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Public libraries and crisis
management: roles of public libraries
in hurricane/disaster preparedness
and response

John L. Brobst, Lauren H. Mandel, and
Charles R. McClure

Abstract: The hurricane damage that the United States Gulf Coast
has sustained over the past decade was a catalyst for this study of
the service roles public libraries provide in hurricane/disaster
preparedness and response. Libraries have taken major steps to
better meet community needs arising from these emergency
situations. This chapter identifies new public library service roles,
and discusses successful technology solutions and communications
programs that public libraries can employ to assist local communities
prepare for, and recover from, hurricanes and other disasters.

Key words: public library, disaster planning and response, hurricane,
service role, emergency.

Introduction

The past decade has seen heightened hurricane activity in the United
States, with more than $150 billion in damage in 2004 and 2005 (Pielke,
2008). Florida has experienced 53 hurricanes or other severe storms since
2000, resulting in over $64 billion in damage and 149 related fatalities
(List of Florida Hurricanes, 2010). In 2007, reacting to this history of
hurricane damage, the State of Florida created the Florida Catastrophic
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Storm Risk Management Center (wwiw.stormrisk.org) at Florida State
University. This center ‘supports the state’s need to prepare for, respond
to and recover from catastrophic storms’ (Florida Catastrophic Storm
Risk Management Center, 2010, para.1).

In 2008, the Information Use Management and Policy Institute
(Information Institute; urow.ii.fsu.edu) at the Florida State University
was awarded a grant from the Florida Catastrophic Storm Risk
Management Center to investigate Hurricane Preparedness and Response
by Utilizing Florida Public Libraries (Hurricane Preparedness and
Response; McClure, Mandel, Pierce, and Snead, 2010). Since 2004, the
Information Institute has collected data that describe the roles and
services that public libraries along the US Gulf Coast (i.e. Texas,
Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Florida) have played in hurricane/
disaster preparedness and response. These data come from annual
national surveys of technology use and deployment funded by the
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the American Library
Association (Bertot, Jaeger, McClure, and Langa, 2006), the Florida
Division of Library and Information Services (McClure, Mandel,
Snead, Bishop, and Ryan, 2009), and from numerous interviews
conducted by staff at the Information Institute (Bertot, McClure, and
Jaeger, 2006). These data revealed a number of cases where individual
public libraries joined together as partners to create local hurricane/
disaster preparedness and response teams. By working together, these
libraries were able to leverage resources and contribute a range of skills
and knowledge to handling information management and various
communications prior to, during, and after such storms. Public libraries
also have joined forces with local government agencies and community
organizations to create integrated emergency response teams. This
teamwork has placed public libraries at the forefront of emergency
management networks, a position further supported by public recognition
of libraries as trusted and effective government agencies. Individual
public libraries have proved to be effective team members in supporting
state and local government preparation for, and response to, hurricanes
and other disasters.

The Hurricane Preparedness and Response project’s intent was to
reduce the state’s overall disaster risk by raising the readiness level of all
public libraries to meet the challenges posed by these weather-related
catastrophes. Specifically, this project:

® identified and organized relevant public library hurricane-related
information resources, services, roles, and best practices;
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m identified, assessed, and organized successful individual public library
experiences and best practices related to hurricane preparedness and
response;

# developed model plans, standards, guidelines, and recommendations,
making them widely available via print and through an interactive
web portal;

m offered strategies to assist state and regional public library and
government officials with disaster coordination and organization
responsibilities; and

m disseminated information resources, services, experiences, best
practices, plans and guidelines to coordinate public library managers
and government partners in order to better prepare for and respond to
hurricanes,

Collectively, these project activities served to improve the state’s overall
hurricane disaster preparation and response, reduce risk, and contribute
to the mitigation of these crises.

This chapter begins by providing a brief overview of the background
and methodology of the Information Institute’s Hurricane Prepared-
ness and Response project, as well as a summary of the public
library hurricane/disaster service roles. Then, the chapter details
how libraries can coordinate and collaborate with other government
agencies, specifically with local emergency operations agencies, to better
assist their communities in managing crises. The chapter concludes with
next steps and recommendations for how libraries can implement
identified service roles and become more involved in community crisis
managerment.

