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Introduction


  My wife, young daughter and I (Jamie) moved from the Chicago area to South Mississippi just six days before Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast. We did not have phone service or a decent television signal, so we were unaware of the ever so rapidly and dangerously increasing storm that was headed our way. We attended a large church just down the road from our home. After the warm welcome and greetings that followed the bellowing choir’s opening praise song, the pastor walked solemnly to the podium. With his jaw set, and in a slow southern drawl, he began his message by saying, “If you remember Camille, you know what I’m about to say.” My wife looked at me and asked, “Who is Camille?” to which I replied jokingly, “She must be in the Old Testament.” Unfortunately, we quickly learned about Hurricane Camille (which hit the Gulf Coast almost thirty years earlier) and were soon introduced to her counterpart—one of the worst natural disasters to ever strike our nation—Hurricane Katrina.


  Being new to the area, as soon as the service ended I began nervously introducing myself to those in the pews around us. I wanted to know if this was something to be worried about. How do you prepare for a hurricane? I was from the North. I had never worried about hurricanes before. To my questions, I received answers like, “At worst, it’s going to be like camping for a day or two,” or, “You know, every year those news folks get up and tell us to take cover and get everyone upset, and for nothing, ’cause nothing happens. So I wouldn’t worry too much about it.” Despite their trying to reassure us, something did not feel right. So from church my family and I drove to my work office for Internet access. In my mind’s eye I can still see my wife sitting at my desk, pulling up the national weather station live radar while my daughter sat on my lap. Looking at the radar on the screen, I thought, We must be zoomed in on the image, but we were not. I had never seen anything like this before. From my office we headed home to try and get ready for the fast-approaching storm.


  I soon found myself standing in our living room thinking and trying to remember all the things I had ever heard about preparedness and disasters. I recalled being an elementary child sitting under my desk with my hands over my head and my head between my knees. Okay, so that’s not going to help, I thought to myself. Think, Jamie. Just think. What else have you learned? Then I remembered all those post-9/11 public service ads that seemed to be everywhere at the time. So I ran to the kitchen and pulled open the junk drawer (you know, the one with twenty pens that don’t work and everything else you do not know what to do with). Eureka! I found it. I am ready, I thought to myself. I reached into the back of the drawer and pulled out a brand-new roll of duct tape. I quickly made my way through the house, duct tape in hand. I remembered that almost everything I had watched, read or heard about preparedness after 9/11 said, “Have duct tape.”


  There I was, standing in the middle of the living room looking out our window knowing a threat was rapidly approaching. And all I could think was, Now what? Though I had a resource that was supposedly able to help me, I had no idea what to do with it.


  My story is not unique. Most people do not know how to effectively prepare for or respond to disasters. Moreover, in conducting research around the globe, David and I have found a great deal of variability among how ready churches are for disasters. Some churches in high-risk areas are relatively prepared, and others little or not at all. We have found an alarming trend: most churches realize there are threats but few do anything ahead of time to actually prepare for disasters. Though we have found many churches volunteer and help other churches in communities that are affected by disasters, most are not ready for a disaster that could directly impact their congregation or community. However, there is good news. There are numerous practical steps congregations can take to prepare for and recover from disasters.


  Purpose


  Thus, the purpose of this book is to help churches learn how to plan, launch and sustain disaster ministries. Throughout this handbook we will provide best practices and lessons learned that will help your church and community to be more resilient in the face of catastrophes, crises and emergencies. David and I (Jamie) will also share numerous examples throughout the book to help you apply what you are learning. Many will come from my own personal Hurricane Katrina experience and from my time living in Mississippi. We will also provide examples from the work that David and I have done through Wheaton College’s Humanitarian Disaster Institute (HDI) all over the world with churches impacted by disasters and humanitarian crises. Then we will introduce discussion questions and tools that will help you and your congregation build on this knowledge so that you can develop an effective disaster ministry. Overall, this handbook is designed to help you navigate disasters, from emergency planning through the recovery process. The handbook gives congregations and denominations or associations the critical concepts and components of effective emergency planning and response.


  Why This Handbook


  Since the 1980s there has been roughly a 400 percent increase in natural disasters.1 The world’s five costliest natural disasters have occurred in the past twenty years, with three of those disasters striking in the last eight years alone. There have also been nearly 5,000 terrorist events annually over the last ten years.2 As we write in HDI’s Ready Faith: Planning Guide,


  Natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes, fires and tornadoes can strike a community with little or no warning. An influenza pandemic, or other infectious disease, can spread from person to person causing serious illness across the country or around the globe in a very short time. Mass shootings have increased in frequency. The harrowing events of September 11 and subsequent terrorist attempts have ushered in a new awareness of terrorist threats. The unfortunate reality is that many congregations in this country may be touched either directly or indirectly by a disaster of some kind at any time.3


  In brief, you might think of a disaster as anything that disrupts civic society. (See next chapter for more in-depth description and definitions.)


