Lessons Learned for Mass Care Operations

 
The following list consists of lessons learned/recommendations relating to disaster mass care operations. Sources include comments and recommendations from responders to Hurricane Katrina, as well as written after action documents from various disaster/emergency events.  The list is not intended to be an all inclusive checklist.  Regional differences in geography and hazard types give every planning team its own unique set of needs and challenges.  
Planning

Think outside the box.  The resources we thought we all needed were based on the need for many and not so much the needs of a few.  We had requests for individuals that had special medical needs and to meet those requests we needed specialized resources.  Raised toilet seats, bedpans, stockings for diabetics were just a few of the specialized items we had difficulty acquiring.  Building partnerships with the disability community and sharing resources would be valuable.
Evacuation planning needs to involve those jurisdictions that you plan to impact.

The Morning Hour – think of everything you do in the first hour of your day, as you get ready for work.  These are the basic “activities of daily living” that are needed by people forced to evacuate or seek shelter.

Security, including weapons and spoiled food checks are important.

Medical needs and concerns go beyond those issues that are related directly to the hurricane.  

Everyday needs for medical attention are a 24-7 operation.

Plans to deal with pets are critical.

Public belief that assistance will be available in hours must be addressed from all aspects of a response including health, public assistance, and immediate human services.

Food for responders needs coordination.

Mental health support for responding agencies is important.

Credentialing is needed to help manage an incident.

There will be a large number of volunteers that must be coordinated.

Jurisdictions planning for mass evacuations must ensure that sufficient shelter spaces exist to house potential evacuees. Designated evacuees and other persons who self-evacuate create great demand for shelter spaces. Jurisdictions should survey existing schools, universities, and other publicly owned buildings for potential use as shelters.

Attention should be given to securing more remote mutual aid shelters, alternate transportation resources, and establishing a more fixed deadline for initiating evacuation, including under what circumstances in the post-event timeframe a facility evacuation would be warranted, e.g., continuing power outage.

Other shelter issues included security and law enforcement issues inherent in shelter operations, including individuals bringing inappropriate materials to the shelters, e.g., weapons, as well as the presence of individuals with prior criminal convictions, e.g., sex offenders, within the general shelter population.

The concerns expressed regarding security issues within shelters – inappropriate behavior, security monitoring of incoming individuals, and management of previous offenders in the sheltered population – need to be considered.

Volusia County, as elsewhere in the State of Florida, uses schools to meet nearly all of its public shelter needs for hurricane evacuations. This poses a dilemma for the reentry process, when schools need to be re-opened, even though in many cases, shelterees are unable to return to their homes.  Identification of additional non-school shelters is needed for the large number of individuals who will continue to need shelter after the schools reopen.

In response to telephone inquiries from family members and similar situations, it was demonstrated that there was not a system to identify, on a countywide basis, in which shelter specific individuals were located and whether they had left the shelter. Not having an accurate listing of sheltered individuals could become a substantial problem for the County should there be events that not only required large-scale evacuations, but also resulted in large numbers of casualties. Knowing who was in a shelter and who was not could become vital to search and rescue operations, as well as to handling family inquiries from outside of the affected area. Because the County actually shelters very large numbers of individuals, to be practical, such a system would have to be electronic.

A second component of this issue is to identify individuals in shelters that may be inappropriate to mix with the general population under such conditions, e.g., convicted sex offenders, violent felons, etc.

There was insufficient staff at the pet friendly shelter activated at the Fair Grounds during the 2004 season.  It is recommended that an effort to designate and train additional individuals to assist with

staffing of pet friendly shelters.

Communications

Many of the first responders and staff relied heavy on their Nextels and personal cellular phones.  None of us remembered to bring an extra battery or charger.  Lesson Learned:  Always have a backup battery and power sources for both your radio and your cellular phones.

