United Way 2-1-1

Shelter from the Storm:
The Monroe Experience

INTRODUCTION
The 2005 hurricane season, particularly Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, tested the 2-1-1 system in ways
that it had not been tested before. All around the country, 2-1-1 call centers responded admirably,
coordinating services and help for those who had been displaced by the storms, and sending staff
and resources to the 2-1-1s that were dealing directly with the crises.
The 2-1-1 call centers in the states most affected by the hurricanes responded heroically, becoming
the “go to” number for evacuee support and services, for volunteers hoping to help, and for information about the storms. In many cases, 2-1-1 centers were the only source of information and support
in an area. For weeks on end, call center staff and volunteers found themselves dealing with call volumes two to ten times their normal level. For example, in Monroe, Louisiana, during the height of
the Katrina/Rita crisis, the 2-1-1 call volume peaked at 7,358 calls in one 24-hour period—an amount
equal to the call volume for the entire previous year. In addition, the calls coming in were nowhere
near typical—people calling from their rooftops, looking for rescue; families looking for parents or
children from which they had been separated; senior citizens trying to replace their life-saving drugs
without their prescriptions or in some cases, without proof of who they were; and people in emotional and physical distress, hoping to find a live voice at the end of a phone line.
Looking back, it is clear that 2-1-1s rose to the challenge and got the job done. But the overwhelming sense from the field is that few if any 2-1-1s are truly prepared to handle another crisis of this
magnitude. This manual attempts to transfer lessons learned during this period, to help all 2-1-1s be
as prepared as possible for that time when they will be asked to respond to a large-scale disaster.
Real stories from the field are used so that the reader can understand why certain suggestions are
put forward. United Way of America is grateful to the wonderful, hard-working staff and volunteers
from the United Way of Northeast Louisiana (UWNELA), located in Monroe, who shared their stories
in the hope that when there is a “next time,” things will go a little easier.

Before Disaster Strikes
UWNELA houses one of six 2-1-1 call centers in Louisiana. On a normal day (that is, pre-Hurricane
Katrina), Monroe’s 2-1-1 call center included four telephone lines that were answered by trained call
specialists from 8:00 am to 5:00 pm, five days a week. From 5:00 pm until 8:00 am and all day during weekends, calls were answered by one of the call specialists from her home, using the agency’s
cell phone.
On Friday, August 26, 2005, news services began to report that a hurricane, previously thought to be
moving toward Florida, was veering toward Louisiana and the Gulf Coast. At 5:00 pm that afternoon,
the local Office of Emergency Preparedness (OEP) invited Jan Wawrzyniak, UWNELA’s 2-1-1 Director,
to a meeting at its Operations Center to listen in on a conference call about the storm. Because
UWNELA had a written agreement with the Ouachita Parish Office of Homeland Security, a 2-1-1 representative from Monroe was guaranteed a seat at the table during all briefings, had access to “real
time” information, and became OEP’s partner in many disaster-related efforts. UWNELA was the only
2-1-1 in Louisiana with such an agreement in place; the staff of VIA LINK, the 2-1-1 in New Orleans,
had to depend on UWNELA or other sources for information—a more difficult and less reliable way to
operate during a crisis. In fact, outside of Monroe, OEP did not know that 2-1-1 existed, much less
how to work with it.
• Lesson learned: 2-1-1s should have a Memorandum of Understanding with their local
OEP/Office of Homeland Security that allows a 2-1-1 representative a place at the table
when real-time information is being shared. If a statewide 2-1-1 exists, that organization
should have an agreement with the state OEP/Office of Homeland Security.
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Later that evening, Jan called Marguerite Redwine, the CEO of VIA LINK, asking what each of them
should do now that it seemed likely New Orleans would be affected by the coming storm. UWNELA
had a memorandum of understanding with VIA LINK, stating that VIA LINK’s calls would roll to
Monroe in case of an emergency. Most of New Orleans had been caught off guard by the storm and
VIA LINK, having initiated its in-house disaster relief policy, was preparing to evacuate with the rest
of New Orleans.
By Saturday, August 27th, UWNELA and VIA LINK were working together, with 2-1-1 calls being rolled
from New Orleans to Monroe. Marguerite left for Monroe late on Saturday, but at some point that
afternoon a decision was made by VIA LINK staff still working in New Orleans to roll the 2-1-1 calls
back to VIA LINK cell phones. In hind sight, that was not a helpful decision—many of the VIA LINK
staff responsible for taking the calls were themselves in the process of taking refuge in hotels or with
family members out of the city, cut off from one another, with limited access to useful information or
communication. By Monday, the decision was reversed and the 2-1-1 calls from New Orleans were
rolled back to Monroe.
• Lesson learned: 2-1-1s should have agreements in place with all stakeholders, including
other call centers and the telecommunications providers in the state that detail when and
how a community will roll its telephone lines. In drafting these agreements, it is important
to remember that the technology needs to be working for this to happen. In other words,
do not wait until it is too late and the systems are down.