  In our research4 and the research of others,5 it has been found that many people turn to faith and to local congregations for answers and assistance when disaster strikes. You may have never thought about your church’s role in responding to a disaster in your own community. But if your doors are open after a disaster strikes your area, people will come to you for help.6 “Knowing what to do when faced with a crisis can be the difference between calm and chaos, between courage and fear, between life and death.”7 If you are going to be ready, the time to plan is now. When a crisis strikes, it is too late to get prepared and too late to start working with those in need. By taking action now you can save lives and prevent harm during a disaster as you extend your ministry to those who need help.


  Another reason you should read this handbook is because it will help your church respond to our biblical calling to justice. In the most basic view, this is a book about justice. We will make the case that the vulnerable suffer disproportionately from all types of disasters. Further, the vulnerable often go unrecognized as vulnerable, or for a host of reasons are not helped by many public programs. This is a place where the church belongs and needs to be present. You may have heard it said that “disasters don’t discriminate.” There is some truth to this, that regardless of financial status, race, ethnicity, gender and so on, disasters can impact anyone. However, the longer that we have been doing this research, the more our eyes have been opened to how disasters reveal injustices. The poor, fragile, very old and young, people with the fewest resources and connections are actually at more risk and have a more difficult time recovering than others. Therein lies an opportunity for the church, as well as one of the basic reasons we wrote this handbook.


  Who Should Read This Handbook


  On a practical level, the handbook is for anyone who is part of or works with congregations and has a heart for disaster ministry—whether a pastor, lay leader, professional in relief and development, or academic researcher. The material is designed to speak to the questions and issues that congregations face when they consider a disaster ministry. The material in this handbook does not require or assume any particular set of skills or knowledge. All that is needed is a desire to help others and a prayerful attitude.


  Why Congregations Should Have a Disaster Ministry


  Churches see serving those in need as a basic expression of Christ’s love. When disaster strikes a community, near or far, church members want to do something to express their concern and care. Add to that the fact that disasters are on the rise, and you see a rapidly growing number of disaster ministries. Further, as population density increases, the potential impact of disasters in terms of the human toll drastically increases. At the same time, government resources are facing cuts and there is a growing recognition that government certainly cannot do it all, and cannot do it alone. For all these reasons, congregations have an opportunity to become involved in disasters as a basic area of ministry. We have heard the following from congregation leaders who support a disaster ministry:


  
    	Congregations can provide broad-based prevention as well as holistic care for individuals after a disaster incident. Holistic care provides for the physical, emotional and spiritual parts of a person’s life.


    	Congregations can reach people in need that other groups and agencies cannot reach, and thus help those who would otherwise go unserved.


    	Disaster work can be integrated into the other ministries of a congregation and strengthen those same ministries.


    	Congregations can be a source for community action. The connection with people in the community helps with assessing needs and risks and identifying possible actions.


    	Congregations can advocate on behalf of the marginalized and vulnerable, as in ensuring fair distributions of health care or food, or determining where help is needed most.


    	Congregations may provide key resources during a disaster, such as using a meeting space as a rest or evacuation center, or storing and distributing food, water, equipment and other resources.


    	Congregations are already a center for communication, allowing meetings and messages to be communicated to a significant number of people on a regular basis.


    	Congregations can provide a willing body of volunteers (members of the congregation, clergy and leaders) who are motivated by love and compassion.8


  


  There are also scriptural and theological reasons to be concerned about disasters, though it may not be in the way you may think. A basic premise of our work is that disasters reveal the underlying fabric of a community. As we have stated, vulnerable people suffer disproportionately in a disaster. Further, the ways of being vulnerable to a disaster are greater than most people realize. Vulnerability comes from a wide variety of characteristics, such as being a single parent with young children (anyone who has parented multiple young children knows that everything related to running a home is more complicated), being medically fragile, very young, very old, or poor. Even the type of job you have can increase vulnerability. In my work, I can do my job from anywhere, as long as I have a computer and a phone (which I generally carry with me). If I was a machinist and the machine shop was destroyed in a disaster, I would be out of work for an unknown length of time. The same is true for any job dependent upon equipment or a facility, like a restaurant or office building.


  Therefore, we restate the question from “Should churches be involved in disasters?” to “Should churches be serving those most vulnerable to harm?” The disaster event, then, is not the focus of ministry; it is the test of how well the community cares for those who are most vulnerable.9 Put that way, the scriptural support is clear and well known to most Christians, from the proclamation of the church as the salt of the earth, the call to the church as the light of the world (Mt 5:13-16) and the repeated call throughout the Bible to serve the vulnerable (e.g., Mt 25:35; Acts 10:4).


