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Time’s Up

The opportunity to gather the food and supplies necessary for disaster recovery has passed. What has been a hypothetical situation that everyone hoped would never come is now the reality. Disaster has struck and things are going to be different for a while.

This booklet will provide some ideas of how to work with whatever people and materials that you have available. It will suggest ways of organizing that will help you to work with those around you, rather than in competition with them.

It will probably be a while before life returns to normal, so this manual will help you find ways of organizing that will be useful for the long haul while still flexible enough to adjust changing conditions. How you use this information will depend on the details of what is happening around you, and will likely change as time goes on. 

Some things will improve or recover rapidly, others will move more slowly. Some may even continue to deteriorate. The exact conditions cannot be predicted at the time of this writing. Rather than focus on the tangible details of what to do, this guide will look more at how to do whatever it is that you need, by cooperating with other people. By responding socially, you will be able to make better use of whatever resources you now have available.

In any case, there are an abundance of resources that tell about the nitty-gritty of post-disaster living, and hopefully you have access to those too. A great resource to help you learn about others’ experience with disaster recovery is www.disastersurvivornetwork.com.

Taking Stock


You may have a solid personal stockpile of disaster supplies. If so, you are now in a better position to help others who did not make the necessary preparations. Your personal level of preparation is important, but it is only part of the picture. If you have a supply of food and your neighbors are desperate, you will soon be faced with some very difficult decisions about whether to share your stash, or how to protect your stash if you do not share it. 

Your decision in this matter is up to you, but if you do decide to withdraw, you should think about what the endgame would look like on this approach. Are you really prepared to deal with the physical and emotional challenges of separating your lot from that of your neighbors? Does the benefit of having enough (which will improve your mental state and help you to help others) outweigh the cost of defending it? Most people can last a week or more without any food, and that disruptions in food supply are likely to be short-lived. Your generosity will likely be rewarded by goodwill.

The days ahead may be full of stress and fear, but keep in mind that whenever there is a major disaster, there are always heartwarming stories of people pulling together to take care of each other. Perhaps these are over-emphasized in an attempt to look at the positive side of an extremely negative situation. Nevertheless, it has become nearly cliché that disasters bring out the best in people. Use this perception to your advantage.
Usually this mutual aid comes spontaneously, and happens on a small scale. But what would happen if structures are created to nurture this positive behavior, to give it a head start so that it can fill the gap created by the temporary collapse of the systems of modern life? In the event of a breakdown of familiar social and governmental systems, people will be hungry for order.

If you provide a seed of order in the midst of chaos, it can grow into something bigger. You can model cooperative behavior to others and show them how they can gain control of their own situations. This will decrease the chance of counter-productive actions by panicked people.
The more you can work with those around you, the more options you will have, even if this might mean that your personal supplies are diminished. Self-defense may still be necessary, but will be less likely because the people around you know that you are in the same boat as they are. Anyone looking for an easy victim will keep moving when confronted by an organized group. But if it does come to self-defense, you will be in a stronger position. Keep in mind that the larger your functional social circle, the more options you will have.

An organized block can work on more productive activities, since people will not all be pinned down in their own homes by fear of looters. Organized neighbors can meet and discuss the best course of action. And once their personal situation has stabilized, they may choose to help out their less-organized neighbors or work on more complex projects with other organized groups.

Rather than being stuck at home to keep an eye on whatever you have, you will be able to take turns watching out with others. Whenever you are not needed for that, you will be able to get out into your community in order to find out what is happening beyond your immediate surroundings. The larger your group, the more you will be able to specialize your efforts.

First Things First

The primary task in getting organized is to identify partners, since this will form the foundation of everything that is to come. You should make your plans in layers.

Base group: Hopefully you know most of the people around you. If not, this is a great time to meet your neighbors. One way to expand your social network would be to meet with a few neighbors who you particularly trust, and together generate a list of others that each of you knows. In this way, you can extend your list of acquaintances to cover most of your immediate neighbors. 