Disaster Strikes!
Hurricane Katrina, a Category 4 storm, made landfall along the Central Gulf Coast near New Orleans
on Monday, August 29th. While many people believed that New Orleans had “dodged a bullet,”
UWNELA staff found themselves working 12 hour shifts and answered over 1,300 calls in one 24-hour
period. Marguerite and other staff from VIA LINK remained in Monroe but were understandably worried about their homes, their families and friends, and their community.
• Lesson learned: When a disaster strikes a community, forcing a 2-1-1 call center to close
and some of its staff to move to a different center, the host center should be clear about
what is expected of the re-located staff. In so doing, the host center needs to understand
that the re-located staff may be experiencing personal traumas of their own.
By Tuesday, August 30th, it was clear that the levees had been breached in New Orleans and most of
the city was underwater. Communications in New Orleans had broken down completely. VIA LINK
staff were more scattered than ever. Everyone who had access to a television was glued to it, watching in horror as the disaster unfolded.
By Wednesday, August 31st, United Way of America’s (UWA) 2-1-1 Team understood the potential
magnitude of the situation. Janet Durden, President and CEO of UWNELA, was called and told that
UWA’s 2-1-1 Team was coming to Monroe to help and bringing a sketch of a plan to build out the call
center. With the help of UWNELA’s wonderful corporate partner, CenturyTel, a Fortune 500 national
telecommunications company headquartered in Monroe, UWA’s sketch became reality—CenturyTel
agreed to install a 56 seat call center with over a hundred phone lines, a job that was completed
within 4 hours.
• Lesson learned: UWNELA could not have performed as effectively as it did without the help
of its valuable corporate partner, CenturyTel. While not every 2-1-1 will have this type of
relationship, or the fortuitous set of circumstances that seemed to grace this situation,
every 2-1-1 should have as a top goal creating a strong partnership with a major telecommunications provider in its area. Appendix 1 includes a helpful primer from the technical
staff at CenturyTel that sets out what needs to be in place to allow a 2-1-1 call center to go
to scale quickly and effectively.
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In addition to phone lines, computers and soft-ware data development became critical needs.
Without access to databases, the internet and email, 2-1-1 call specialists could not provide the necessary high level of responsiveness. Early on, another one of UWNELA’s great corporate partners,
Chase Bank, delivered 20 computers to the call center. Within several days, even more computers
arrived, thanks to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. Resource specialists
and database experts from yet another corporate partner, Bowman Systems, arrived on the scene
and began to work in earnest with 2-1-1s around the state on building a state-wide data base. Bayou
Internet, which is located next door to UWNELA and provides it with internet access, web-hosting,
and email services free-of-charge, quickly rose to the occasion and offered hubs, routers, and any
equipment that they had to assist with the expansion.
• Lessons learned: A broadband internet connection is absolutely essential. T1, T2, or T3 line
speeds are preferable, but cable, hi-speed DSL, and possibly even a satellite connection are
sufficient. A dial-up connection simply will not work during this type of crisis. UWNELA was
fortunate to have fiber-optics already running into its building from Bayou Internet. Had
the fiber-optics not been available, internet access would not have been available and the
quick ramp-up and expansion of the call center by CenturyTel would not have been possible.
•

UWNELA started with wireless internet access but soon had to hard wire most of the computers because the wireless ones were frequently losing their connection to the internet.

