Oral Communications: Emergency Preparedness: CRMs 329:06 and 330:06

In your packet is a City Manager's Report (CMR) entitled Emergency Preparedness Update. The minuscule action reported in this CMR and the fact that it doesn't even get a mention on tonight's agenda belies its designation as one of the City's top three priorities for this year.

I have been involved in disaster preparedness here in Palo Alto for well over a decade. And I have seen the City repeatedly fritter away the enthusiasm, energy and labors of volunteers in this area. You are once again at that point. This seems particularly absurd at a time when those committed volunteers could provide the City considerable leverage in obtaining additional state and federal grants in this area, which in turn would leverage the efforts of both staff and those volunteers.

I am going to focus on emergency preparedness at a strategic/policy level.

Our current disaster planning is inadequate because it takes a too narrow view, projecting the role of government during a disaster to simply be a more intense version of its normal activities. However, remember that the basic purpose of government - to protect the health and welfare of citizens - necessitates a greatly expanded role. The breakdown of various systems results in individuals no longer being able to handle critical tasks themselves.

I have been through several natural disasters, and in each of them badly needed resources that were present locally have gone unused because they were not part of the plan. Food spoiled in grocery stores and restaurants. We were scrounging fuel by the gallon for rescue equipment, cooking, and generators while tens of thousands of gallons sat just out of reach in underground tanks at gas stations.

However, the biggest wasted resource was the local populace: their labor, their skills, and the supplies they had in their homes and offices. People were eager to help - they just didn't know what was needed where.

My first recommendation is that our disaster planning put high priority on "situational awareness" for the whole community, treating citizens as valuable participants in the response, not just as victims and bystanders.

In your packet is another CMR entitled Police Department's Policies on Community Notification. For years the neighborhood associations have repeatedly attempted to get the Police to establish procedures to use our email lists to supplement existing methods to notify the public. Two years ago - after the mountain lion incidents - we had months of meetings that went nowhere.

Although the CMR mentions improving the capability to send notifications to these lists, what is needed is a commitment to make this, and similar, enhancements.

Such an improved notification system would also provide a solid foundation for communications in a disaster.

Returning to basic disaster planning:

My second recommendation is that we need to accept that preparedness will never be a priority for much of the community. We need to stop doing things that experience has shown don't work. Instead, we should invest in lowering the thresholds for involvement on things that have high payoff. For example, documents that tell people what they need to do, but don't give them a clue about how to do it need to be reworked.

We need to stop trumpeting that after a disaster Every family will be on its own for 72 hours. This started as a tactic to scare people into becoming more prepared, but it has taken on a dangerous life of its own. It has become an excuse for government plans to ignore the predictable needs of residents, and it encourages people to not work with their neighbors.

My third recommendation is that that the plan be reoriented to embrace the inevitable chaos of a disaster. The part of Palo Alto's plan that I know shows the natural tendency to focus on aspects that can be tightly controlled.

My favorite saying on planning is an assessment by General Eisenhower about D-Day: Plans are useless, planning is essential. Proper planning means that you have the resources, the training and knowledge to adapt and respond to events.

My final recommendation is that we need to push back hard against the defeatist attitude that Emergency Services will be overwhelmed and unable to respond to most requests for help. Part of the disaster plan needs to address how to rapidly scale up needed capabilities.

Recognize that some types of training can be deferred until after the disaster strikes and still be timely and very effective. However, such training requires advance preparation.

In summary, the disaster plan for Palo Alto should incorporate the needs and contributions of the whole community, and not be narrowly focused on the city government itself. This sort of planning is far more difficult, but better matched to the situation during a disaster.

Most importantly, the City needs to work collaboratively with the residents and neighborhoods, rather than seeking to impose impractical and unrealistic expectations.