It may be useful to think in terms of working with people whose homes you can easily observe from your own. If you live in an apartment, you might focus on your floor or individual building. Depending on your circumstances, this group may include five to ten other households. This is your base group, which is the foundation for organizing

For example, while one member of your base group watches your homes (perhaps on a daily or weekly schedule), the others are freed up to return to work or do  errands. Your base group might also choose one person to specialize in working with authorities and aid groups, while keeping the others posted about changing circumstances (like availability of food and water, and predictions of when power will be restored).

In the event that alternate cooking arrangements are necessary, the base group can set up a temporary field kitchen using camp stoves, RVs and so forth. In the event of a prolonged loss of drinking water, central sanitary facilities may also be set up through base groups.

Your block: The people who live on a block can tackle more substantial and complex problems, such as cleaning up debris or arranging for sanitation in the event that there is a prolonged lack of clean water. The rest of your block can also provide backup for any situations that develop that are beyond the capability of the base group. For example, if one person is watching several houses and a threat appears, they can signal to the other nearby base coordinators to converge on the trouble spot and provide a united response. This would hopefully encourage the threat to move on, but could also provide a physical defense if necessary.
Block groups may choose one house as a central meeting place, where information can be shared in an impromptu library. You can also rotate this responsibility, depending on your situation.

Your neighborhood: This level may wish to set up a representative council, which may grow from an existing neighborhood association or other group. This council will bring delegates together from throughout the neighborhood to share ideas, quell rumors, coordinate with authorities and relief workers, and search for ways to cope with whatever develops.

This group will probably choose a church, restaurant or other public gathering place as its home. Arrangements should be made that keep this group’s organization separate from the location that is hosting it, in order to keep its activities and processes inclusive and legitimate to all neighbors. If you live in a subdivision which has nothing but residences, you may need to set up a hub in someone’s garage or home near the entrance to the area.

Once a neighborhood hub is established, it can send out communication (by phone or email if those are working, or by physical runners if necessary) to other neighborhoods, in order to determine where similar organizing is happening. A regular communication of some sort should be established, so that lessons learned in one location may be spread throughout the community. This may also function as a channel for news, which can help with rumor control.

How to Organize
Size is only part of the picture, and whatever groups form may use a variety of approaches to making decisions. Some may function democratically, and others may be led by people with relevant skills. But some may yield power to those who were best prepared, and who are willing to use their supplies as leverage to get power. Whatever approach you use, you will need to have meetings, if only to share information or receive instructions.

Falling into a chain of command may be tempting, since having a strong leader to give guidance may provide some emotional stability while avoiding the need to agree on your actions, which might seem like time wasted in a crisis. However, it is important to consider that falling under a strong ruler–particularly one whose main virtue is that they were fearful and wealthy enough to make extensive individual preparations–does not guarantee that the best decisions will be made in the long run. And if the situation continues for a while, it may be that resentment builds to the point that it disrupts the group’s efforts.

In a crisis, it is important to balance authority with accountability. Certainly people need to have the power to act in a rapidly changing situation. This may be through electing a leader who then takes charge of the situation, or through a network of leaders or committees which each have an area of authority. This will depend largely on the size of your group, the time-frame of the disaster, and the personalities involved.
If you are making group decisions, try to make them about general issues. For example, rather than discussing who prepares a specific meal, you might appoint a kitchen coordinator to make this decision on a regular basis. But this power should be balanced against some level of accountability to the whole. 

When Will Help Arrive?
Every disaster is unique, and the appropriate response will depend greatly on the intensity and scope of the damage, the size and reputation of your community, and its proximity to the center of the action. For example, Hurricane Katrina created total destruction and systems failure near where it came ashore and in parts of New Orleans. Further inland, the damage and disruption was still serious but not terribly unusual for hurricane damage.

However, rather than being the center of attention (as would be the case at the center of a less-serious disaster) the needs of these less-damaged communities were eclipsed by the utter devastation near the coast. This caused the recovery to take much longer than in would have near the center of a smaller disaster. The scope of the devastation, which covered an area the size of Great Britain, also overwhelmed the relief efforts to the point that many victims of the storm had to be removed from the area before they could be helped.

