Volunteers:

New York Cares

www.newyorkcares.org

NYC Service

www.NYC.gov/service

Grant Funding:

Foundation Center

www.foundationcenter.org 

Additional Resources:

Citizen Corps

www.citizencorps.gov

City of New York

www.NYC.gov

Nonprofit Coordinating Committee of New York

www.npccny.org

NYC 311

www.NYC.gov/311

NYC Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities

www.NYC.gov/mopd

United Way of New York City

www.unitedwaynyc.org

Next Steps 

- Survey the community or organization in order to identify available resources (i.e. technical skills, tools, medical experience, multi-language speakers, etc.).

- Understand and evaluate the expertise, tools, and resources within your organization.

- Be aware of businesses and organizations as well as the expertise and resources they have.

- Know the role, services, and available resources of government agencies.

- Involve beneficiaries of the organization in the development, exercising, and distribution of emergency preparedness plans.

NYC Citizen Corps Council: 

Part of the national Citizen Corps initiative, the NYC Citizen Corps Council, coordinated by the NYC Office of Emergency Management, brings together local leaders from community organizations, government, the private sector, and volunteer programs. The Council promotes grassroots emergency preparedness and volunteerism and helps enable New Yorkers to prepare for, respond to, and recover from disasters.  

The NYC Citizen Corps Council's outreach initiatives are designed to support New York City organizations and target the needs of the city’s most vulnerable populations.  In addition, the Council supports special projects throughout the year including Partners in Preparedness and National Preparedness Month.

For more information about the NYC Citizen Corps Council, visit www.NYC.gov/citizencorps, follow on Tumblr at www.nyccitizencorpscouncil.tumblr.com or contact citizencorps@oem.nyc.gov. 

Planning Team

The NYC Citizen Corps Council would like to thank the following individuals and organizations for contributing to the success of “Be the Solution! Emergency Preparedness Strategies for People with Special Needs Symposium”:

Mitchell Bass (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Aaron Belisle (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Carol Chang (New York Cares), Christina Farrell (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Ali Gheith (NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene), Alec Glucksman (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Tamer Hadi (NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene), Maggie Jarry (NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene), Justin Land (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Erin Lavelle (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Joe Pupello (NYC Office of Emergency Management), Herman Schaffer (NYC Office of Emergency Management), and Linda Whitaker (NYC Department for the Aging)
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