Radios may become inoperable for a variety of reasons. For some shelters, amateur radio operators provided backup communication. It was also demonstrated that there is a need for communications systems within shelters for specific personnel, e.g., security and management staff.  It is recommended that in addition to hardwire and cellular telephones, each shelter be equipped and staffed for redundant radio communications capabilities in a consistent approach, e.g., 800 MHz, amateur radio, and/or satellite telephones. 

Resource Management

A few did the work of many.  Personnel resources were not utilized to its full capacity.  Many of the management staff worked 100-hour weeks.  We need to do a better job of utilizing all of the skill sets available from all of the agencies that can support mass care.  We come from such varied backgrounds and specialized skills; we need to take advantage of this.

 
Resource tracking is critical to avoid duplication of efforts and confusion.

Volunteers assisting in an emergency are better rested and more numerous at the beginning of the effort.  Those tasks that are strenuous in nature should occur in the early stages of an evacuation in order to reduce the impact of volunteer fatigue.

Training

Responders are better able to provide care if they understand the mindset and mentality of the people who have been affected by the disaster.

Transportation

Transportation of displaced people needs to be coordinated and have an appropriate level of care.

Resources for transportation need to be set up before a disaster.  

Special Needs

County and municipal management of and assistance to health care and special needs facilities was more resource intensive than anticipated.  Problems stemmed from:

· mutual aid facilities for sheltering residents/patients were close enough to also be impacted by the events

· Transportation resources fell short

· Facilities did not initiate evacuations in a timely manner

· Many did not have standby power and were severely affected by the prolonged power outage

A major concern should be how the facilities will manage their operations and protect their patients/residents during prolonged power outages. 

Evacuation resources for transportation dependent individuals were a problem. Pre-event  arrangements with the private sector or with adjacent counties may be warranted.

Assisted Living Facilities (ALFs) encountered difficulties in securing transportation or suitable shelter

space. This adversely affected not only the residents of the ALFs, but also required additional time on the part of emergency services agencies to address the facilities’ problems.  ALF’s need to secure more remote shelter facilities and excess transportation resources.

During incidents that are still developing and may require evacuation of local residents, key medical and special needs facilities should be notified as soon as possible.  This will enable these facilities to activate mutual aid agreements and begin preparing patients for transport and housing should an evacuation be ordered.  

Create a voluntary program that compiles database information on individuals who feel they may need special assistance in an emergency.  Combine this information with the county’s GIS data.  This allows emergency personnel to quickly determine the location and specific needs of individuals during a disaster.

Implement procedures to keep the database of persons with special needs up-to-date.  In reality, it is recognized that contact information for special needs individuals probably changes in some way on a daily basis. However, at the start of each season, an effort by the County and its municipalities to update the database is needed. 

Concern was expressed that the elderly, disabled and bed bound, not meeting the criteria for housing in special needs shelters, nevertheless have difficulty with the physical and emotional stress of being in a shelter for the general population, as well as require additional attention from the shelter staff to meet their needs. 

It is recommended that the equipment and supplies needed to better serve the elderly and disabled be defined, perhaps through ESF #6, including, for example cots fitted with air mattresses or pads, padded chairs, wheelchairs, etc. Once defined, a source for this supplemental equipment and supplies should be identified and/or a cache is purchased and stored either centrally or at individual shelters. Procedures would also be needed to maintain, distribute and return the equipment upon shelter deactivation.

County ESF #6, in coordination with ESF #8, should evaluate the feasibility of securing shelter space for the elderly and disabled in vacant beds in licensed nursing homes and ALFs. This evaluation would need to consider reimbursement of the costs, the feasibility of transporting individuals to these facilities, and the acceptability of this process to the facilities. If determined to be feasible, procedures should be developed to identify vacant beds prior to an evacuation and to transfer individuals to and from the relevant facilities.

There were difficulties encountered in with evacuation and sheltering of the homeless, including the mixing of the homeless with the general public in shelters and not having participation in shelter management from organizations that normally assist this population.
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