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Vulnerable Populations Action Team (VPAT)
Emergency Preparedness Training with Community Agencies

Training Summary

Public Health – Seattle & King County (PHSKC) is responsible for coordinating public health related emergency and disaster readiness activities. PHSKC has been working collaboratively with community – based organizations through the Vulnerable Populations Action Team (VPAT) since 2006 to ensure that no one group is more impacted than another in an emergency.  VPAT helps service providers get prepared, stay prepared and ready to respond to their clients needs during times of disaster.  

EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS TRAININGS

A total of 77 participants, representing 26 community – based organizations (CBOs) serving King County’s limited English or non – English proficient populations (LEP), participated in two all-day trainings in May and June at Pritchard Beach Bathhouse in the Rainier Valley (see Attachment #1).  Pre and post-training evaluations were conducted with agency participants in order to identify training gaps, address participants’ questions and concerns, and to gauge the impact the training has had on each agency.

VPAT trainers used a pandemic influenza scenario to set the stage for the training and elicit dialogue.  Through large and small group discussions, participants expressed similar challenges, including limited staff and resources, and cultural barriers, particularly language, which could hinder an emergency response by their agency and emergency response personnel.  After assessing their agency’s strengths and weaknesses, each agency developed a draft emergency mission statement to guide their agency’s role in an emergency or disaster.

In addition, participants were given a basic overview of the Incident Command System (ICS) and risk communication training.  Although the delineation of authority inherit in incident command was difficult for some to grasp, participants understood the need to familiarize themselves with the communication system used by emergency responders.  Throughout the training, VPAT trainers noted the importance of timely and accurate information during an emergency.  

During the risk communication exercise, training participants served as public information officers with the responsibility of communicating to their clients/community essential emergency and safety information after an emergency/disaster.  Through CBO participation in VPAT’s Community Communication Network (CCN), government agencies will send vital health and safety information to community agencies before, during and after an emergency or disaster.

LESSONS LEARNED

For the majority of agency participants, the trainings were the first time they had thought about emergency preparedness.  Very few had considered their agency’s role in a disaster.  This alone made the project a success, but it was also successful because PHSKC was able to build and strengthen partnerships with community agencies serving King County’s vulnerable populations.  Below are some of the key lessons learned from the trainings:

· The mix between large and small agency participants complicated the training because of the disparity in organizational resources, staff capacity and the types and number of services provided.  Although there were only a few larger agencies, they tended be more knowledgeable of county and city services/resources and how they could be utilized for their disaster preparedness needs.  

· The need for LEP agencies to play a communication and referral role in an emergency was recognized almost immediately following the first training.  Many LEP agencies provide cultural and educational services in their communities which make them natural liaisons.  Also, community members respect their knowledge and expertise so they’re more likely to call or go to them if there’s an emergency/disaster.  Furthermore, mutual aid agreements between agencies were strongly encouraged because they were seen as great ways to strengthen their community’s capacity to prepare and respond for disaster.
· Better coordination between government agencies conducting emergency preparedness activities was highlighted by agency participants. Improved coordination of government agencies will result in better community partnerships, improved ability to leverage resources and limit the amount of conflicting information on disaster preparedness agencies receive.  
· Completion of the Agency Emergency Plan should not be a requirement for all agencies because of service, staff and resource limitations faced by some of the smaller LEP agencies.  However, smaller agencies can continue to play a role in an emergency, particularly as communication liaisons between their clients/community and health and safety responders.
· Agencies should be required to test their Agency Emergency Plans so any gaps are identified and addressed.  VPAT trainers are available to work with agencies interested in moving to this next step.
· Miscellaneous lessons learned: 

· VPAT trainers should provide an example of an emergency kit for agency participants.

· The Incident Command System (ICS) exercise was seen as counter productive to many participants.

· Room acoustics at Pritchard Beach Bathhouse made it very difficult to hear anyone more than 4 feet away.

VPAT staff has already finished or are in the process of addressing the findings above as seen in the next round of Small Project Emergency Preparedness grants.

Attachment #1
Below is a list of community – based organizations who participated in the Vulnerable Populations Action Team’s Emergency Preparedness Trainings (agencies in bold are United Way of King County grantees):

- Armstrong In-Home Care

- Chinese Information Services Center
- The East African Community Development Council

- East African Community Services
- Elizabeth Gregory House

- Eritrean Association of Washington*

- Hmong Association of Washington

- The International District Housing Alliance
- Kent Youth and Family Services*
- Kin on Health Care Center
- Lao Highland Association*

- New Beginnings 

- Nikkei Concerns 

- Para Los Ninos*

- Powerful Voices

- Ruth Dykeman Children's Center
- SafeFutures Youth Center
- Solid Ground
- Somali Banadir Cultural & Education Center

- Somali Bantu Community MZ of Washington

- Somali Community Services of Seattle

- Somali Women & Children Skills for Change 

- St. James ESL Program

- The Service Board
- Vietnamese Friendship Association

- Vietnamese Senior Association

___________________

* Community agencies that did not complete the Emergency Preparedness Trainings
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