  Strengths of the Local Congregation


  Disasters are not only a test of the community and the church, but they are also opportunities for the church to show its strengths. Local congregations are uniquely situated in their communities to help with disaster preparedness, response and recovery. This position is due to the character of the church as a community of service that cares for one another and the community around them, bearing witness to the work of Christ through their relationships. This character serves as the basis for establishing relationships of trust based on wanting what is best for the other person. This trust means the church has, or can have, relationships with people that agencies or outside groups cannot have. To understand how important and special this is, consider the disaster examples we listed at the start. Immigrant workers often live in fear of deportation, so they do not ask for help and certainly do not talk to government agencies. Elderly people in high-crime areas live in fear of being harmed and may not open their doors to people they do not know, even if those people are trying to help them survive a heat wave. The elderly are especially vulnerable during natural disasters because they may not know what to do, or they may need help to move but do not know where to find that help. Each of these cases requires a relationship of trust built up over time so that the needs of these vulnerable groups are known and someone can minister to them. No group or agency is in the position to connect with people and build trust the way the local church is.


  Besides building relationships of trust, the local church is often faithful in serving the community, staying for the long term. People see this in the way the local church is often first to respond and last to leave in a disaster. Because it is part of the community, it has a long-term presence that allows people to trust that it will be there when needed. The local church is most likely to know where the needs are and how to serve them. For example, a local emergency management office we frequently work with found that although they wanted to send people to the most vulnerable during a disaster, such as the elderly or medically fragile, their database of where these people lived was often out of date. As a result, valuable time was wasted sending emergency workers to locations where no one lived. Their solution to the problem was to work with local churches to reach out to people in need as they were the ones most likely to know the neighborhoods.


  Handbook Development


  Much of the information in this handbook draws on the experiences and wisdom of the overall Christian relief community. In the following pages we unpack what we have learned from some of the great resources available. We have also adapted promising practices from the broader emergency-management community that can be used to help your congregation. Further, we share heavily out of our own experiences of helping and studying disasters around the globe:


  
    	Hurricanes Katrina, Rita and Gustav


    	the national H1N1 outbreak


    	the 2010 Mississippi Delta and 2011 Tuscaloosa tornadoes


    	the Haiti earthquake and Japan earthquake and tsunami


    	Deepwater Horizon oil spill


    	typhoons in the Philippines


    	displaced people in Kenya and the Democratic Republic of the Congo

  


  The recommendations we make are also based on our work with churches of all sizes, types and denominations; Christian relief and development organizations; public health departments; and emergency management agencies.10


  Handbook Organization


  The general structure of our handbook largely revolves around some of the specific stages of disaster (see more in the next chapter), providing instruction on how congregations might take action before, in the midst of and after a disaster. In working with churches we have found this three-stage approach to be a practical and helpful way for getting started. We are not alone in taking this approach. In fact, this is the strategy most government agencies and Christian organizations involved in emergency response have recommended (and use in their respective resources) for developing high-quality emergency plans.11


  You will find that each chapter has numerous tools, resources and discussion questions to help you with the tasks described. Overall, we encourage readers to take a developmental approach to applying these materials to their congregation. That is, start small and build up your congregation’s capacity to prepare for and respond to disasters over time. In such an approach, the objective is accomplished as foundations are placed and then built up over time. Throughout the hand­­book, we aim to walk alongside you as a mentor would, pointing you in the direction of actions that will help your congregation develop greater resilience to disasters.


  Keep in mind that as with any book we could not cover everything. We encourage you to check out some of the references we cite throughout the book to dig even deeper into ways your church might serve amid disasters.


  This handbook focuses on preparing your own congregation with both general plans that can be incorporated into other ministries and specialized plans for the disasters you are most likely to face in your area. In the pages that follow we will introduce you to a different way to think about disasters, not only as the occasional crisis that may strike your church but also as a test that reveals the nature of the community. This view of disasters calls upon the church to do what it does best: care for the weak, the poor and the vulnerable; get involved in the community; seek out those in need; and approach disaster preparedness as a ministry that cuts across everything the church does.


  In this introductory chapter, our goal has been to orient you to the need and reasons to engage in disaster ministry. In our opening remarks we have also sought to introduce you to the strengths of the local church in disaster contexts and to provide a general overview of the structure of the book and how it was developed.


  In chapter two, “Disaster Basics,” we provide a basic understanding of disasters to help better prepare you and your congregation for disasters by making you more aware of potential threats and ways to reduce those threats. Familiarizing yourself with this material will provide important information you can use and share with others to boost your congregation’s and community’s ability to recover after a disaster. Further, the material covered in this chapter will help you better tailor your congregation’s disaster ministry toward the unique challenges or threats you may encounter.


  In chapter three, “Disasters, Justice and the Church,” we further explore the role of the church in disasters and encourage you to think about how to help the most vulnerable in your congregation and community. There are several reasons that we have devoted an entire chapter to this issue: first, we believe justice is a biblical mandate for the church to follow, and second, we argue that creating a general disaster ministry focusing on who is vulnerable (along with specialized preparation) will help you be prepared for all forms of disasters and more.


  In chapter four, “Getting Started,” we present the various ways different congregations have approached disaster ministry, the types of programs they started and how they began. There is no one approach that fits everyone. Our hope for this chapter is that you will see an approach that works for your congregation and come away with some concrete strategies for launching a disaster ministry.