Background

Several significant efforts have examined the contributions made by
libraries during times of disaster. An oral history project developed a
knowledge base of stories about the roles that librarians performed
during and in the aftermath of disasters (Featherstone, Lyon, and Ruffin,
2008). This knowledge base described service roles and activities related
to emergency and disaster planning, preparedness, response, and recovery.
The study identified eight service role categories:

B institutional supporters

w collection managers
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information disseminators
internal planners

community supporters

[

[

[

B government partners
B educators/trainers, and
[

information community builders.

The study concluded that librarians, particularly health sciences
librarians, made significant contributions to disaster preparedness and
recovery activities. The study noted the value of establishing collaborative
relationships between libraries and local, state, and federal disaster
management agencies and organizations.

The success with which libraries can perform these service roles greatly
depends on being prepared for emergencies, and part of that preparation
involves having formal and detailed disaster plans. Oelschlegel {2008)
makes the point that disasters are low-probability, high-impact events,
and perhaps because of that low probability, the Heritage Preservation
(2005) survey of public, academic and special libraries found that
78 percent of libraries had no local disaster plan. Oelschlegel (2008)
notes the importance of planning and preparedness, but urges a more
comprehensive and community-involved approach to the planning
process, highlighting the importance of planning for situations where the
library may become part of a coordinated response to a disaster in which
it is not directly involved. Some examples of such disasters where library
services are important in responding to local area emergency situations
include local fires, train wrecks, and plant explosions. In such situations,
the nearby libraries provide critically important and timely information
to the community, thereby increasing the credibility of the library as the
place to turn for information in times of crisis.

Disaster planning is not simply about restoring services to the public;
it extends to offering support to a disaster relief effort that may meet
broader community needs. Zach and McKnight (2010} identify the
differences between traditional disaster planning and planning for
responsive information services. Most library emergency plans assume
that a disaster will affect only a single institution or perhaps a small area
in a city (i.e. a few blocks), further assuming that systems that have been
disabled are available elsewhere within the community to provide
temporary backup during the emergency. These assumptions quickly fall
apart when the disaster is a wider community-based event during which
‘it is very possible that 90 percent of the best library emergency and
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disaster plans will be irrelevant’ (Davis, 2000: 341). Library disaster
planning must be comprehensive, while retaining the flexibility to react
to unforeseen emergencies. A formal planning effort provides the
foundation that helps ensure that the library is ready to be an active
participant in the community’s recovery efforts by engaging as a vital link
in the larger emergency response scenario. In responding to disasters,
service roles evolve and come to the forefront of the library’s service to
the community.

In the US Gulf Coast region, libraries have demonstrated outstanding
efforts towards providing services and support when hurricane events
devastated their communities {(McClure, Ryan, Mandel, Brobst, Hinnant,
Andrade, and Snead, 2009). Welsh and Higgins (2009} interviewed
library workers who had experienced Hurricane Katrina on the Gulf
Coast. They found that those libraries that could open after Katrina
prioritized their efforts to offer essential services, including access to
computers and information via computers; assistance in filling out
necessary relicf aid forms; listening; providing comfort; and providing
volunteer support to the community recovery efforts. Also, Jaeger, Langa,
McClure, and Bertot (2007) conducted a number of interviews with
public librarians and state library officials along the Gulf Coast regarding
their activities, roles, and services during the 2004 and 2003 hurricanes.
This study found that public libraries successfully provided a range of
disaster preparedness and recovery services that were unique, as other
government agencies were not providing and could not provide such
services. The public libraries clearly played roles in both providing
information and facilitating communication, illustrating the unique value
that public libraries offer to their communities during and after disasters.

With over 2,200 public library outlets in the Gulf Coast states, virtually
every community in that region has access to a nearby public library
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2005). To varying degrees,
cach of these libraries has the potential to contribute to or assist in
emergency preparedness and response. These public libraries are
exceptionally well positioned to provide emergency preparedness and
response services, but they need access to information as to how to
organize in order to assist their local communities effectively in emergency
preparedness and response.

By developing plans, guidelines, and recommendations, as well as
documenting best practices for how libraries can serve in these roles, the
Hurricane Preparedness and Response project is designed to contribute
to the overall success with which the Gulf Coast states can manage and
respond to hurricanes and other disasters and reduce the impact of these
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crises on Gulf Coast residents. Armed with such tools, public libraries, in
partnership with other agencies, can mitigate some of the damage a,ncl
destruction that these emergencies bring to the region. In this way, the
project supports the region’s need to prepare for, respond to, and recover
from catastrophic storms and other disasters.

