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By Emily Zebel, Network Relations & Content Designer, 
PA Downtown Center

Hurricanes, fires, floods, oh my! 
Headlines across the nation are 
rife with disaster, leaving one a bit 
like Judy Garland; nail-biting and 
scanning the dark forest after lions, 
tigers and bears. But when a com-
munity is struck with an emergency, 
it’s nothing like the myth of the 
movies: neighbors don’t panic and 
run, they adapt to the situation and 
do anything they can to be helpful. 
We are hard-wired to come togeth-
er as a community after disaster. In 
fact, helping others is one thing that 
makes us human. In many places, it’s 
actually the people who help each 
other first, long before the profes-
sionals arrive. But what can we do 
foster those support structures from 
a preparedness standpoint? 

Because disasters are inherently 
geographical, in a disaster more 
people will survive if your commu-
nity is resilient – solidly connected, 
with lots of knowledge about who 

lives there and strong institutions. 
However, a lot of the support struc-
tures that foster the sense of com-
munity that led people to look out 
for one another have degraded, and 
it’s up to individuals to bring them 
back to life. Before you go knocking 
on doors however, make a plan — 
not about how you’ll persuade your 
neighbors exactly, but what you’ll 
actually ask of them.

Getting Started

Instead of going door-to-door to 
rally neighbors, you’ll find more 
success if you piggyback on existing 
institutions to organize people in 
times of need. Tight-knit commu-
nities with strong, locally-driven 
organizations respond better in 
disaster situations. That means that 
any work you do to build commu-
nity, from strengthening a PTA to 
starting a local business that serves 
as a community hub, will naturally 

help your neighborhood be better 
prepared. Our civic institutions or 
schools or churches not only enrich 
our lives day to day, but they also 
help to save our lives when disaster 
strikes. In short, don’t reinvent the 
wheel. There’s little need to build 
something you’ll then have to per-
suade people to come to when you 
could get involved with a local orga-
nization, involved with a local coffee 
shop, day care, or just a group of 
friends you get drinks with period-
ically if you can’t find a community 
group to join. 

Main Street and Elm Street pro-
grams in communities across PA 
provide a strong core structure 
while empowering their residents 
to come together. While there are 
some government and nonprofit 
resources that can support cer-
tain emergency preparedness and 
volunteer activities, no outside 
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entity can—or will—bring people 
together and build the community 
confidence the way self-directed, 
grassroots programs like these can. 
A fundamental concept for Elm 
Street or neighborhood revital-
ization efforts, for instance, is the 
Enhanced Block Captain Program. 
Establishing these programs can 
not only assist in efforts to monitor 
crime activity, but can also increase 
goodwill in a community and even 
steward greening efforts. 

Laying out boundaries is a first step 
in creating the structure necessary 
to empower these liaisons, and can 
include a multitude of activities 
once needs within the boundaries 
are established. Consider hosting 
special trainings and networking 
sessions to raise awareness for 

ambassador opportunities and be 
sure to prevent overwhelm and 
burnout by being geographically 
mindful (for instance, only desig-
nate 10-20 businesses or homes per 
steward). Putting disaster prep on 
the agenda as special trainings is 
also key. That doesn’t mean taking 
over or dragging out a stodgy set of 
doom-and-gloom talking points. Try 
to have fun — think bar trivia night 
about disasters. Your local coffee 
shop could host a Godzilla Aware-
ness Party. Your small group can 
help bring people in using an "each 
one — reach one" approach around 
the neighborhood — and most 
localities have emergency manage-
ment teams that would be thrilled 
to speak at this kind of event. 

What to Include in Your 
Community’s Plan?

Once you have a group of interested 
people or a structure in place like 
an ambassador or block captain 
program, it’s time to get down to 
a plan. That said, don’t get caught 
up in the specifics. The point is to 
get people aware of the possible 
disasters your community will face, 
and get them ready and willing to 
help and take care of one another 
in a crisis. Planning in this context is 
about the process, not any final doc-
ument. Because emergencies are 
chaotic, you’re probably not going 
to have a lot of reading time, right? 
So, it’s important to get your group 
ready to improvise. Building your 
group into a team that can react 
to different types of events is more 
important than being ready to run 
any one evacuation plan.

Three major components of a good 
community disaster prep plan:

1. Make sure everyone has 
more than one way to reach 
one another. Cellphone numbers 
are great, but remember that in an 
emergency, cellular networks will 
probably be overloaded. If you have 
a signal but can’t place a mobile 
call, text messages and walkie-talkie 
apps use fewer mobile data and 
are more likely to get through. In 
every case, however, old-fashioned 
landlines are ideal, since they can be 
used without power. Don’t forget 
old-school rendezvous points. If 
you have no communications at all, 
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it’s critical to have a spot everyone 
knows to meet up just to make sure 
everyone is safe.

2. Learn about the hazards and 
most likely disasters in your 
area. Not every region is prone to 
the same types of disasters, so be 
sure to consider the kinds that have 
had a legacy of exposing your com-
munity to vulnerability, or the po-
tential to. Flooding, severe storms, 
blizzards, tornadoes, landslides, fires, 
and power outages have all made 
their mark on PA, and terrorism or 
other man-made disasters should 
also be part of the conversation. In 
every case, people respond better 
in an emergency if they’ve talked 
about possible threats before they 
happen.

It’s also incredibly important to 
understand that disasters don’t 
impact people equally — they 
tend to exacerbate existing vulner-
abilities. So be sure to understand 
the vulnerabilities in your neigh-
borhood — things like poverty, 
housing discrimination or unequal 
transportation access — since these 
elements often point to where the 
worst consequences will occur.

3. Understand your neighbor-
hood and how your neighbors 
can help one another. If everyone 
is going to rely on one another, think 
about what is convenient and makes 
sense for each person. Maybe one 
neighbor runs a store and could help 
stock food supplies for the whole 
team, and another has a vacation 
home or relative’s house that could 
serve as a rendezvous point. The 
neighbor who lives within walking 
distance of the school could be in 
charge of child pickup if transporta-
tion goes down. Or, someone who 
owns an SUV or boat could help 
evacuation procedures. Everyone 
brings something to the table — and 
the more diversity your team has, the 
more powerful it will be.

Ideally, everyone in your community 
will be willing to pitch in with their 
own unique skills, abilities and per-
spectives to help everyone stay safe 
and protected. Additionally, while 
everyone should pool resources in 
a way that makes sense, you should 
all be willing to back one another 
up, even if it doesn’t seem like a 
particular role is your best fit. If the 
neighbor responsible for child pick-
up is out of town when a blizzard 
hits, someone else should be ready 
to step in. Best of all, the closer and 
tighter knit you are before a disaster, 
the more you’ll be willing to cover 
the gaps when one happens. 

ABOUT THE 
AUTHOR
Emily’s passion 
for storytelling, 
healthy com-
munities and 
nature-based 
placemaking 
inspires her 

role at PDC, where she supports the 
organization’s marketing, communica-
tions, and membership. She also works 
as freelance designer, photographer 
and videographer and has received 
numerous awards including selections 
in the No Man’s Land Film Festival, 
Filmed by Bike Oregon, and S.O.F.A. 
Film Festival. She resides in Dauphin, 
PA, where she can be found working 
on her next oil painting, exploring the 
nearby rivers and trails with her young 
daughter, Willow, or training for her 
next ultramarathon.