•

Whether a 2-1-1 chooses wireless access or something else, it is very important to have an
IT person on the premises or on-call to handle issues in a timely manner. In Monroe, the IT
consultant, who usually comes in for four hours on three afternoons a week, became fulltime and on-call 24-hours a day.

•

Finally, if computers do not have the specifications to allow the staff and volunteers to
effectively do their work, they can become more of a hindrance than a help. Appropriate
hardware specifications and software suggestions are included in Appendix 2.

By September 1st, 2-1-1 phone lines around the state were working at full capacity, if not over capacity.
In Monroe, UWNELA staff began to show signs of burn out and exhaustion. Most of the staff had been
working 20 hours straight, seven days a week, trying to carry on the “normal” business of United Way
while at the same time responding to the overwhelming spike in calls. For the CEO and most of
UWNELA’s 15 staff members, “normal” business was redefined as “2-1-1 disaster operations.” In an
attempt to alleviate some of this stress, United Way of America posted a notice on its 2-1-1 listserv asking
for 2-1-1 call center specialists to help. National volunteers—that is, trained 2-1-1 staff from other communities—answered in droves, and the first fresh crew was scheduled to arrive a few days later. It was
not clear, however, how much longer the core staff could keep up the pace.
In addition to staff exhaustion, other problems were popping up. 2-1-1 was not operational from cell
phones in Louisiana. Again, UWNELA’s close relationship with CenturyTel worked to everyone’s
advantage. Once the problem was shared with Karen Puckett, the President of CenturyTel, she persuaded all of the cell phone service providers in Louisiana to point their 2-1-1 cell phone calls to
Monroe.
• Lesson Learned: Cell phone service providers are critical 2-1-1 partners during a disaster.
In developing these partnerships, 2-1-1 needs to help the cell phone companies understand
the sense of urgency around cell phone usage and access to 2-1-1 during a disaster. The
cell phone companies also need to understand the importance of having adequate 800
number trunk capacity prior to a disaster to handle the surge in call volume that results.
At a minimum, all 2-1-1s should have the names and contact information for cell phone
providers in their area so that they can have immediate access to this information.
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By September 2nd, the State OEP in Baton Rouge was overwhelmed with calls that should have been
answered by other information and referral specialists. The Governor needed to free those lines for
“true” emergency calls, but the state did not know what to do—should it create its own call center?
One of United Way’s strongest advocates in the state, Melissa Flourney (the President of the
Louisiana Association of Non-Profit Organizations, LANO) had a seat at the table of the State OEP and
convinced them to use 2-1-1 as the vehicle for all social service information and referral. The state
agreed and the Governor went on television and radio, telling people to call 2-1-1 for all of their nonemergency information requests.
• Lessons learned: The state still created other hotlines, which created confusion for callers. It is
important for someone connected to 2-1-1 to have a close enough relationship with the state
OEP or Office of Homeland Security to preempt any additional hotlines from being created.
•

Digital phones: Digital phones allow much more flexibility to make quick changes in
phones, features and how the queues are set up, which phones are a part of queues,
restricting certain phones to certain features, etc. They also typically allow a far more
robust reporting with less difficulty. Most digital phones also allow for Voice over Internet
Protocol (VOIP) which could be a very important feature in being flexible about how the call
center is set up, with VOIP, you could have remote sites operating at the same time the
main, or central call system is operating. While this feature could be set up immediately
following a disaster, it is better set up ahead of time and tested thoroughly. Appendix 3
illustrates the system set up in Monroe.

By the end of Saturday, September 3rd, it was clear that the American Red Cross was equally overwhelmed and was not receptive to a working relationship with community agencies. What made this
a tragedy was that the Red Cross controlled stockpiles of needed supplies that, to a large extent,
were initially used exclusively for people in shelters. UWNELA realized that there were as many people staying in hotels and homes as there were people in the shelters and that they also needed supplies. As a result, 2-1-1 also became a destination for help and for donations.
• Lessons learned: A Memorandum of Understanding should exist between United Way and
the Red Cross setting out the roles, responsibilities, and expectations of both parties,
including what happens if the relationship begins to break down or if one party is not able
or willing to perform its part of the agreement. If a formal MOU is not possible or practical,
then there should be a 2-1-1 liaison who works closely with the Red Cross to facilitate communications and a long term working partnership.
•

2-1-1s that are not connected to Volunteer Centers may be unprepared to deal with the outpouring of donations and volunteers. Even ones that are connected to Volunteer Centers
should assess their computer software needs to make sure that they have volunteer management software and a system for managing donations. This does not have to be accomplished by one software package, but the 2-1-1 should have a plan for handling both.