Project overview

Research by the Information Institute shows that libraries have responded
to hurricanes and other disasters by taking steps to better prepare for the
information needs of the libraries themselves and the communities they
serve (McClure, Ryan, et al., 2009). Libraries have adapted their service
roles to provide information services tailored to emergency support and
assistance te hurricane victims (Bertot, Jaeger, Langa, and McClure
2006; Jaeger et al., 2007; McClure, Ryan, et al., 2009}. The projec;
design specifically addressed the aforementioned need to conduct a
systematic investigation of how libraries have responded to community
nee.ds., during hurricane-related emergency management actions. Major
activities to support that objective included:

B finding the best available recovery and preparedness information;

® conducting interviews with seasoned professionals to gather best
practices;

- building a user friendly web portal to provide easy access to this
information; and

m disseminating research findings and promoting the public library service
roles to the Gulf Coast public library and emergency management
communities.

T.he “‘feb portal provides an effective means of organizing and
disseminating a range of information on how public libraries can assist
local communities in preparing for and recovering from hurricanes and
other disasters. That portal is available at btip://burricanes.ii.fsu.edu.
Included within the portal is a more extensive discussion of project
findings, which centers on eight critical service roles that libraries play in
hurricane/disaster preparedness and response (described in the next
section of this chapter).

Overall, the goal of this project was to work with public librarians to
better assist their communities in preparing for and responding to
hurricanes and other disasters. Individual public libraries provide a range
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of useful hurricane and disaster preparation and recovery services to their
communities, but their discrete efforts are often isolated and unavailable
to the rest of the library community. Fundamental to the project was the
objective to identify the roles, best practices, activities, tools, and resources
developed by local public libraries for their communities and to make
them available to the larger library profession. All public library managers
could help their communities respond better if they had the benefit of
some portion of their fellow library managers’ disaster experiences. The
project had three critically important tasks: first, to identify useful
information; second, to make that information available; and finally, to
build awareness of the existence of that information to the user community.

Public library hurricane service roles

The project team interviewed over 200 public library managers and
emergency management officials who had aided their communities to
prepare for or recover froma hurricane or other disaster. These interviews
revealed eight possible service roles performed by hurricane-affected

libraries:

m Safe baven: The public library is the community’s living room before
and after a storm with secure buildings, relaxing space, light, air
conditioning, bathrooms, and comfortable chairs.

m Normal service: The community counts on normal library service before

and after the storm to provide hope, re-establish government presence,
reduce stress, return normalcy, and offer recreation and distraction.

® Disaster Recovery Centers (DRC): DRCs attempt to assemble under
one roof all agencies providing disaster benefits, possibly as a Federal
Emergency Management Agency designated DRC, a state, county
or municipal DRC, a point of distribution (POD) of aid, or simply a
place for neighbors to talk about their experiences and provide each
other with aid.

m [nformation hub: The community counts on the library before and
after a storm to offer access to various communication equipment, be
a trusted provider of accurate, reliable information, produce needed
information aids where they do not exist, and deliver this information
using whatever technology the community uses and can afford.

B Cultural organizations liaison: Public libraries may serve as liaison
points between emergency management agencies and the community’s
cultural organizations.
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W Ewvacuee resource: Evacuees count on the nearest public library for a safe
haven, normal service, disaster recovery center, and information hub.

B Improvise: Should a disaster strike, the community counts on the
public library to improvise and do what is needed to assist in the
Fommunity’s recovery, which requires the library to be flexible
innovative, and creative to efficiently and effectively meet the needs o;
those impacted by this type of disaster.

B Get to -know your local EOC: Getting to know your local Emergency
Oper:fltlons Center (EOC) can result in the public library and EOC
working together to provide best for the community’s needs.

iFhese key public library community hurricane/disaster response roles appear
in greater detail, along with best practices and examples, within the project
web portal: hetp:/fburricanes.ii.fsu.edu. The eight service roles categorize
apd define the functions performed by public libraries during hurricane/
disaster preparedness and response, a specific type of crisis management.

