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INTRODUCTION
A disaster is any specific event, natural or unnatural, which results in overwhelming physical, economic and/or emotional damage to a community. It is in these settings that the Church has both the opportunity and the responsibility to reach out in meaningful ways with the love and hope of Jesus Christ. 
To ensure timeliness, avoid redundancy and provide an effective and appropriate response, the church must be ready, at all levels, when disaster strikes. This means planning and preparation before disaster strikes. 
With this in mind the North Alabama Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church has organized a structure and guidelines to facilitate the ability of the local church to be in ministry to persons in need as a result of a disaster. 

To work with conference communications to initiate printed, audiovisual, electronic, and other resources to interpret, support, and communicate with our churches and other conferences concerning appeals for help and information related to ministry for disaster response. "
PURPOSE
· To resource and equip local United Methodist churches and districts as they assist their communities and individuals to prepare, respond and recover from disaster. 

· To provide immediate relief for acute human need and to respond to the suffering of persons in our communities caused by natural or unnatural disaster. 

· To work cooperatively with the appropriate conference units, ecumenical bodies, and interdenominational agencies in the identification of, advocacy for, and assistance with ministries for disaster response. 

· To work cooperatively with United Methodist Communications in promotion of the One Great Hour of Sharing offering and the Florida Annual Conference Disaster Response appeals. 
· To provide a Ministry of Care, laity and clergy alike, are God’s designated caregivers, urged by Jesus “to do likewise. 
"I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the

least of these friends of mine, you did for me."








Matthew 25:40 (modified)
DEFINING DISASTERS
Disasters have changed in scale over the years, but basically a disaster is any human suffering event in which the local resource cannot respond to meet the overwhelming needs.  A disaster may include a hurricane, tornado, storm, flood, high water, wind-driven water, tidal wave, earthquake, drought, blizzard, pestilence, famine, fire, explosion, building collapse, transportation accident, civil disorder, or other situation that cause or creates human suffering which the victim cannot alleviate without assistance.  There are at least four (4) levels of disasters.
Levels of Disaster

· Level 1 – up to about 40-50 households affected by the event
· Level 2 – up to 150-200 households significantly affected
· Level 3 – Over 200 households – a federally-declared disaster

· Level 4 – Catastrophic – basic infrastructures have been taken out.
Phases of a Disaster

· Rescue (Emergency) – The first few hours to several days, depending on the devastation and intensity, is considered the emergency phase.  Efforts are meant to stabilize the situation and prevent further loss of life and property. The church is not in charge of this phase of the disaster, rather, it is governmental. The best thing the church can do at this point is “stay out of the way.”  We should respond at the direction of the ones in charge.  Our position during his phase is to “care for one another” and prepare, for the Relief Phase by calling Early Response Teams to prepare and locating initial funding.  
· Relief – The relief phase normally last s 10 times as long as the rescue phase. The goal is to open roads, distribute food, provide shelter, establish communication, survey damage, and encourage survivors to apply for needed assistance.  During this phase Early Response Teams should be self-sufficient.  The church will work in cooperation with FEMA, the Red Cross and the Salvation Army  concerning shelters and feeding.  Early Response Teams may go onto the location during this 
· Recovery – The Recovery Phase is where the United Methodists spend most of our time.  We get to make some decisions on how this is going to work.  We set up for the work.  Normally the Recovery Phase lasts 10-X as long as the Relief Phase and is the time of repair, rebuilding, advocacy, and pastoral care.
THE CONFERENCE DISASTER TEAM
In order to better effectively respond to disasters, the North Alabama Conference has put into place the Conference Disaster Administrative Team (CDAT). This team is linked to the Servant Like Jesus ministry of the conference. Actively serving on the team are the Conference Disaster Response Coordinator (serves as chair), all lay and clergy District Disaster Response Coordinators, Volunteers in Mission coordinator, Servants Like Jesus director, and one district superintendent appointed to serve on the team. 

· Overseeing the development and implementation of policies and procedures for disaster response in the North Alabama Conference; 

· Establishing short term and long term strategies for disaster response, including guidelines for the role of the conference and local churches in long term recovery and determining if advocacy is needed at the state level (Alabama VOAD and EMA); 

· Setting financial policies including the grant process, grant criteria, approvals, accountability structure and audits; 
· Insure Early Response Team and other trainings are coordinated as needed;
· Identifying staff needs and requesting staff in conjunction with the Director of Connectional Ministries.
There shall be an executive committee empowered to make decisions, especially on release of funds up to a certain level, without having to poll the entire group. The executive committee shall be comprised of the Conference Disaster Response Coordinator (chairperson), UMVIM coordinator, and Servant Like Jesus Director,.

This committee as a whole is not “operational.  Rather, this group sets broad policies and procedures related to disaster response as well as monitor the progress of the response.