•

During a disaster, connectivity between Volunteer Centers is critical for a seamless,
statewide system. Volunteer Centers in unaffected areas should be prepared to partner
with centers in affected areas in order to place volunteers in the most appropriate assignments. Uniform software facilitates this process. In “non-disaster” times, all of the
Volunteer Centers in a state should discuss and agree on using uniform software. Two wellknown packages available for recruiting and managing volunteers are the Points of Light
Foundation’s 1-800-Volunteer.org and United Way of America’s Volunteer Solutions.

•

The Points of Light Foundation was a valuable partner in assisting with volunteer management, sponsoring volunteer professionals from other communities to come to Monroe to
assist during this disaster.
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Community Outreach and Volunteer Management
Knowing that additional call center specialists were on the way, UWNELA began an intensive volunteer outreach of its own and community volunteers responded enthusiastically. During the course of
this crisis, over 300 community volunteers worked 8 hours or more, many working every day for two
months. They were asked to do everything—answer the UWNELA phones, become 2-1-1 call specialists, help feed and house the national volunteers, manage the flow of real-time information, manage
the flow of donations, and coordinate with other social service agencies in the area. The UWNELA
staff, with the help of the national volunteers, did an amazing job of creating training protocols for
most of these tasks, many of which had to change as the situations changed.
• Lessons learned: Training evolves as needs evolve. At certain times, trainings should be
held several times a day, while at other times once a day works well. Specific “crisis training modules” should be created for staff and volunteers, with training adapted to the level
of expertise of the volunteer.
•

For identification and record-keeping purposes, it is important to have a photo of every volunteer, as well as their complete contact information, emergency information and driver’s
license information if they are driving rental cars.

Emergency resource managers from Florida arrived first. White board and paper began to grace the
walls of the work room, and three-ring binders were created—both of which needed constant attention to ensure that the best information was available for callers.
Labor Day Weekend marked the darkest period for UWNELA. Seven days into the crisis and the
Monroe staff were truly exhausted. The volume and types of calls were overwhelming—that first
week, 7,418 calls were answered, and no one would categorize them as typical calls: people who
had lost everything they ever owned; evacuees looking for food, clothing and shelter; people still
stranded on roofs, waiting for rescue; parents separated from their children and/or their elderly parents; and senior citizens looking for help in filling prescriptions that their lives depended on. Calls
into FEMA and the Red Cross went unanswered for hours and sometimes days, so many calls which
might have gone to them came to 2-1-1.
• Lesson learned: During a crisis, limit the time that staff and volunteers can answer phone
calls. Insist that they take breaks during their shifts. While they may insist that they are
“fine” and want to work 12 hours straight, evidence shows that in these high-stress situations, people must take breaks or “they break.” Provide an opportunity for staff and volunteers to debrief with someone at the end of their shift. This provides a sense of continuity
and an opportunity to share some of the intensity of their day with someone who is trained
to take the information in.
National volunteers began to arrive on Saturday. Unbeknownst to them, the volunteers walked into a
crisis that was quickly melting down. While most of the volunteers were helpful, experienced and
generous, a few volunteers lacked the interpersonal skills they needed to successfully navigate this
situation. Too often during those first few days, UWNELA staff did not feel respected or supported—
according to one observer, “too many chiefs, too many silos, too many cultural differences, and no
systems in place to bring them all together.” Every time someone else arrived, he/she had a different way of doing something, so things would change—not always for the better.
That the volunteers tried to take charge when they arrived is understandable if one considers the fact
that no one in Monroe had ever dealt with a disaster of this magnitude—UWNELA was being asked to
create something but no one had any idea what that something should look like. The chaos that was
created (on top of the chaos that already existed) led to a total breakdown for the staff that weekend.
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•

Lessons learned: To reduce potential tensions between volunteers and staff, a few things
should be in place from the beginning: (1) a clear organizational chart that sets out who
was in charge and who reports to whom, (2) clearly stated expectations for the host agency
staff, and (3) a clear set of expectations and ground rules for volunteers, including how long
they can work every day and what their relationships are to the rest of the staff and to the
community. At minimum, everyone should understand that the CEO of the host organization, working with his/her Board of Directors, is ultimately responsible for all decisions.