Joining the emergency response network

Before disaster strikes, library managers have an opportunity to focus on
whgt they can control and manage. This includes preparing the library
facility and staff, finding partners to help with preparation-and recovery,
and cgordinating emergency response activities with local emergenc;
operations leaders and government agencies as much as is reasonable.
The team approach has proved to yield rewards greater than individual
agency independent efforts. As one library manager noted, ‘If I can build
a Felationship with directors of [local, state, and federal| agencies, it
brings credibility of libraries to the table’ (personal communicati(’)n
October 15, 2009). ’
The first step in managing disaster response partnerships is to gain a
better awareness of what each potential partner does to support
community-wide hurricane/disaster preparedness and response. Open
and frank discussions need to be held with a range of local emergency
responders and others about the resources necessary to provide services
to the community while meeting partners’ needs. The next step is to plan
and coordinate what the library can contribute, what the library needs
from each partner in order to do so, and how the library’s activities can
mesh with other partners’ activities; as far as possible, the library and its
partners should prepare and test these new arrangements prior to an
emergency. Working out the details in advance saves time, significantly
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improves response time and quality, and helps form bonds of trust and
understanding among partners.

The director of one county emergency management agency identified
several areas where libraries have directly assisted local emergency
responders during the hurricane season (personal communication,
December 3, 2009). Libraries have served as recruitment centers to solicit
volunteers because typically they are located centrally within a community
or offer several convenient locations from which to recruit seasonal
participants. The library can provide rooms for organizational meetings,
including serving as a Volunteer Reception Center, coordinating and
organizing newly recruited volunteers, and conducting training sessions.
Also, the library can serve as a coordination point for scheduling volunteer
activities and for last-minute recruiting of volunteers. Community rooms
can support various emergency operations and recovery programs, and
library technical staff and personal computer resources can support the
information and communication needs that facilitate the emergency
activities. Emergency agencies often recruit library staff members to help
as volunteers, because library staff members tend to have excellent people
skills, organizational skills, and information retrieval skills.

After a crisis occurs, it is useful to assess what worked and what did not,
and then determine what other efforts can assist the community in the
future. In initiating these collaborative efforts, the library and its partners
should keep in mind that making arrangements to aid each other and to
coordinate these activities takes time, and that what is possible may vary
from location to location due to local situations and library-county or
library-city policies. Other organizations can make significant disaster
response contributions, such as Multi-type Library Cooperatives {MLCs},
state library agencies, larger library systems, libraries adjacent to hurricane-
affected libraries, library vendors, library membership organizations such
as LYRASIS (LYRASIS, 2010) and other regional library consortia. The key,
however, is for the public library (1) to clarify relationships, responsibilities,
and activities with other community, state, and federal emergency agencies
prior to a hurricane or disaster, and (2) to understand which of the service
roles it has the capacity and knowledge to offer the local community.

Benefits of partnering with emergency
management organizations

Libraries need to become an integrated element in the overall network of
emergency response that prepares for and reacts to disasters. Libraries
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can assist local, state, and federal emergency response efforts dur

each ph‘ase of emergency/disaster preparedness: planning, pre i
responding, and recovering. The following section addre;seI: epall:ng,
those phgses and outlines specific activities that the library can undaeC !
to better integrate the library into the local community’s overall emergrc:ilc(;

response network, resulting in th isi i
¢ provision of higher levels i
the local community, ® ol servicero

Planning phase

Libraries should take the initiative to introduce themselves to key offici 1
al}d agencies involved with emergency management. This intr)(;d con
will affor.d the library the means to promote the unique services ;llftlo'n
can pr0v1df: towards assisting in the overall disaster preparedness attit
recovery picture. Such services could include offering to displa and
distribute information, including print materials and electronilz : :n
Through its reference services, the library can identify useful resme o
that the public can access in their efforts to gain informari bou
planning for a disaster. won sbout
As an example, libraries often provide hurricane planning resour
the library’s website before and during the hurricane seasoces "T"n
complement this, the local emergency management agency’s n-b te
could add an active link to the library website, or the lib);ar i Slltg
develop a special section of its website that ,addresses em);rcou
preparedness. That special section would be a valuable asset to the gellall(’j .
and Would be another resource that the local eMmergency mana ement
agencies could promote or utilize. The special section (Y)f th ge[l;le'm
cogld include the identification of informative resources ore :Ve 'Sm;
guides that indicate how to develop disaster plans, for both incll)i\a'aj:::!tlcil
and for businesses. It also could include such helpful resources as li;kl;at S
the local CMErgency management agency’s website, assistance pro ra :
cvacuee services, and even online tutorials on texting, as this isp oftin ItTllmS’
only means of communication when there are widesp;ead owe N
{(American Library Association, 2010), pomer ouages