  In chapter five, “Planning,” we will help you identify areas of concern and establish a plan for your congregation and your family, which will lay the foundation for successful preparedness. Disaster ministry plans need to address a range of events and emergencies caused both by nature and by people, including all-hazards (i.e., any incident, natural or human caused, that requires an organized response) and public health emergencies. As a result, planning may seem overwhelming. However, we want to reassure you that though it takes time and effort, it is manageable. Thus, in this chapter we will help you learn to do the following:


  
    	conduct a disaster risk assessment for your congregation and community


    	engage leadership in developing a disaster ministry vision and goals


    	develop a continuity of ministry and operations plan (COMOP)


    	test and practice your plan

  


  In chapter six, “Response,” we walk you through a critical series of common response actions that you and your congregation may be called upon to carry out in the immediate aftermath of a disaster. Specifically, we focus on four things:


  
    	how to implement your plan


    	evacuation and sheltering


    	crisis communication


    	protecting property

  


  In chapter seven, “Recovery,” we discuss how to prepare your disaster ministry for helping your congregation and community rebound from disaster over the long haul. In this chapter we will cover common recovery activities, as well as strategies for how your church can help other congregations and churches. The goal of the recovery phase is to help people rebuild and start to put their lives back together. Concentrate on the congregants, community members and facilities, and don’t worry about how much time recovery is taking.


  In chapter eight, “Providing Basic Disaster Spiritual and Emotional Care,” we introduce you to a wide range of inter­personal helping strategies. We have devoted an entire chapter to this subject because we believe it cuts across all disaster ministry activities. This chapter focuses on delivering supportive care while avoiding the pitfalls of giving well-intentioned but unhelpful advice. It will help you recognize what is (and is not) healthy support. In this chapter we also offer recommendations for supporting the emotional and spiritual needs of children affected by disasters. We cover guidelines for referring survivors for additional mental health care, as well as provide strategies for recognizing and preventing burnout and secondary trauma.


  In chapter nine, “Case Studies in Disaster Ministry,” we introduce three in-depth case studies to further help you apply the lessons that you learned in this handbook. These case studies provide a firsthand account of how other church leaders and congregations have prepared for and responded to disasters. Specifically, we highlight cases from the Philippines, Japan and the United States, and then bring attention to common themes that emerge across cases.


  In chapter ten, “Conclusion,” we review the major lessons and take-home ideas, skills and recommendations covered in the earlier chapters. We also offer some of our thoughts about the best ways to get started and sustain your disaster ministry. Finally, we issue a challenge for those starting a disaster ministry to do so with the vulnerable in mind.


  Conclusion


  In this book we will equip you with much more than duct tape. Overall, the aim of this handbook is to help your congregation establish an effective disaster ministry. Our hope is that it will stimulate thinking about the role and ministry of the church within a disaster context. Further, we hope that this book will provide you with lots of helpful and practical information, tools and resources for developing and sustaining your congregation’s disaster ministry. By taking action now you can save lives and prevent harm during a disaster and expand your ministry.


  Discussion Questions


  
    	Where does your church fall on the spectrum of preparedness? Do you already have an active disaster ministry or is this all brand-new to you?


    	Why are you personally interested in starting a disaster ministry?


    	What do you see as your congregation’s greatest strengths? How might you build on these strengths as you begin the steps toward starting a disaster ministry?

  


  chapter two


  
Disaster Basics


  Few people—let alone churches—were prepared for the H1N1 outbreak of 2009. This was entirely different from what most people think of when they hear the word disaster. It did not destroy homes. It did not leave a path of physical destruction. Rather, it was a public health emergency (more on that later in the chapter). What initially presented as symptoms similar to the common flu (e.g., fever, body aches) would turn quickly into a much more intense set of problems, and in some occasions death.1 With a hurricane you often have weeks to see the storm forming and the path it is taking. You can see it coming. This pandemic was largely invisible other than the symptoms displayed by the host. In most cases it was spread by insect bites or human contact.2 This threat was unlike any recent disaster in our country’s history. Because of Katrina, people living in Mississippi had a better idea of what to expect and how to respond to extreme weather events. However, the region was not ready for this outbreak, and the disease rapidly spread throughout the state.


  A few months after the outbreak, a local public health department and a local ministry association contacted me to consult with them. The churches belonging to this ministerial association noticed that H1N1 appeared to be spreading through their congregations at a pace more rapid than other community groups and organizations were experiencing. I (Jamie) was asked to spend some time studying and consulting with them to help them figure out why H1N1 seemed to be having such an impact on their churches.