•

Open calls for national volunteers may not be the best way to go, and under no circumstances should community volunteers who are not paid staff be flown into a crisis environment. One option is to form a SWAT Team of 2-1-1 call center staff from around the country;
train them on the technical, physical and emotional aspects of disaster relief work; and prepare them to be deployed in case of disaster. Another option is to screen the national volunteers, matching their expertise with the community’s needs, being clear about what will
be expected of them, and then weeding out the ones that might not fit the profile.

•

2-1-1s must be prepared to fire a volunteer who is not working out. Certain volunteers (even
those who get through the screening process) may not be equipped to deal with disasters;
they may become victims themselves and/or display inappropriate behaviors. Once a determination is made that someone is not helping the effort, that person should be asked to
leave. It does no good to wait—their behavior rarely improves!

Feeding, housing, and transporting volunteers from all over the country became a logistical nightmare. By the time the national volunteers arrived, there were no motel rooms or rental cars available. Community members graciously opened their homes to the volunteers who stayed, off and on,
for several weeks. Cars were shared and carpools created. Meals were provided to the volunteers
(many of whom did not leave the UWNELA building during their work shifts); in fact, the community
ended up feeding up to 70 people three times a day, for weeks and weeks. In most cases, the volunteers were delighted with the delicious and nutritious home-cooked foods that seemed to arrive just
in time. But several volunteers presented the community with challenges—some had food allergies
while others followed restricted diets that prohibited their eating certain foods.
• Lessons learned: Before national volunteers arrive, they should be asked about their
health issues and food preferences. This might be included in the “contract with national
volunteers.”
•

When volunteers arrive, rules and expectations for staying in community members’ homes
should be made clear, including whether there are penalties for transgressions. For example, if the host says “no smoking in the house,” but the volunteer needs to smoke, what
happens? Are there curfews that must be respected? How about kitchen privileges?

By the second week, UWNELA settled into “quiet chaos.” Helpful and accurate information was up on
the white boards and in the three-ring binders, volunteers were being trained and doing well; everyone felt needed and everyone said thank you. Volunteer managers had arrived who helped set systems into place to make sure that volunteers felt welcomed and that their time was used efficiently
and effectively.
Professional 2-1-1 volunteers across the country arrived in Monroe not knowing what to expect or
where their expertise would be needed. By Labor Day, the call center was divided into two main
components, the Resource team and a call center with floor supervisors.
• Lessons learned: 2-1-1 Disaster Core Team should consist of each needed component of a
2-1-1 Call Center:
s
s

Resource/Data/Protocol
Volunteers: 2-1-1 professional volunteers, local volunteers, national volunteers
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s
s
s

Someone who is bilingual
Donations: What are you going to do with all the semi trucks full of food, water and
clothing on the way to YOU?, local donations of housing, food, etc...

s

Call center floor supervisor(s)

s

Professional Volunteer Call Center Director

s

Crisis Intervention
Technology person is a must

•

Improvement of the volunteer screening processes mentioned earlier is a MUST.

•

Preparation tips for professional volunteers:
s
s
s

Be ready to be flexible
Pack heavy socks, closed-toe shoes, pants, sweatshirt/sweater and one professional
outfit even in warm climates due to air conditioning usage. Consider reverse for colder
climates. Many people in the call center became sick.

s

In call centers or big rooms it can be difficult to maintain a controlled temperature.

s

Business cards.

s

Bring a camera and journal to document your journey.
Take advantage of debriefing opportunities.