Preparing phase

Once Fibr?ries have introduced themselves to the emergency mana

Organizations in their area, they should update and review thefi;: own
filsaster ;?lans with staff. Activities would include identifyin 0“’3
mventorying supplies needed for various disaster scenarios a); vi:lla r;s
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beginning to develop materials for display and distribution. During this
phase, the library should reach out to local emergency response agencies
to obtain informative brochures and materials for public display and
access. These materials may need to be available in English and also in
other languages, as determined by the demographics of the local service
area. At this point, the library can expand the website developed in the
Planning phase as a valuable tool in helping to provide informative
resources.

More intensive efforts during this phase could include developing
library-sponsored programs tailored to address specific emergencies such
as hurricanes, epidemics, terrorism, and chemical spills. Promotional and
awareness-building activities can help the public recognize the role of the
library as a source for emergency preparedness and recovery information,
and can build awareness of how well the library integrates into the overall
emergency response network. Building this awareness before a disaster
hits will help the public respond to and recover from a disaster event.

Responding phase

Several beneficial steps can help prepare and inform the public upon
notification of a disaster. In the case of hurricanes, there may be days of
advance notice before the disaster strikes. During this time, the library
can update its website to provide more targeted information that will
enable the public to make last-minute preparations or to decide whether
to stay in an area or evacuate it. By monitoring local emergency
communications and staying abreast of ongoing developments, this
information could be disseminated using the library website or library-
sponsored social networking sites.

Building an awareness of the library as a vital resource during this
emergency situation could include efforts to publicize the library’s role on
its website and arranging on-camera interviews in the local news media.
When disasters strike suddenly, such as tornadoes or earthquakes, the
library can respond by posting relevant content on its website and
providing links to key emergency agencies and relief organizations. As
Internet connectivity may be sporadic, contact information should
include telephone numbers and physical addresses.

Recovering phase

Once the immediate danger or disabling effects of a disaster have passed,
the library should continue to provide ongoing updates to its website.
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These updates could include information on library openings and
c.losures,. and provide current information on where to get help Ofr;lce th
hbrar)lr is back to normal operations, local emergency ma.na eme i
agencies should be informed as to which library outlets are o En ar?d
what relief services they can provide. This approach of infornl:ing the
emergency management agencies is the preferred procedure, as these
organizations have priority access and are in a better position toj rioriti
the information that needs distributing, The library should initia]ie effo zte
early on to identify the appropriate officials who will handle such ne\rvs
releases, To maintain a steady and accurate stream of information to th:
emergency responders, the library should hold daily management
l{oneﬁngs to provide updates on all recovery efforts and the availability of
library outlets throughout the community. e
The library also needs to have an emergency communications plan i
place to ensure that information flows quickly and accurately throg hourtl
the .orgamzation. This plan could incorporate use of listservs eigm il
texting, blogs, or social networking sites (such as Facebook I\;[ S ce
and Tv.vitter) to connect to and update library staff and lib,rary 5:(1:*6,
Many individuals can now access these social networking sites Zn tl'? "
cell phones, should the library’s Internet access remain down d o
service interruption caused by the disaster. e
. These are just a few examples of the ways in which the library ¢
integrate itself more effectively into the larger emergenc resy o
network that springs into action when a disaster becomesyimmﬁi) ns'ce
Many of these efforts rely on early preparation to contact and COOI‘diI‘: nt‘
with local emergency management officials. By starting early and buildia:1e
the necessary relationships, these activities will help the library to bg
better prepared and to be organized earlier in advance of a disaszer and
Fhen to operate more smoothly after a disaster. Additional guidanc,e 0
mtegrtatm'g the library into the local emergency operations managemenrt1
organization is available via the Hurricane Preparedness and Response

web portal (btep:/iburricanes.ii.fsu.edu; 1 i
! : .i.fsu.edu; Information U
and Policy Institute, 2010). on Hhe Management

Tr!e_ web portal: a technology for
crisis management

‘I:f web [?Ol‘t‘:"il provides a means to gather together a wide range of
information in a single location, in a way that is conveniently accessible
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to users and easily obtainable with just a few mouse clicks. Implementation
of web-based technology has become a popular application in libraries,
which already organize a wide range of information to make it accessible
to users in a variety of locations. Examples of successful libraty portals
abound, such as the highly localized SkokieNet from the Skokie Public
Library (IL) and numerous MyLibrary portals like MyLibrary@NCState
from North Carolina State University, BUILDER Hybrid Library
Demonstrator at the University of Birmingham (UK), and MyLibrary@
LANL service at the Los Alamos National Laboratory, among others
(Buhmann, Greenwalt, Jacobsen, and Roehm, 2009).