  After Katrina the churches learned the power of cooperating—that it was imperative to work together when faced with a disaster. So as the H1N1 pandemic began to intensify, many churches did just that: they held public meetings, they sent volunteers to care for the sick, and they came together to support one another. This worked for the churches when responding to extreme weather events, but it seemed to be having the opposite effect this time. As I met with this group of public health and church leaders, I asked them to first share what they knew about H1N1. I discovered a lot of misinformation about the pandemic. Once this misinformation was addressed, I went on to ask them to walk me through from start to finish the typical Sunday morning routine the average congregation member might have at their churches. I asked them to give me as much detail as possible, as though I were watching a videotape.


  Their descriptions went something like this. Most members’ first experience was shaking hands with or hugging a greeter or greeters at the entryway of the church. If it was a chilly morning, people might hang up their jackets in the coatroom. This might be followed by worship in the sanctuary, then a brief period of greeting people around them. People would then sign the register with the paper and pencil provided and pass it down the aisle for the rest of the people in the pew to sign. After the sermon, it was common for the members to pass the communion plates, or depending on the tradition, to take communion from the same goblet and from the same loaf of bread. Next came the passing of the offering plates. Finally there might be more songs, then the final prayer and blessing. People would then make their goodbyes or perhaps join together for a potluck lunch.


  All of what they described are common ways most churches worship together or represent liturgy or common religious practices. Unfortunately, the way many of these rituals were conducted accounted for the sharp spike in H1N1 among these churches’ membership. People were spreading H1N1 as they shook hands, as they passed an item down the pew, and so on and so on. The common practices of these churches and the common ways they had acted to help them cope with previous disasters were actually making them sick. After I pointed this out, one of the public health officials’ first reaction was that the churches should stop meeting, or at least stop things like taking communion. As you can imagine, this did not go over well with the clergy.


  At this point I asked if there might be other ways to help curb the increase. Examples of ideas shared in that meeting probably mirror strategies that you heard after the outbreak, like making disinfectant hand sanitizer readily available (such as when entering the church, before taking communion, etc.), encouraging people to cough into their elbow and instructing members to stay home if they had flu-like symptoms. Making some relatively easy changes to the common routines of these churches helped drastically slow down the spread of H1N1 in local congregations and allowed them to keep meeting. This example demonstrates that not all disasters are alike, and different disasters require different responses.


  Purpose


  In this chapter we provide a basic understanding of disaster types and stages. This will help better prepare you and your congregation for disasters by making you more aware of a wide range of potential threats. Familiarizing yourself with this material will provide crucial information you can use and share with others to strengthen your congregation’s and community’s ability to tailor responses to the unique challenges of these different types of disasters.3


  Disasters Defined


  The Oklahoma Medical Reserve Corps website offers the following helpful overview:


  By definition, a disaster is “an occurrence causing widespread destruction and distress, a grave misfortune, a total failure. . . .” A disaster is often further defined as being either a man-made or natural event that results in death, injury, and property damage which cannot be managed through normal, routine channels. A disaster requires immediate and effective intervention of multiple government and private sector organizations to help meet the needs of the community and area just after the disaster occurs and the area and people begin to recover.4


  Types of Disasters


  Disasters vary in their range, scope and intensity from incidents that directly or indirectly touch a lone community to an entire region to the whole nation (e.g., September 11). Remember that an incident in another city or state can still affect a given congregation or locality. For example, a disaster in another community can send survivors to your community for assistance. Identifying an approaching threat and knowing how to protect yourself, your family, your congregation and your community will aid you in both preparation beforehand and recovery afterward.


  Natural disasters. Natural disasters such as floods, fires, earthquakes, tornadoes and windstorms affect thousands of people every year. Other types of natural disasters may be common in your location—wildfires in the western part of the United States; heat waves in some cities, especially affecting the elderly and medically fragile; fog in parts of California and Texas, leading to multicar pileups on freeways. Write down possible disaster threats for your area. Examples include:


  
    	Earthquake


    	Tornado


    	Hurricane


    	Landslide, mudslide, subsidence


    	Flood, flash flood, tidal surge


    	Water control structure, dam or levee failure


    	Drought


    	Snow, ice, hail, sleet, arctic freeze


    	Windstorm


    	Tropical cyclone


    	Volcanic eruption


    	Tsunami


    	Extreme temperatures (heat or cold)


    	Lightning strikes (wildfire following)


    	Pandemic, infectious or communicable disease (e.g., avian flu, H1N1)5


  


  Technological and accidental hazards. Because of the increasing number of new substances, the intricacy of systems, and opportunities for human error with these materials, the potential for accidental disasters is rising. These disasters often come with little or no warning. Examples of technological and accidental hazards include:


  
    	Hazardous material spill or release (e.g., oil spill)


    	Utility interruption or failure


    	Nuclear power plant incident


    	Explosion or fire


    	Transportation accident (e.g., motor vehicle, railroad, watercraft, aircraft, pipeline)


    	Building or structure collapse (e.g., coal mine accident)

  