Although the committee does not perform disaster relief and recovery operations, some of its members are likely to be involved. For example, the conference Disaster Response Coordinator, who serves as chairperson of the committee, would probably be one of the operational team leaders, as described in the Incident Coordination System (ICS).

THE CONFERENCE DISASTER RESPONSE COORDINATOR

The Conference Disaster Response Coordinator (CDRC) is appointed annually by the Bishop or the Nomination Committee and shall coordinate the work of the Conference Disaster Response Committee.  The CDRC should serve a minimum of four (4) years and should enroll in training classes at least two times (one Basic course, one Advance  at the United Methodist Committee On Relief (UMCOR) Training Academy, or the Jurisdictional Academies, when offered.  The conference is expected to pay for the participant’s transportation.  UMCOR will pay all or some of the cost of housing and meals at the academy, depending on the location.

The Conference Disaster Response Coordinator (CDRC) shall coordinate the work of the Conference Disaster Administrative Team. CDRC will work with District Superintendents in finding persons with a passion for disaster response ministry. The Conference Disaster Response Coordinator will be appointed at conference. 
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· In some Level II, and all Level III and IV disasters, any active clergy serving as a conference Disaster Response Coordinator may be relieved of pastoral duties in the local church for at least one month. A supply pastor should be appointed and paid with disaster funds. The cabinet should interpret this necessity to the congregation. A pastor cannot do both jobs!

THE DISTRICT DISASTER RESPONSE COODINATORS

The District Superintendents shall appoint the District Disaster response Coordinators (one lay; one clergy for each district). The lay and clergy coordinators will share responsibility for creating, maintaining and leading the District Disaster Administrative Team. The District Disaster Response Coordinators are the district representatives in the Disaster Response.  They serve as the Conference’s “eyes, and ears,” helping to assess damage following a disaster and interpret the work of the Conference in disaster response to local laity and pastors.  They are responsible to perform an initial on-site assessment as soon as possible after a disaster strikes and the relaying of appropriate information to the CDRC.

District Coordinators should be recruited with the understanding that he/she will participate in Basic Disaster Training as planned by the conference and taught by a qualified leader (often from UMCOR). When the opportunity arises, they are encouraged to enroll in the UMCOR Training Academy at UMCOR Sager-Brown or the Jurisdictional Academies, when offered. The conference is expected to pay for the participant’s transportation. UMCOR will pay all or some of the cost of housing and meals at the academy, depending upon location. 
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   Districts* will identify church properties which agree to serve as:

· disaster operations centers 

· temporary shelters. (Red Cross has application/training program)

· places to quarter volunteers

· places to collect, warehouse, and distribute donated goods

   Districts* will help identify churches whose members agree to serve as:

· Early Response Teams

· Volunteers that have and can operate specialized heavy equipment

· Volunteer in Mission teams during Relief and Recovery

· Individual Volunteers trained in disaster response

* District decision should include District Superintendent, District Disaster Coordinators, and Conference Disaster Coordinator.

THE ROLE OF THE BISHOP
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THE ROLE OF THE DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENT
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Approve the District Disaster Response Plan – work with District Disaster Coordinator and District Disaster Team
THE ROLE OF THE SERVANTS LIKE JESUS/SERVANTS MINISTRY DIRECTOR

Prior to a Disaster:
· Work with the conference Disaster Response Committee to develop a plan.

· Keep the plan available.

· Be sure the bishop and cabinet have copies of the plan.

Disaster Response
· Obtain extra office help for yourself or for your staff person assigned with the disaster portfolio. Temporarily transfer normal duties to other staff.

· As soon as possible, visit the affected area.

· Make certain that the conference communicator is involved and remains so.

· Make office staff available as needed. Hire temporary support staff as needed.

· Provide office space to the disaster response effort, if possible. The telephone team and others will need an area.  (An effective telephone team will make your work much easier.) If it is located in your conference center, response personnel will need access to the building for more time than your usual business hours. Disaster response is not an eight-hour day.

· Be aware of the length of time recovery takes. Continue to remind the conference that recovery is still going on.

· Encourage the conference to give financial and personal help.

· Keep in touch with the conference Disaster Response Coordinator and the Committee.

· Remember that it cannot be business as usual.

· Participate in the closeout process.
The Role of United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR)
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The role of Conference UMVIM Coordinator 
UMVIM is responsible for enabling the participation of persons in volunteer programs and projects so that affirming, empowering and trusting relationships are established.

UMVIM’s unique role in disaster response is acknowledged to be in the training and deployment of Early Response Teams and in developing Jurisdictional Disaster Volunteer Management Teams to work with UMCOR in initial disaster response in the development of the volunteer management system.

Management of Volunteers
· Recruit and deploy Early Response Teams to provide food, debris cleanup, emergency repairs, information and referral

· Recruit and deploy volunteers in relief phase to provide preliminary casework, and crisis counseling, and minor repairs
· Recruit and deploy skilled volunteers in long-term recovery for repair and rebuilding.