However, it was not just the worst-hit places that got the fastest and best attention. Downstream of New Orleans lies Plaquemines Parish, which is mostly populated by a string of small communities, huddled along the banks of the Mississippi, which is the highest land around. These were largely wiped off the map, and arguably needed assistance even more urgently than the unfortunate stranded residents of New Orleans. However, because outsiders had never heard of their communities, they were neglected in favor or the stricken famous city. And of course their isolation was increased by the severe damage to transportation routes.

Among the casualties of Hurricane Katrina was the idea that the government will be able to completely fix the damage from a major disaster. This was a new experience for this generation in the U.S. One positive result from this failure is a new appreciation for the need to prepare. The official government website www.ready.gov now warns that we should be prepared for self-sufficiency in food and water for three days or longer (an alarming prospect considering the growing difference between what the government promises and what it delivers). 
Hopefully you will have access to information about the scope of the disaster, which will help you to estimate how long before help arrives, and how comprehensive it will be. If not, it is probably wise to make plans as though help is not coming in the near future. 

Take care of the most urgent tasks and then as the situation drags on you can find other projects to keep people busy and morale high. Any signs of progress will be essential, even if it is just picking up debris or making clothes racks for donated clothes.

Self-Sufficiency
Assume that help will be slow in coming. This means that you should plan to be self-sufficient for a week or longer. Even without consciously setting aside a supply of food before a disaster, most people have enough old boxes of macaroni and cans of beans to last quite a while. The main concern will be to identify or create clean water sources, as well as heat sources for preparing food. In the winter, you will also need to keep people warm without creating the risk of carbon monoxide poisoning.

Water: You will need to boil or treat water before you drink it. Your water plans might include stringing a tarp between two houses for rainwater collection. If there is a stream nearby, you should find a way to keep the water supply relatively clean, especially by protecting it from human wastes. 

In order to prevent a popular water hole from turning into a muddy mess, it would be worth the effort to build a simple dock or platform–even laying down a simple pallet will help–so that people can reach the water without damaging the streambed. You will also need to protect your source from upstream, by at least putting up warning signs. You should include this essential resource in your neighborhood’s list of security priorities.

There are a couple of devices that will be very useful in preparing drinking water and hot food. These can be essential in maintaining the health of your community. There may already be a number of injuries and illnesses, and it is important to avoid creating more problems. If you can, you might set up a sort of temporary cottage industry manufacturing these devices or educating others about how to make them.

Boiling and bleach treatment can be used to treat relatively pure water, although there are many contaminants these methods will not remove; only pathogens will be neutralized. 

To truly purify water, a solar still will be most useful, and can even be used on highly polluted water and seawater. Construction technique will depend on your climate and the number of people you wish to serve, but the basic principle is to take a large box or pot and cover it tightly with clear plastic in a way that dirty water evaporates, condenses and runs into a clean container. 

Arrange containers of untreated water around the edges of the still, and place one empty container in the middle. Weigh down the center of the plastic so that the water condenses on the plastic and runs down to that central point, where it will drip into the empty container. Lining the bottom of the still with black plastic will increase the rate of distillation. Once you get the basic structure set up, you can even set up hose siphons to put dirty water in and take clean water out without having to dismantle the still.

Cooking: For cooking some foods, you may wish to make a solar box oven. This is essentially a foil-lined box (ideally with sides sloping outward) containing a pot of food (ideally a dark color, perhaps ceramic-lined or cast-iron). The sun’s rays are reflected onto the outside of the pot, and will cook a meal over the course of a day if the weather is reasonably warm and sunny. 

It is difficult to gauge how long to cook, so if you are cooking meat or other potentially dangerous foods, have access to a meat thermometer, use it to make sure the interior temperature is at least 140 degrees.

The Cost of Relief

Before long, there will be outsiders who arrive wanting to help. This is essential in the initial recovery, but it is important to not become dependent on assistance. Volunteers who bring their own supplies are a positive force, and should be met with nothing but gratitude. However, once the actual rebuilding begins, it is important to be critical of who wants to “help.” 
Certainly corporations like Home Depot have been very generous with the materials needed for short-term recovery and survival on the Gulf Coast. Without outside help from electric cooperatives and other utilities, power outages would have been even more prolonged. 