  Terrorist hazards. Across the history of civilization, there have been many hazards to the security of nations. These hazards have resulted in death, property destruction, extensive illness and injury, the eviction of many groups of people, and catastrophic economic consequences. Technological breakthroughs and continuous political unrest have also threatened national security. As we write in HDI’s Ready Faith: Planning Guide, “There is a tendency to think of terrorism as something that the government handles and not something people plan for. However, if your congregation is sending mission teams into certain developing areas, such as Haiti or parts of Africa, you may be more at risk than you realize. As you assess your risks and things you must plan for, remember your missions and service teams that could be putting themselves at risk.”6 Examples of terrorist hazards include:


  
    	Kidnapping, extortion


    	Civil disturbance


    	Hostage incident


    	Bombing or bomb threat


    	Workplace violence

  


  Public health emergencies. Though most people reading this handbook are familiar with the disasters covered above, few congregations are as aware of or as prepared to address public health emergencies. Bio­terrorism hazards represent one potential public health emergency that congregations should be familiar with. An attack is considered bioterrorism when germs, bacteria or viruses are purposely released to cause harm, usually resulting in death or illness of humans or animals. Due to globalization and the ease of transference via individuals, water, air and food, bio­terrorist attacks are difficult to detect until they have affected large groups of people. Biological hazards represent another example of a public health emergency. These include deadly or injurious germs, bacteria or viruses. The number of potential outbreaks is escalating due to the new forms of viruses, the speed at which they spread and the difficulty of creating new and effective medications. Diseases can be contracted through ingestion, physical contact and inhalation.7


  Other public health emergencies, such as pandemic flu, communicable diseases and food-borne illnesses, can also strike a community with little or no warning. An infectious disease such as influenza can be easily and rapidly transmitted, leading to serious disorder in a country or across the globe. Flu outbreaks can be deadly for some vulnerable people, and they have increased in frequency. Like all hazards, public health emergencies can also be classified into different categories. Below are examples of the most common public health emergency classifications.


  Pandemic flu. Pandemic flu (or influenza) is a respiratory virus that is carried from person to person through coughing and sneezing. It can lead to mild to severe illness and even death. The best way to protect yourself and your family is to get vaccinated. Examples of the virus include influenza A (H1N1) and influenza B.


  Communicable diseases. Communicable diseases are infectious diseases that spread from person to person or from animals to people. Examples include E. coli, salmonella and H1N1. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimated the H1N1 flu was responsible for between 8,870 and 18,300 deaths.8 This is one example of the unfortunate fact that many congregations in this country may be touched, directly or indirectly, by a public health emergency of some kind, which can occur at any time.


  Aside from pandemics, many people are unaware of the threat of the annual flu. The CDC estimates the annual mortality from the flu ranges between 3,000 and 49,000, depending on the strain of the flu virus.9 Most of the victims are either very old, very young or have other health risks that make them more vulnerable. Caring for those at risk need not wait for the next pandemic.


  Food-borne/waterborne illnesses. Food-borne illness (or “food poisoning”) is a common yet preventable public health problem. Each year one in six Americans gets sick by consuming contaminated foods or beverages. There are many disease-causing microbes, pathogens, chemicals and other harmful substances that can cause food-borne disease, including salmonella and staphylococcus.10


  Disaster Classifications


  Disasters are classified according to several dimensions. We have a tendency to lump all disasters into the same category, but disasters vary in complexity and impact. Therefore, it is helpful to understand some of the differences between various classifications of disasters.


  Extent of destruction. Beyond the area affected, the time span of the episode and restoration contribute to classifying disasters as local, widespread or catastrophic. A home fire can be as devastating to the victims as a monumental hurricane. The extent of destruction can also vary greatly, as well as the type of disruptions that may occur to a community from disaster type to disaster type. For example, when we hear the word disasters we most frequently think of high-visibility disasters, which are like hurricanes or tsunamis where the damage is often immediate and often generates a lot of media coverage. Unless record setting, other disasters like droughts or heat waves are considered low-visibility disasters because they sometimes fly under the radar of the media and may not generate as much attention as other forms of disasters.


  Primary and secondary disasters. A primary disaster is the initial or triggering event. A secondary disaster is an effect of the first event. For example, earthquakes, tornadoes, floods and fires are generally primary disasters. Any of these first events can trigger secondary disasters. An earthquake can lead to a power failure, dam failure, tidal wave or fire. Tornadoes frequently result in power outages. Floods and fires can cause a ripple effect of destruction. As we were writing this, an estimated 5,200 people died when Typhoon Haiyan hit the Philippines. Another 2,800 died in the days following from the secondary mudslides and flooding caused by the typhoon.


  Natural and manmade disasters. Natural disasters include tornadoes, hurricanes, drought, snow and ice—any hazard due to weather conditions—as well as volcanic eruptions and earthquakes. Manmade disasters can have major consequences as well. These include fires, riots, explosions, transportation accidents, terrorist attacks and war.