The role of the volunteer is to assist persons in the devastated area rebuild their lives, often though rebuilding of damaged structures.  This should be done so as to reduce the trauma and chaos of ht situation as much as possible. The primary concern should be the victim.
Management of Donated Goods

Staging areas within the North Alabama Conference can be designated for items that will be sent to the affected area or to UMCOR Depot at Sager-Brown in Baldwin, La.

· No clothing! American Red Cross and Seventh-day Adventist assist in this area.  Victims receive a package of clean mended clothing in the proper size to cover all clothing needs.

· Never send supplies which are unannounced or unexpected.

· In-kind (non-cash) donations will be received based on specific needs or otherwise redirected to other agencies.

· Local coordinator based on available space and specific needs will determine location for collection/distribution of donated goods.

· Materials or financial assistance should not be distributed without the direction of the local response unit.

· Cash donations are recommended and should be sent to Conference Treasurer designated North Alabama Conference Disaster Relief 

POLICIES AND PROCEDURES RELATED TO FUNDS

The Conference Disaster Response Team will actively encourage churches in the conference to participate in the special Sunday set aside for One Great Hour of Sharing (OGHS). The funds will go to UMCOR.

The churches in our conference will also be encouraged to donate monies to meet disaster needs, before and after a disaster. Unless specified, the monies collected will be placed in a general disaster relief fund for the conference and monitored by the conference treasurer and the Office of Administrative Services of the conference. 

Larger disasters generate significant amounts of donated money from within and outside the conference, most of it arriving during the first one or two months following the event. In such cases, the conference fiscal officer will assign an accounting number for these designated funds.

The fiscal office will keep a record of expenditure based on purpose of expense (ie. Materials/furnishings, utilities, contractor service, etc.) and not according to districts or disasters. District coordinators requesting funds are expected to keep record of monies spend on a disaster response under their leadership and make the necessary report. 

Request for monies from the disaster fund will follow rules governing check requisition as set forth by the conference. There shall be two signatures on the requisition form, including authorization from Conference Disaster Response Coordinator or the Servants Like Jesus Director. If the Conference Coordinator or Servants Like Jesus Director is the one making the request, authorization signature shall come from the other or an appropriate officer in the conference. 

Because of the nature of disaster, we have to disburse funds during the relief phase in a timely manner. Paper trails and good accounting are essential for all transactions, but quickly evolving disaster operations require considerable flexibility in disbursing money. The once a week disbursement format seems to be working. The conference fiscal officer is not responsible for spending decisions for a disaster; this responsibility rests with the committee.

Don’t jump into the relief stage handing out cash. Wait! Let other agencies and the government spend their money first! Church funds are needed most during the recovery stage, long after contributions have dwindled or stopped completely.

Don’t run around the disaster area handing out equal cash grants to survivors, such as giving everyone $100. Sometimes it is necessary to provide small emergency grants to a few survivors, but need is not equal and can become a point of resentment. Wait to dispense funds until case management is in place to set priorities for genuine need.

As soon as possible, following a disaster, the Conference Disaster Response Team will utilize the network of conference and district leadership to notify congregations of the need for money. The bishop will make the decision to request monies for the disaster response. A conference mailing to churches and email will be the methods used to inform churches of the disaster and asking that an offering be taken within the next two Sundays following the disaster. Churches will be asked to help while the news is fresh. Don’t wait for the regularly scheduled issue of the conference magazine. People are more inclined to pay attention to a postcard, E-mail and phone call. Any delay will cause members to assume the church is not involved in the response, and they will donate to other agencies.

It is important that we vigorously generate local funds for local disasters. UMCOR expects a conference to spend money generated first—before denominational money is used. 

OTHER CONCERNS AND PROCEDURES
REPAIR OF DAMAGED CHURCH PROPERTY

Unless specifically generated, money from UMCOR cannot be used for repairing churches. Under certain conditions, the Conference and District Disaster Response Teams will seek to help churches raise money to repair churches damaged in a disaster. The Conference takes seriously the mandate that church-owned properties have adequate insurance, including flood coverage (which requires a separate policy). The task of rebuilding or repairs will rest with the said church and the trustees, not the Disaster Response Team.  

RELIEF OF HUMAN SUFFERING

The primary task of the Disaster Response Team is to relieve human suffering. Both the victim and the caregiver are candidates for care. 

Conference and UMCOR money is to be used for the relief of human need, and assistance must be given regardless of a person’s race, color, economic status, or religious affiliation. The use of funds will take into account special consideration to those in a disaster-affected community who are marginalized and live in minority communities within a majority culture.

CONCLUSION

It is not our plan for this policy to be all and in all. For further information on processes and strategies in responding to disaster, please contact the Conference or District Response Teams or see United Methodist Committee on Relief manuals on the topic of interest. 
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