Upon arrival, volunteers were introduced, given a facility tour, trained and brought into the call center as soon as possible. We tried to make volunteers feel welcomed and made sure they had someone to talk to if they needed anything. In Monroe, we had a map of the United States with stickpins
so new volunteers could let everyone know where they were from. This became a popular place for
professional and local volunteers, staff and visitors to congregate and talk about home, family and
work. We also created signs posted at the doors welcoming the new volunteers and thanking the
exiting volunteers by name. As another acknowledgment of professional volunteers, we took pictures, labeled them with their names, and put them up around the call center and resource room.
Some pictures were serious while others were fun.
Maintaining a positive, relaxed atmosphere and avoiding information specialist burn out was important. This was done with refreshments, magazines, TV and great fellowship. Crisis team and floor
supervisors made sure to track specialists with difficult calls and other situations.
• Lessons learned: In initial days, TV news in call center provides context for disaster. The TV
news must be monitored by Resource Specialist. Information Specialists are living the disaster through the callers. We found it was best if the TV was only used by the night shift.
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•

Change any information banners during non-peak phone hours. This is something night
shift can do. If a big change happens during peak call volume, post it another way without
taking down the information banners. Use bright easy-to-read markers when printing the
banners, and be aware of light glare on the banner.

•

ANYONE coming into the call center MUST sign a confidentiality clause. Control traffic
through the call center including Board of Directors and the press.

•

Post names and positions of each shifts key personnel should have a unique identifier i.e.
clip on colored name tag.

•

ALL staff and volunteers must have nametags.

•

Have alcohol swabs or Clorox wipes available.

•

Commemorative T-shirts for volunteers.

•

Be sure to include the night shift in everything you do.

•

Provide debriefing opportunities on a regular basis.

UNITED WAY 2-1-1

•

Make sure professional and local volunteers feel they have “left their mark” when they
leave. You want the experience to be positive for the volunteers so it is reflected in how
they are handling the calls.

As with any 2-1-1 Call Center, different issues arose in the day-to-day operations that needed to be
handled. Personnel issues came up ranging from professional volunteers that have special needs,
diet restrictions, burn out, support group meeting attendance, personality conflicts, scheduling,
training issues, religious service attendance, etc. Effective pre-screening will reduce personnel
issues. When these issues came up, we were able to handle them because of the professional volunteer call center director. This person was able to handle all of the above issues as well as act as a
liaison with the professional volunteers and local staff.
• Lessons learned: The core team needs to have a morning or afternoon meeting to keep up
to speed with a set time and place. Be careful not to conflict this meeting with OEP/FEMA
morning AND afternoon meetings. Things change so fast and it isn’t efficient going from
department to department with updates. This would also allow for professional volunteers
to be briefed by local staff with status updates and changes when necessary. Special needs
and personnel issues for each department could also be handled at this meeting.
Scheduling of ALL professional volunteers was done in 12-hour shifts (8 - 8) with the call center night
shift floor supervisor coming in approximately 15 minutes early. This was not enough time for the
call center supervisors and professional volunteer call center director to bring each other up to speed
on the day-to-day/night-to-night changes or happenings. Resource/Data, Volunteer, and Donation
areas only worked day shifts. During the evening hours, call volume dropped and the information
specialists did some data entry for the donation and volunteer departments.
Local volunteers, once they were trained, scheduled themselves for a time slot on a large schedule
that was posted on the wall near the entrance. The professional volunteer call center director balanced this schedule with the professional volunteer schedule. Volunteers were asked to sign up for
4-hour time slots and encouraged to sign up as far out as possible. The schedule extended through
one and a half months. Working as an information specialist is not for everyone, especially in times
of disaster. This is something we repeatedly stressed to local volunteers and offered to move them
to different departments.
Call center schedules were posted by departments including lead worker designation. Best practice
was two floor supervisors, two crisis team leaders and a trainer (excluding night shift). The professional volunteer call center director maintained the work and training schedules. Information specialists were rotated into the other departments helping with data entry or data collection as needed
and encouraged to utilize breaks to prevent burn out. ALL professional volunteers were trained with
call center protocol to be able to assist in answering calls when the call center was not fully staffed
or a call spike occurred.
• Lessons learned: Shorten the shifts to 8 or 10-hour shifts. This will allow volunteers to network and process the events. Please be aware, this could be a transportation logistic
nightmare. But needed!!
•

Shift supervisor briefing should occur 30 minutes before shift begins.

