Morning group session

Emergency flooding scenario

BACKGROUND:

You work for Riverdale Council, which is a unitary authority. 

The council looks after a mixture of rural and urban areas, with the biggest town being Riverford, with 75,000 inhabitants.

You work in the digital team, looking after Riverdale Council’s website, one Twitter account (@riverdalec) and one Facebook account. The team is based at the Town Hall in the centre of Riverford. 

Heavy rain has caused the river Holly to burst its banks, causing heavy localised flooding in and around Riverford. 

ACTION: 

· Open Envelope 1

· You have 15 minutes to:

· read the information in the envelope

· discuss on your table what actions you’ll take

· write down those actions on the paper provided

· Please use one piece of flipchart paper per envelope

· Repeat with Envelopes 2, 3 and 4

Envelope 1


Scenario

Some council staff are in council HQ, some are working from home and some are trapped at home, including contact centre staff. You don’t have a list of where all staff live.

The flooding has caused many road closures. About 10 percent of the town is under water, and 300 people have been evacuated to Riverford Leisure Centre. 

There are a limited number of sandbags available to help with the flooding in certain areas.

Info 1: Tweets

@corbett1989:

No way through now road has been closed!!! #riverdale #flooded http://t.co/3OcOGnpT

@lavendarblue: 

At leisure centre, people worried but upbeat, redcross doing sterling job - hot cup of tea & blanket :-). #flood #evacuation #riverdale

@lennyboo:

RT @jessicaestewart: Half Riverdale being evacuated and entire town underwater! National emergency here! Help!  #Riverdale

@wendy89:

@riverdalec @riverdalepolice Jus seen dead bodie float past window of house in spring street!!!

Info 2: Visit from press officer

A senior press officer comes to see you. She tells you that the Riverford Gazette is going to run an online and offline story on how the council is running dangerously low on sandbags. 

The press officer tells you that the council is monitoring the situation carefully. It has contingency plans in place to get extra sandbags from a neighbouring council if necessary. 

The press officer asks you to get this message out digitally to counteract the news article. 

Response

Twitter, Facebook and other social media
· Link social media accounts for emergencies (eg police, Fire Service)

· Monitor social media feeds

· Identify hashtags already being used OR set up a unique hashtag (#riverfordprepared?) and get everyone using it
· Act quickly to correct any inaccurate tweets / information

· Retweet positive / useful tweets (eg tweet B)

· When sending out information, include “Pls RT” on Twitter or “Please share” on Facebook.

· Don’t necessarily respond to each tweet – respond to trends. Pick up on the issues affecting the majority.

· Take photos of sandbag truck and people in leisure centre looking happy – then tweet / post them
· Keep Facebook status updates factual

· Set up a live blog using CoverItLive, using only updates from relevant authorities (police, Fire Service, other LAs, etc)

Colleagues

· Make sure you check information with teams on the ground

· Contact home workers for information / photos – eg pictures of council / public putting out sandbags, Fire and Rescue workers doing their jobs
· Update staff intranet / global emails – signpost people to your CoverItLive page if you’ve set one up
Website

· Set up an emergency webpage or use existing real time banner. Include:

· What to do if you’re flooded / to stop being flooded

· Map of road closures
· Contact details and emergency phone numbers

· Sandbag availability, priority areas and where to get them

· Road closures and driving advice

· Flood alerts

· Tell people to check web, Twitter, Facebook and radio for updates

· Set up a question and answer session online
· Web page alert

Newspaper story

· Get in touch with the paper before the story goes out to correct misinformation
· Publish press release on website, tweet a summary of it and link to the web page

· Respond to paper’s tweets if inaccurate

Other

· Decide on key messages
· Reduce panic – provide consistent messages and regular factual updates, let public know what you’re doing and what you’ve got planned

· Begin to work to emergency plan procedure
· Identify where people can get help

· Involve local media – eg press, radio

· Set up an automated message on council telephones that directs people to the website

· Location contingency

Envelope 2


Scenario

Riverdale has run out of sandbags, but an extra 3000 are being transported over from the neighbouring county – which should be more than enough. They will be available for collection from the car park of the local supermarket.