  Disaster Phases
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  Figure 2.1. FEMA’s Phases of Disaster: Collective Reactions


  There is great variance in the amount of notice a community receives before a disaster. Earthquakes, for example, generally come with no warning. Floods and hurricanes provide hours or days to gird up. The amount of time before a disaster affects how victims respond. As one manual puts it, “When there is no warning, survivors may feel vulnerable, unsafe and fearful of future unpredicted tragedies. The perception that they had no control over protecting themselves or their loved ones can be deeply distressing. When people do not heed warnings and suffer losses as a result, they may experience guilt and self-blame. While they may have specific plans for how they might protect themselves in the future, they can be left with a sense of guilt or responsibility for what has occurred.”11


  Impact phase. This phase ranges from wild and unpredictable (for example, tornadoes and explosions) to a slow and steady buildup (for example, some types of floods). The extent of the psychological and social effects will correspond to the breadth and personal costs of the disaster. People’s reactions will vary, ranging from “constricted, stunned, shock-like responses to the less common overt expressions of panic or hysteria.”12 People generally react first with bewilderment and disbelief, and their emphasis is on the survival and status of themselves and their friends and family. When members of a family are in different locations during the event itself, they will be anxious to reconcile.


  Heroic phase. Directly following a disaster, survival, rescue and safety are paramount, and sometimes evacuation is necessary. Some people experience postimpact disorientation as adrenaline-driven actions to save lives and property. Yet this phase deserves a cautionary note: “While activity level may be high, actual productivity is often low. The capacity to assess risk may be impaired and injuries can result.”13 The heroic phase is also associated with altruism in both survivors and emergency responders. Posttrauma reactions also often occur at this time, particularly when there are physical risks or when families are separated during evacuation. Concern for the well-being of loved ones who are not present can hinder the focus needed for problem solving in the moment.


  Honeymoon phase. This phase covers the week to months after a disaster. In this stretch, formal government and volunteer assistance may be easily accessible. Communities feel close and united due to the experience of the calamity and the support available after. Survivors can feel uplifted, confident that the aid they will receive can restore them. If mental health workers are present and viewed as valuable, they can be more easily received and can build a foundation for the phases to follow.


  Disillusionment phase. In this phase the survivors’ bubble is burst as they come to realize that disaster assistance is limited. Physical exhaustion builds up as a result of heavy burdens, including financial struggles and geographical displacement. The idealism of the honeymoon phase yields to dejection and weariness. The scaling down of assistance agencies and volunteer groups present can lead survivors to feel forsaken and bitter. The chasm between assistance received and the resources needed to return to predisaster “normal” becomes clear, and troubles proliferate: “Family discord, financial losses, bureaucratic hassles, time constraints, home reconstruction, relocation and lack of recreation or leisure time.” Further, “health problems and exacerbations of preexisting conditions emerge due to ongoing, unrelenting stress and fatigue.”14 Those less affected by the disaster may be moving on, leading to hostility and disappointment for survivors, and survivors may be bitter among themselves as varying monetary amounts are distributed. This perceived inequality impairs community bonds.


  Disillusionment and civil unrest can also follow when people learn that there was human influence in what first appeared to be a natural disaster (i.e., an act of God turns out to have been an act of man). For example, researchers Nel and Righarts explored how often civil unrest is linked to natural disasters.15 They found a strong connection between disasters and civil unrest, especially among the poor in developed countries and generally among underdeveloped countries. One implication is that the poor see the disaster as exposing the injustice that already exists in their community and that put them in harm’s way. We will explore this idea, and the implications for the church, in the next chapter.


  Reconstruction phase. This stage, consisting of the reconstruction of property and the restoration of emotional health, can extend for years. At this point “survivors have realized that they will need to solve the problems of rebuilding their own homes, businesses, and lives largely by themselves and have gradually assumed the responsibility for doing so.”16 Yet with the remodeling of homes and communities another stage of loss arrives, as survivors must reacclimate to a new or significantly altered environment as they go on grieving. By this point family and friends may have grown tired of providing support, and other emotional resources may have dried up. The end of this stage is acceptance: “When people come to see meaning, personal growth, and opportunity from their disaster experience despite their losses and pain, they are well on the road to recovery.”17 Disasters are often accompanied by deep and transformative losses, but they also come with the opportunity to identify character strengths and reprioritize one’s life.


  Progression through these stages will vary among both individuals and communities, tied to the nature of the disaster and the level of involvement. The steps toward recovery may not always be as orderly as portrayed here, “as each person and community brings unique elements to the recovery process.”18


  Sequence of Disaster Management


  People often conceive of disasters in terms of the event that led to loss or turmoil. But in reality, work on catastrophes includes a full range of things, with the extreme acute being just one phase. Extensive interviews and an analysis of the crisis literature indicate that experts employ four phases of crisis management. As we put it in HDI’s Ready Faith: Planning Guide:


  
    	
Mitigation/prevention addresses what congregations can do to reduce or eliminate risk to life and property.


    	
Preparedness focuses on the process of planning for the worst-case scenario.


    	
Response is devoted to the steps to take during a disaster.