The Information Institute began this project by conducting a formal
needs assessment, which included interviews with over 200 hurricane-
experienced librarians, emergency management officials, and other
experts in the field. This user-centric assessment indicated the need for a
one-stop, comprehensive collection of hurricane and other disaster
information. Interviewees indicated that such a consolidated resource
would greatly improve the services librarians provide their local
communities in hurricane/disaster preparedness and response. The needs
assessment also indicated that librarians and emergency management
officials required mechanisms to share information, collaborate, and
communicate with each other. Web portal technology could provide
these capabilities, and, as an emergent technology, the web portal had
matured to the point where it had a track record of solid reliability
and high performance. The project team determined that this neced
for a comprehensive collection of information and a collaborative
communication platform would be met best by the creation of a
Hurricane/Disaster Preparedness and Response web portal.

What the portal offers the practicing librarian

A guiding principle in the design of the web portal was to ensure that the
information, resources, and best practices were readily available to all
public libraries and their staff. With that principle in mind, the portal
design provided an easy-to-use resource for librarians, containing
valuable information on all aspects of hurricane preparedness, such as
guidance on developing effective hutricane plans, integrating efforts with
governmental agencies, and identifying best practices for publiclibrarians.
The completed web portal is dynamic, content-rich and delivers timely
and relevant information to librarians, including emergency information,
web-based resources, and informative links for multiple resources.
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Interactive features such as the project blog and wiki promote effective
collaboration and information exchange as libraries prepare for and
react to emergencies. In addition to serving the needs of the librarians,
Fhese interactive tools provide effective communication mechanisms for
mtegr?ting library efforts with the various local emergency response
organizations.

Employing the web portal approach provided the Information Institute
with the capability to consolidate and organize numerous resources in an
easy-to-use structure while providing timely and relevant content. The
portal (available at htip:/fburricanes.di.fsu.edu) provides a wealth of
information for practicing librarians, including the following:

B a consolidated set of resources that provides everything librarians need
in one place, including plans, workbooks, and success stories from
disaster-experienced libraries;

B best practices for response and recovery that detail how libraries can
prepare for and respond to disasters; and

B detailed service roles that explain how libraries can function as integral
parts of the emergency response network.

In providing these resources to the library community in a consolidated
and easy to use format, the web portal was very successful in supporting
the project’s intention, which was to reduce the state’s overall disaster
risk by raising the readiness level of all public libraries to meet the
challenges posed by these catastrophes.

The coordination, management, and integration of information
resources through the project web portal are important contributions to
public library hurricane/disaster preparedness and response. In addition
the portal offers fast searching for resources on a variety of topics’
with the best resources for each of the identified service roles througl;
additional project data collection and analysis. Part of the original project
plap was to evaluate the use of the portal before, during, and after a
major hurricane. However, the 2009 hurricane season was relatively
quiet for Florida and the Guif Coast region, and this was not possible.
Therefore it is not possible to include any examples of real use of the
portal during an actual hurricane.

Value of the portal

The project team conducted interviews with practicing librarians to
ascertain their views on the utility of the portal. The librarians indicated
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that they were pleased to have access to the wiki and blog to communicate
directly with one another regarding requests and needs. Interviewees
indicated that many times in the past they had problems exchanging
ideas and sharing information quickly, and that the project blog
provides a solution for that issue. The librarians also appreciated that
they do not have to reinvent the wheel when it comes to creating library
policies that would apply during a hurricane/disaster event, since the
portal includes ‘real-life’ library policies. One librarian said, ‘It seems
that everything you need to set up a plan and execute it is here and it is
great to go to one place and find it all rather than hopping around from
libraty to library and different organizations’ [websites] with less
information than is included here’ {personal communication, November
18, 2009).