Rising waters have flooded Riverford Comprehensive School and an evacuation of the 600 pupils and 50 teachers is successfully underway by the emergency services. 

Info 1: BBC local news item

BBC local news is picking up tweets from inside the schools where some pupils seem frightened and unsure of what is going on as they await rescue. 

They publish the tweets, along with a story on the progress of the evacuation, implying it is happening too slowly.

A senior press officer comes to the digital team, in a slight panic. He asks you to publish the evacuation plan in the next 15 minutes, to counter the implication. He says that “if there’s time”, you should run it past the Head of Education Services at the council. 

Info 2: Out of office

In response to your email to the Head of Education Services, you receive this message:

“I am currently on annual leave until 12 February 2013 and I will get back to you on my return. Please contact my deputy Joe Dawson if your message is urgent.”

Joe Dawson went home ill yesterday and looked so bad it’s unlikely he’ll be coming in today.

Response

Messages

· Reassure and inform on all channels, including other LAs' channels
· Retain links with press office – share information from public and relevant agencies – be joined up with communications

· Reiterate earlier advice
School

· Use school’s channels (text) to contact parents and reassure them things are going well
· Information times and location of student pictures

· Retweet positive comments from parents / community

· Use school social media channels / website

· Post video / live audio of head of school with message of reassurance

Media

· Give a press office briefing for media

· Direct message / call radio station / other media – be very responsive

· Have a council representative available to talk on radio or be interviewed by local media

Website and Twitter

· Continue to link into dedicated hashtag across all agencies
· Use tools (eg Topsy) to identify hashtags, so can react to conversations

· Send real time tweets about how the situation is unfolding, as well as offering reassurance and replying to tweets
· Tweet / Facebook positive messages directly at local media as well as at public:

· more sandbags are on the way

· this is the way to collect them

· only take what you need

· ask your local building merchants about alternative sources

· directions to get around flooded roads

· safe driving tips

· dangers of road closures

· Retweet positive comments from community

· Tweet / message details of partner organisations / emergency services

· Tweet / Facebook photos of:

· the Fire Service rescuing people
· sandbags arriving
· communications team / council workers / Fire Service working

· Use online community and CoverItLive (set this up in advance and can then offer it to anyone / other councils to embed in their websites)

· Put up Google maps (road closures etc)

· Supply social media profiles for emergency services – eg Police, Fire and Rescue

· Direct / signpost to useful information from other orgs / agencies

Sandbags

· Broadcast the good news (new sandbags are available), state when they’ll be available and urge people to be community minded 
· Advise of alternative sources, along with directions

Evacuation plan

Some groups said they wouldn’t publish the full evacuation plan:-

· Evacuation plan is too complicated – people don’t want that level of detail and it could make them panic, so don’t publish. Instead report headline facts:

· the school children are ok

· evacuation is going well and according to plan
· next steps – pick your kids up from this place at this time…

· Wouldn’t publish - instead, reassure people evacuation has followed procedure and how much time it took
· Too much information can divert attention from the positive to irrelevant details of the plan
· Stick to key messages, not full plan
· State you have an Emergency Plan – but probably shouldn’t publish

Other groups would publish:

· Call Head of Education / someone else senior / emergency numbers to agree approach

· Give the local BBC a briefing including emergency plan

· Get sign off from someone above Head of Education to publish evacuation plan if you want to publish it
Out of office

· Would seek authority from incident commander
Other

· Make sure you’ve got a plan – working with other agencies, police, etc

· Long-term recommendations for mobile app
Envelope 3


Scenario

The flood waters are starting to recede slightly. 

As far as the council knows, there have been 10 injuries, none serious, and no deaths. The evacuation of the school is complete.  

Riverford Leisure Centre is almost at capacity. 