    	
Recovery deals with how to restore ministry operations after a disaster.19


  


  As should be clear, disaster planning is an ongoing process that considers all phases of disasters (see figure 2.2). Each phase is an opportunity to serve your church and community, though it is not necessary to take on every phase. For example, as we say elsewhere, “In Japan, where churches are typically small and resources limited, churches in a region join together into a church network, with each church taking a part of the overall disaster plan. The network emphasizes collaboration, resource sharing, shared training and more, with each church deciding for itself what role it will play and what resources it can contribute” over the cycle of crisis planning.21
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  Figure 2.2 Cycle of Crisis Planning20


  Conclusion


  Extreme weather gets everyone’s attention, and while that is a good thing, it also leads us to think that disasters are all about extreme weather. But disasters can be caused by both nature and humans. The H1N1 outbreak of 2009 demonstrated that not all disasters are caused by natural disasters or terrorist events. An epidemic, civil conflict and climate change are also examples of disasters. Although when we hear the word disaster we often think of things like hurricanes and tornadoes, the church also needs to be aware of the real needs that can result from lower-profile disasters like heat waves and public health emergencies.


  Discussion Questions


  
    	What types of disasters pose the greatest threat to your congregation and community?


    	What types of low-profile disasters are common in your community or region?


    	How might your church need to prepare differently for a public health emergency versus an extreme weather event?


    	Given the most likely disasters in your community, who is most at risk for these disasters?

  


  chapter three


  
Disasters, Justice and the Church


  About seven months before my family moved to Mississippi and before Hurricane Katrina, I (Jamie) had the chance to spend some time along the Mississippi Gulf Coast. I flew from O’Hare International Airport in Chicago to the Gulfport-Biloxi Airport in Gulfport, Mississippi, to interview for my first academic post. I remember having to dig and shovel my car out of the snow before heading to the airport that morning. Needless to say I was pleased when I stepped off the plane later that day to a beautiful and warm sunny day in Mississippi. I was fortunate that a future colleague was there to pick me up and take me for a drive along the coast before heading to the hotel in preparation of my interview that was to follow the next day. As we drove down the coast, I was struck by the beauty of the ocean, the cool breeze and wispy clouds on one side of the road. On the other side of the road were numerous beautiful, historical estate homes with grand colonial pillars, many with giant oak trees dating back centuries. Many of these homes were owned by affluent families or families in which the homes had been passed down generations.


  Fast-forward a little more than a month after Hurricane Katrina. I had taken a team of graduate students working with me in my research lab to the coast in Gulfport to survey people’s needs in the wake of the storm. Many of the roads were blocked, destroyed or being worked on. We had to park a ways inland and navigate our way through the debris to get to the communities that lined the once scenic coastline I had taken in just months before. Most of the media coverage after Hurricane Katrina focused on New Orleans, which has left us with harrowing images of flooding. However, the damage looked significantly different along the Mississippi coast. Rather than an image of flooding, it looked like a giant bomb had gone off. Many of the beautiful homes lining the road were just gone, leaving behind slabs of concrete that made up the foundation. There were also some homes that survived by what appeared to be chance. Other homes were reduced to what looked like giant piles of matches scattered on their property. Portions of buildings were completely gutted by the force of the winds and ocean. Boats had washed up into the yards of residents, and in some cases cars in parking lots were forced into giant piles like you might see in a junkyard. Many of the century-old oak trees were damaged, some completely gone. Those that survived were filled with debris, clothes, furniture and the like.


  I remember returning again to Gulfport a few months later. This time we found some of the debris gone and some homes being fixed or even rebuilt. By the end of the year, though the damage was overwhelming and in some places still looked like a war zone, you could see signs of promise and progress. Many of the large waterfront homes were being restored.


  This was not the case in Forest Heights, a primarily African American neighborhood of 200 homes in Gulfport just about a mile from where we were. In the 1960s Forest Heights was developed as a model community for promoting African American homeownership.1 Before Katrina, despite facing harsh economic challenges, many of the residents now owned their homes. On one of my visits to the coast I had a chance to interview a pastor from this community for a study I was working on. He shared that just a few years before the storm, several residents, some of whom attended his church, had a deed-burning ceremony to celebrate now being homeowners. He went on to say that many of his congregation’s members who had celebrated could not believe they were actually homeowners, that this accomplishment had always seemed like a far-off dream until it actually happened. He went on to describe how starkly different the recovery process was for his community from other more wealthy communities along the coast. Whereas there were signs of progress in more affluent neighborhoods a year after Hurricane Katrina, the rebuilding efforts in Forest Heights starkly lagged behind. Many of the residents were without insurance or were underinsured, did not have flood insurance, and were therefore unable to rebuild. As I left my interview and drove through the community, I saw a FEMA trailer in almost every yard, as well as what looked like piles—and in some cases, hills—of debris. Many of the homes I saw with significant damage appeared left untouched except for the occasional blue tarps draped across rooftops to try and prevent further water damage.
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