•

Volunteers scheduled to be onsite for more than 10 -14 days should have a day or two off.
Please be aware once again, transportation logistic nightmare.

•

Rental cars: Not sure what the answer is...not everyone needs one, but there does need to
be one or two available for volunteers in certain situations. A policy should be developed
to cover this situation. Location of the call center, housing, food and mass transportation
will play important parts in this decision.
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In conclusion, a combination of local staff and their knowledge, the experience of professional volunteers, and the dedication of local volunteers are needed for the success of a 2-1-1-disaster team. A
professional volunteer call center director, managing and organizing these components of an entire
call center, is critical when designing a 2-1-1 Disaster Team. We can all learn from UWNELA and with
toolkits like this one, disaster planning can be a little easier.
• Lessons learned: Evaluation of professional volunteers in areas such as: best practices,
do’s and don’ts, success stories and thoughts on how to strengthen 2-1-1; would be helpful
upon departure from the disaster call center and again 4-6 months afterward.
Two days before Hurricane Rita hit, everyone agreed that UWNELA had become “too big to fail”. A
large generator was brought in to ensure that the call center maintained operations during the
storm. Call volumes soared once again, with Louisiana cell phone calls (from Katrina evacuees) coming in from Texas. On September 24th, the day that Rita made landfall, CNN posted the 2-1-1 number,
as did FEMA and the Red Cross. UWNELA was back in crisis mode, fielding calls from all over the
state and the region and renewing community outreach and support. This time, UWNELA was as prepared as possible.
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CONCLUSION
The greatest lesson learned throughout this time was that people in crisis need to speak with a live
person. The leadership of UWNELA instinctively knew this, and no matter how difficult it seemed to
be, from the moment the crisis started, a live voice greeted every caller. This is one more example of
the human kindness shown by the staff and community volunteers of Monroe. Even in the face of the
worst natural disaster of our time, the people of Monroe never lost their faith in God, their faith in
the human spirit or their sense of generosity and graciousness. No request was ever viewed as “too
much”, and they never said, “No more.” And for that, we all say, “Thank you.”
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APPENDIX 1S
Phone Systems
The first place to start when looking for a telephone system is to consider the capacity that you will need.
This is not always as easy as it sounds, as you have to take into consideration call volumes, call patterns,
and potential future growth. It is important to understand the difference between lines and between extensions. A line is just like your home phone line- it allows for one conversation at a time. An extension is the
actual physical phone set that rests on each desk. A phone system allows for sharing of the lines among
employees, so that each employee does not require his or her own separate line. When a call comes in or
someone wants to call out, the extension ‘grabs’ one of the lines for the duration of the call. When the call is
terminated, the line is then available for other users. Telephone systems have a set capacity both for the
number of lines that can be handled, as well as the number of extensions that can be managed. Many telephone systems have the ability to add to this capacity, and this is critical if you think there is any chance
that your company will need additional capacity in the future. Additional capacity is usually added by
installing additional components to the telephone system as well as getting additional handsets.
Secondly you need to know what type of service you will be getting from your local provider. Telephone dial
tone can be deliverd either analog (POTS, DSO) or digitally (T1, PRI). The type of service that you will need
will be determined mainly by number of lines that will be needed (see capacity above) and the types of features that will be wanted on the lines (CLID, Hunting, CF). We chose to upgrade the service at the United Way
from analog to the digital PRI service that they are currently using. When we initially set up the 211call center, we ran individual analog lines (100 of them). This was done because it was the quickest way to have
them up and running since the equipment that was currently onsite was not ready to receive a digital signal.
Once the new phone system was in place and it was ready to be activated, we moved to the PRI service. The
PRI service allows you to point many different telephone numbers down a single pipe. Each PRI has 23
channels (or 23 paths to allow calls to come in or out) and a B channel that controls the features that come
standard on the line (CLID, Hunting). The setup at the United Way during the hurricane was 2 PRI’s (46 channels) and 100 DID numbers (Direct inward Dial numbers).
One of the latest advances in telephone system technology is the IP-based telephony. IP-based telephone
systems are digital (although not all digital telephone systems are IP-based) systems that become part of
your network and use IP technology to route and process calls. They also offer additional flexibilities by
allowing users to move extensions without having to re-program the telephone system and to change settings on a computer rather than via a menu on the handset.
One of the most common features of any phone system is voicemail. Virtually all phone systems have some
sort of voicemail capability, which may or may not be included in the cost of the telephone system. For your
purposes consider voicemail as a totally separate feature to be evaluated alone. Depending on how the
voicemail is used, you will want to make sure that the voicemail component you choose is robust enough to
handle those needs. In most instances the voice mail system will also be the system that handles any call
center applications. So it is very important to understand the limitations of the voice mail system and how
many call agents can be logged on at a given time, as well as how many different ques can be setup.
The above features and components are the biggest ones to consider and should give you a good start in
the process of choosing a phone system. Once you start getting into the details of telephone systems, you
will realize that there are hundreds of potential features, like hunting, music on hold, paging, call center
applications, etc., that are just too numerous to get into here.
I hope this has shed some light on Digital phone systems, and how they work. I have attached a few PDF
brochures that further explain the exact system that was purchased and installed at the United Way of NE
LA. We strongly believe that Nortel makes the very best product on the market when it comes to medium
size businesses that need a business system with call center capabilities.
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APPENDIX 2
It is vital to have access to a resource database, the internet, and email capabilities in order to effectively share information and provide the highest level of responsiveness to 2-1-1 callers. The following hardware and software requirements are highly recommended.

