Calling 2-1-1 for I&R
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A truly comprehensive emergency management plan must be able to get emergency warnings and post-disaster information to everyone in the EMA’s jurisdiction. To be effective, communications must not only be sent out, they must be reach the intended population, come from a trusted source, and be in a format that the recipient understands and responds to. Many EMAs fail to effectively communicate with some of the most vulnerable people in their area.

There are many groups that are both particularly vulnerable and particularly hard to communicate with. They include:

· people who don't access mainstream media;

· people who avoid government agencies and personnel, such as undocumented residents and new immigrants from countries where the government is not trusted;

· homeless people, especially those who are mentally ill and/or addicted;

· people who are monolingual in a language for which the EMA does not readily have interpreters;

· people who may be overlooked in a first needs assessment, such as multiple families living in one-family dwellings or people living in illegal conversions off the street.

The risks of not reaching these people can include:

· Unnecessary loss of life and injury;

· Disease spreading from improvised encampments to the rest of the community;

· Civil disorder if people feel neglected or cut off from help;

· Political pressure or even litigation brought to bear by advocates for these groups.

The link to hard-to-reach populations

Although it can be hard for government personnel to communicate with these people, almost all of them are in contact with one or more human service or faith-based organization. It is critically important that these local private sector agencies be brought into a comprehensive community preparedness network. There they can be trained and prepared to receive and pass on timely, accurate disaster warnings and post-disaster information as well as provide relief aid.


Ideally, a comprehensive network includes the local affiliates of the NVOAD agencies, CERT and/or the Volunteer Center that is implementing the local Citizen's Corps initiative, and these local nonprofit and faith-based organizations. The EMA itself is an ex officio member of the network, providing support, planning, and direction.


One model for a successful community preparedness network is Emergency Network Los Angeles, www.enla.org. Other information about community preparedness networks can be found on my web site, www.emnetwork.us.

How to Build A Network

Where do you start building a network? The local information and referral agency (I&R) has these organizations in its database. The I&R knows what they do, who they serve, and how to access their services. It is in regular contact with them. Thus, the I&R is a logical core element of the network. 

Information flows from the EMA to the I&R, from the I&R to the non-profit and faith-based organizations that serve the hardest-to-reach people, and from those organizations to the people themselves. Feedback on conditions and needs flows in the opposite direction. 

Ensuring that the network has full, accurate, and timely information is too important to be left to chance. It has to be based on a formal relationship between the network and the EMA. The relationship must be established prior to the disaster, clearly defined, and exercised, like all other parts of the emergency plan. 

2-1-1, A New Piece in the Toolbox

The EMA’s job of working with the local I&R has recently been made easier. In 2000, the FCC set aside 2-1-1 as the uniform number for comprehensive community information and referral services (I&Rs) throughout the United States, parallel to 9-1-1 for life-threatening emergencies. In its standards for 2-1-1 services, AIRS, the national professional association for I&R, requires a relationship with the local EMA. AIRS’ guidelines and training materials to help 2-1-1 services partner with EMAs are at www.airs.org/pub/pub_dis_211.asp.  

To date, the 2-1-1 dialing code serves 62 million people in 22 states. By July, 2005, it is expected that most Americans will have access to 2-1-1 dialing*. (For more information on 2-1-1 implementation see www.211.org .) 


Like all advances in emergency management, developing comprehensive community preparedness networks that include local nonprofit and faith-based organizations means additional work for EMA directors. However, it also means the acquisition of valuable assets that they cannot afford to overlook.  

(*Note: An immediate effect wherever 2-1-1 has been implemented is a sharp drop in inappropriate calls to 9-1-1. 9-1-1 system operators, who had been leery of 2-1-1 in the beginning, now widely support it.)