However, outside assistance contributes little to restoring the local economy. It is important to welcome these helpers when they are needed—for example, when there are not enough local construction crews available. But the economy will also need rebuilding, and dollars paid to local workers and contractors will stay in the local economy while money spent on contractors from outside the area will tend to leave when the work is done. Insurance and relief checks eventually run out, and someone else’s misfortune will eventually take the disaster spotlight. It will be easier to rebuild the economic engines that make modern life possible by paying local companies and workers.

To lay the groundwork for a full recovery, you will need systems that are based on local investment and local connections. These can be adjusted quickly as conditions warrant, and they are controlled by decisions made by and for the people most affected by them. Cooperative approaches can help at all levels. At the smallest levels of dealing with disaster, some improvisation is possible. But even then, having a functioning organization lays the groundwork for making group decisions about dealing with the unpredictable aftermath of a major disaster. 

Learning From the Past
In early September of 2005, New Orleans was a picture of chaos. However, there were pockets of order, which centered around those who saw that the situation demanded shared efforts. Rather than surrender to circumstance, they took action to transform a really bad situation into a challenging opportunity to establish networks of mutual aid.

James Montgomery is one of those who organized during the flood. A New York Times article described how he led neighbors at 519 St. Philip Street to meet their needs by acquiring a portable toilet from a nearby construction site. Perhaps without trying, he planted a seed.
Though 519's residents knew each other from working at a nearby restaurant, the Market Café, they were never particularly close - indeed, Mr. Montgomery and the group's cook, John Tibbetts, barely spoke. 

Now, they do everything communally, down to sharing the dry sneakers, clean T-shirts, food and water they have taken from stores. They justify the looting as necessary to their survival. "I'm not proud of it," Mr. Tibbetts, 50, said. "But we do what we have to do." (NYT Sept. 3, 2005)
While this was primarily an inward-looking effort with a strong leader, they did have concern for the neighborhood and played a role in stabilizing it. This role gained them the nickname of “the St. Philip’s militia.”

Another oasis of order was the Hotel le Richelieu. Its management fled the storm, leaving behind what could have been yet another social breakdown. But the staff and guests organized to provide security and “foraging.” Nearly a week after the storm they were somehow still having hot meals. It was surely not what the guests had expected upon checking in, but it remained a pocket of civilization.

By simply being a trace of order amidst the chaos, these efforts gave hope and provided a kernel of restoration, around which others could build. Most people seek the restoration of civility, and will gravitate towards whatever seems the most like what they knew before. We can look at the effect that 519 St. Philip had on its neighborhood, and imagine how differently things might have turned out if it was part of a network of such situations, with a plan for building on whatever foundation was possible.

Other examples: This was not unique to Katrina. Some years back, a severe rainstorm washed out a key road near Homer, Alaska in numerous places. This damage was so severe that for many days the residents were cut off from town and from the rest of the world.

Once the waters subsided, it was easy to cross each of the various breaks in the road by foot, but impossible to get a car across. Fortunately, the residents began to share the cars that were stranded in each section. Before long, a custom developed in which the cars temporarily became community property.

People would drive a car until they came to a break in the road, then simply leave the keys in the car, cross the break by foot, and take another car which had been left by someone going the opposite direction. In this way, it was possible to travel the length of the road using several different cars. Eventually the road was repaired, people reclaimed their own cars, and life went on.
Economic Disasters
For examples of how to deal with a prolonged economic disaster, we can look to Argentina, where the economy collapsed in late 2001. Almost overnight, the country went from having a near-European standard living, to suffering severe economic instability that drove many companies out of business, and many people into poverty. 
In many areas, neighborhood councils sprang up, along with a dozens of barter networks. As many factories shut down, their workers began to explore ways to salvage their livelihoods. This led to a wave of worker takeovers that was featured in the movie The Take. Some of these takeovers were supported by the law, which provided that employees could seize a facility if there were evidence that the owner was selling off the assets. Even so, the old owners sometimes came back for their factories once they were back in operation.