Hardware Requirements:
•

512 MB RAM (256 Minimum)

•

1 GHz Processor

•

20GB Hard Drive (10 GB Free Space Minimum)

Recommended Software:
•

Web Browser (Internet Explorer, Netscape)

•

Shared, Updatable Database (Service Point, Access)

•

Email (Outlook, Hotmail, Yahoo, etc.)

•

Word Processing (MS Word, Word Perfect, etc.)

•

Spreadsheet (Excel, Lotus, etc.)

There were many important lessons learned during this time:
A broadband internet connection is absolutely essential! T1, T2, or T3 line speeds are preferable,
but Cable, Hi-Speed DSL, and possibly even a Satellite connection would also be sufficient.
However, a dial-up connection simply will not work. We were fortunate enough to have a fiber-optics
running into our building from Bayou Internet, a local Internet service provider that is located next
door. Had we not had this fiber already coming into our building, the quick ramp-up and expansion
of the call center by CenturyTel could not have occurred in the short time that it did. Bayou Internet
provides Internet access, web-hosting, and email services to United Way of Northeast Louisiana freeof-charge. They were quick to rise to the occasion and offer hubs, routers, and any equipment that
they had to assist with the expansion.
We began with wireless Internet access, but eventually had to hard wire most all of the machines
because they were losing the connection to the Internet-based database so frequently. Whether you
go with wireless access or not, it’s very important to have an IT person on the premises or on-call to
handle issues in a timely manner. In Monroe, our IT consultant, who usually comes in for 4 hours on
3 afternoons a week, became full-time and on-call 24-hours a day.
In addition, a very important lesson learned is to not just put out a blanket call for extra computers.
If they don’t have the specs to allow the staff and volunteers to effectively do their work, they can
become more of a hindrance than a help. United Way was fortunate to have 20 additional computers
delivered by Chase Bank. A little later on, David Canavan, through the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development, was able to provide additional computers and monitors to collect essential
data.
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NORTEL BCM OPTIONS AT-A-GLANCE
Business
Communication
Manager 50

Business
Communication
Manager 200

Business
Communication
Manager 400

Target User

3-20

20-30

30-200

Number of
digital stations

4-44

16-48

32-192

32

90

90

10

32

32

X

X

Number of
IP stations
Number of
voice mail ports
IP/digital mobility
Cordless mobility

X

X

X

Basic Call Center

X

X

X

Professional
Call Center

X

X

Multimedia
Call Center

X

X

IVR

X

X

IP music on hold

X

X

VPN tunnels

5

16

16

IP trunks

12

60

60

Integrated DSL

X

X

X

Integrated frame
relay
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