From: Bob Moss

Sunday, January 01, 2006 9:04 PM

Speaking as past chair of the BPA Creek Committee for more than 20 years I can offer some suggestions on how to get a community better prepared for emergencies such as the almost-flood of this weekend.  Some of them probably have been taken already be a portion of the residents, but many people probably are less well prepared than possible, despite the strong memories of 1998. 
First, sandbags and other precautions should be addressed early in the rainy season.  We always got our sandbags in mid to late November and put them around vulnerable areas of the house by early December at the latest.  Where the potential flooding could come down a driveway, we would pile up sandbags next to the driveway so that cars could go in and out, and move the sandbags across the driveway when dangerous storms began. If people wait until the creeks get within a few feet of flood stage it's too late, first because as we saw this week the supply gets depleted faster than is can be replenished, and second it's hard to put sandbags down properly when the water is washing onto your property.  Also since the limit is 10 sandbags/trip, if you get sandbags over time you can keep within the trip limit and still get enough to protect your property.

Second, seniors and people needing assistance should be identified by an organization such as a neighborhood association and records kept of who needs help and the type of help needed.  Keep several sets so that if the person nominally in charge of those records is away or unavailable someone else can fill in.  Check with the City emergency preparedness people and see if they will take a copy of the list of those needing help so that they also can check on them in case of danger.  In the 1980s the BPA had the first city simulated emergency alert and evacuation.  We simulated a chemical spill in Stanford Research Park.  In advance of the simulation BPA members were assigned to go block by block and identify all who were infirm, bedridden, or otherwise in need of help.  People then were assigned to see that those identified as needing help were moved from the danger area when the exercise began.  The need for this sort of community identification of the infirm and action to help them was demonstrated in the Katrina flooding. 

Such a registry is needed in every neighborhood, and it has to be checked periodically, at least annually, to remove those who leave or die, and add new arrivals or those who now are inform but were not before.

Third, set up your own telephone alert trees such as the one for Desoto Drive.  The City system works, but it can only notify a few thousand people/hour. As noted by Julie, the time to cycle through the list can exceed 90 minutes.  If the first person on the phone tree who gets a notice then activates the phone tree many people will be warned sooner than the city system can.  The BPA set up a creek alert phone tree in 1985 and I kept it up to date, annually validating that people were still interested in remaining on the tree, and adding new people as requested.  It worked quite well.  I finally dropped it a year and a half ago after the Matadero Creek upgrade was completed.

Fourth, don't depend on the Internet.  Our Internet service went down about 12:30 PM Saturday and wasn't back until after 10 PM.  Comcast admitted they had outages but gave no hint how long the system would be down.  Phones operate even if power is out, but the Internet doesn't.

Fifth, have several people assigned to keep a physical eye on conditions and report back to the group.  That means some of those at the Chaucer St. bridge and other high risk locations should be in contact with the phone tree and Internet alert people and kept them informed of conditions, including asking that alerts and evacuation warnings be sent out when the creek level is near or at flood stage.  The video cameras and Internet site is very nice, but if the Internet fails, as happened Saturday, that web site is not usable.

Sixth, ideally each neighborhood or defined part of a neighborhood should have an emergency response co-coordinator.  That person would stay in touch with SCVWD, the city emergency staff, PAFD and PAPD plus the neighborhood and community at large.  The ERC would pass information back and forth between city emergency response people and the neighborhood and residents, identifying problems and threats, possible solutions, and what actions are underway to fix them. 
One lesson learned not only from Katrina and our flooding in 1998 is that it's important, even life saving, to inform people about hazards, dangers, and potential solutions in real time and as accurately as possible. Real disaster preparedness begins with the individuals and local organizations, and moves up to government agencies.  It also begins at government agencies and moves back down from Federal to State to Local governments and then to the people.  We need to be prepared locally, but we also must have the support and resources of all levels of government.