This sometime led to serious confrontations with the communities in which the workers lived. The threat of a takeover was so significant that Zanon Ceramics engaged in industrial-scale production of slingshot projectiles, in the event that the old owners came back. They did come back, and were confronted by large crowds from the surrounding community.

This shows that the profit-motivation may break down, but the need for employment and income continued. This inspired spontaneous cooperation to meet their collective needs. This was not done out of any sort of political motive, and participants did not generally agree with any analysis of their actions as particularly political. They were merely doing what they needed to do. 

The Great Depression in the United States also saw such organizing. The stock market crash of 1929 triggered widespread pessimism, and a collapse in investments triggered a vicious cycle of deflation. Once that started, people started holding off on their purchases until the prices dropped further. This decreased demand, providing more downward pressure on prices. As in Argentina, many banks closed when they were overwhelmed by panicked depositors trying to salvage their savings.

In southern California, an out-of-work veteran launched a movement that had a profound effect on people’s ability to get through the hard times. He was tired of going hungry while crops rotted in the fields, as the farmers had no money to pay workers. So one morning, he walked out to a farm on the outskirts of town, and offered to work the day in exchange for some of the literal fruits of his labor. He went home that evening with as much produce as he could carry. This fed his family and neighbors, and the next day he returned with company. Within two months, there were 500 families involved. At its peak, 45 such operations were part of the Unemployed Cooperative Relief Organization (UCRO), which provided food for 150,000 people.

Meanwhile, near San Francisco, people began to go through their neighborhoods doing household repairs in exchange for unwanted items. These were fixed and resold through a barter system in which people earned credits by working, a system called the Unemployed Exchange Association (UXA). In months they had 1,500 members, had built the beginnings of a new local economy. Their projects included ranches and lumber mills, as well as many sorts of small factories. They distributed up to 40 tons of food a week to families whose old livelihoods had vanished.
It was only much later that the government got up to speed and provided substantial help through its public works programs, which ironically undermined these grassroots efforts. The barter systems proved unable to compete with the lure of cash. In some ways, the UCRO and UXA faded from the picture because they had done their job of getting people through the acute crisis. We must maintain this knowledge, so that next time it is needed, we won’t have to reinvent the wheel or wait for months to get started.

Flashpoints

Disasters can be collective opportunities, as well, providing a chance to start anew. It is beyond debate that the US economy has experience dramatic shifts in recent decades, as ever-larger segments of our industrial and agricultural capacities are sent overseas. From the point of view of our ability to take care of ourselves in the event of an economic crisis, this is a clear disaster. We used to have a strong industrial base and were reasonably self-sufficient in agricultural staples; this is no longer the case. 
When something big and sudden happens, people act.  But slow changes do not generally get people’s collective attention in a way that triggers reaction. If a frog is placed in boiling water, it will immediately jump out. But if a frog is placed in cool water that is then heated, it will stay and slowly cook. So in this sense disasters are helpful signs that bring into focus harmful changes in the economy. They provide flashpoints in which enough people are talking and thinking about what they see as an urgent issue, that critical mass becomes possible.

The Argentine collapse was just such a flashpoint. With minimal training, and minimal sense that they were part of some "political" effort, people spontaneously created a huge variety of new social forms. It wasn't a cause, it was a survival technique. People were pretty worked up about it, because survival was really important to them. But once the immediate crisis passed, most of them went back to whatever they were doing before. And as a result, much of this tremendous amount of energy dissipated. Still, some worker takeovers have survived, and provide inspiration to people around the world.
Conclusion

This manual was written before a disaster, so there are obviously many things which it will not address. However, I hope that it provides a useful starting point for your efforts to deal with whatever conditions you are experiencing. Hopefully parts of it will be appropriate for a more severe disaster than what you are facing now.

If you have further questions, or would like additional assistance in implementing the ideas described here, please contact me at andrew@southsoundcoops.org. I’ll be honored to help.

Good luck. 

If you are unable to make copies and wish to pass on this manual, you might use this blank space to start a list of people who have read it. That way it will help organizers find each other as it moves through the community. Include your name, location and level of organization. (i.e. base, block, neighborhood)