Many librarians appreciated the Web 2.0 Tools section of the portal as
4 means to communicate amongst librarians and emergency responders,
saying things such as ‘this could be a one-stop-shop for anyone who is a
librarian’ (personal communication, November 5, 2009). Also, one
remarked on the Web 2.0 tools’ usefulness for members of the library’s
community, saying: ‘There’s a part for residents? ] am curious about that.
I can see that being extremely useful to people, they would be thrilled.
When you are busy at the desk and you have 20 people asking you (to]
set them up on a computer so that they can browse and get information.
People can get practical information from people who have already done
the research. Rather than a librarian saying “Maybe you could do this, or
maybe you could do that.” A person could see that this person found
groceries here, and they found ice there’ (personal communication,
November 18, 2009).

Although no major hurricanes hit Florida or the Gulf Coast in 2002,
the librarians already see the value of the portal to their work in hurricane
preparedness and response. Helen Moeller, then Director of the Leon
County Public Library (Tallahassee, FL), summed up the overall librarian

viewpoint:

After disasters, people flock to their public libraries for information,
computers, a safe place to be with other people, to relax, to read,
and to borrow materials. Your website will provide much needed
information in a standard framework that is not readily available
elsewhere. Great job! {personal communication, May 29, 2009)

This and similar comments by other librarians suggests that the portal
addresses an important service need.
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Ne.ax.t steps: public librarians as
crisis managers

”l_"his project included interviews with numerous hurricane-experienced
librarians, emergency management officials, and other experts in the
field. From these interviews came success stories and findings that indicate
how librarians can undertake several general activities that will allow
them to execute their critically important roles in hurricane/disaster
preparedness and response more effectively. These activities center on
efforts to build community awareness of the value that the library can
offer before, during, and after disasters and to clarify the service roles
that have proven to be successful in aiding recovery and rebuilding
efforts. Such activities include:

B enhancing services, information, resources, and expertise to assist
local communities and their residents during emergency response
events;

B taking the initiative to work more effectively in their local communities
and with the state for hurricane/disaster preparedness and response;
3

B improving communication, planning, and response among various
government and other agencies regarding emergency preparedness and
response; and

B building awareness and educating local community members

;i 3

government officials, and others about the roles public libraries can
play in disaster preparedness and response.

When libraries undertake these activities, they greatly improve the ability
of Gulf Coast residents to better survive and cope with the results of a
hurricane or other disaster by leveraging and coordinating the expertise
of public librarians in working with other government agencies for
disaster preparedness and response.

There are several specific steps librarians can take to help their libraries
and communities manage crises. First, librarians can review the service
roles, best practices, and guides as outlined on the project portal. As a
first step, a library can select one practice to develop this season. For
example, if you want to improve your role as Safe Haven, a likely best
practice to adopt is to have an emergency or Continuity of Operations
Plan (COOP}). Decide which components of the plan to work on this
year and do them. The underlying message is: do not try to do everything

?Il atl lom:ﬁ. It is easy to get overwhelmed. Pick one small thing and do
it well.

Public libraries and crisis management I

Second, librarians can coordinate their efforts with other responders in
advance of a storm. Key partners are local emergency management and
government agencies, but also important are local utilities, police, fire,
church groups, and local businesses. Librarians should learn what these
organizations intend to do and acquaint them with the role(s) the library
intends to play. The goal should be to find ways to strengthen your
community’s ability to respond through collaboration.

Third, the library should prepare its staff. Library managers should
communicate with library staff, telling them what is expected of them,
why their work matters to the community in emergency situations, and
giving details of disaster response roles and responsibilities. Reviewing
this information annually should become standard operating procedure.

Finally, the library should publicize its role in emergency preparation
and response. Public libraries can make certain that community members
are aware of the services that the library can provide should a hurricane
or other emergency situation occur. This should take place periodically so
that community members are aware, and remain aware, that they can
take advantage of the librarians’ knowledge and skills in an emergency
situation.

Public libraries are essential service points in times of criss, providing
a range of uniquely valuable services that extend beyond traditional
roles. Libraries must now build an awareness of this important value in
the community, and make that case to federal, state, and local agencies in
order to gain recognition as essential service providers during disaster
recovery. Improving awareness will help libraries better integrate into the
overall emergency response network, making libraries a key component
in a community’s reaction to a crisis situation. This enhanced awareness
is necessary to ensure that others see that it is a priority to provide library
directors with quick access to their facilities after disaster strikes, not

only to assess the library’s damage, but also to provide access and services
to the local community that the library serves.
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