Your website has crashed, due to the sheer numbers of people accessing it.

Info 1: Phone call from Riverdale Council Customer Care Unit

You receive a phone call from the council’s contact centre. It’s receiving hundreds of calls and emails from residents, worried friends and relatives. 

It is understaffed, because many staff are trapped at home by road closures caused by the floods. It is struggling to cope and asks you to help stop so many people contacting them, by getting information out to them. 

Info 2: Facebook posts

The Riverdale Council Facebook page has received more than 100 comments in the last hour, since the website crashed. Here is a selection:

When is yr website going to be back up? Can’t believe its gone down – typical!

Hi Riv Council, pls can you let me no whats happening with Care home on Swan st – my grans there, dont no whats happening. Thx

Hi, I live in London. I’ve been trying to get hold of my mother in 36 Devon Road but no response on the phone. Please tell me what I should do? Can you send someone round? Should I call the police?

Water is nearly up to my door and I have 3 children under the age of 5, who are terrified. What should I do? Who do I call about evacuation?

Info 3: Tweet

Stephen Fry, whose mother lives in Riverdale, tweets: “@riverdalec So sorry to hear of terrible flooding. Can I help?”

Response

Website crash

· Explain and apologise!

· Direct to partner sites – EA, Floodline, police, Fire Services. Tell people that they will have the most up-to-date information that we don’t

· Use social media as an alternative for publishing factual information - direct to Facebook and Twitter. (Documents can’t be posted on Facebook so will have to post on a document-sharing website). Use Stephen Fry to tweet about this

· Give CoverItLive code to other hyper-locals (other agency / VCS websites) so can redirect there via Twitter and Facebook. This way, information will be hosted elsewhere (ie Wordpress)

· Do everything possible to increase server capacity and get website back up and running.

· Continue with dedicated hashtag across all agencies

· Retweet contact information

· Use apps where possible to advise / update

· Get help from individuals / local business feeds

· Say when website will be back up

· During an emergency, the Twitter feed is probably the most useful part of a website anyway!

Key messages

· Tweet / Facebook reassurance messages re injuries (none serious), receding floodwater, evacuation complete – tell local media on Twitter, Facebook, local reporters, contacts
Call centre

· Update automated voicemail:

· direct public to multiple sources (eg emergency services)

· direct to Facebook / Twitter and local media for information

· give key messages to answer questions without speaking to members of staff

· If staff from non-essential services (eg museums) are available, they can be redeployed to contact centre
· Get the message out via social media: only call the contact centre in an emergency, any other queries ask us
Facebook

· Ensure messages are consistent on Facebook and telephone, etc. Must be clear and concise

· Be honest about the problem. Sometimes, Facebook followers become advocates and speak on your behalf – eg “Stop asking stupid questions”

· In cases of personal safety of relatives and friends, direct people to emergency services and customer contact centres 

· Respond to Facebook posts (private message)

Stephen Fry

· Send positive tweet to Stephen Fry (he’s a key influencer) – get him to use his millions of followers to tweet the good news – all under control

· Bit difficult to respond to him directly if not responding to other tweets directly. Need to think carefully, but on balance, best to respond to him. He’s a resource.

· Ask Stephen Fry to be an ambassador and RT our important messages

Other

· Try and dissuade people from travelling.
· Specialist helpline to allow coordinated response from police / Fire Service / council 

· Ask people to call police 101 in a non-emergency

Envelope 4


Scenario

The weather is improving and the flood waters are receding very swiftly. The Met Office website reports that the rain will stop in the next few hours.

The website is now back up and running.

So far, there have been no deaths but 14 people are in hospital with non-life-threatening injuries – including 2 school pupils with hypothermia.

Info 1: Blog

One of the opposition councillors publishes a blog piece. 

It criticises the council for being so disorganised in its handling of the flooding crisis, singling out the “shambolic handling of the sandbags situation”. 

Info 2: Video

A video is posted on YouTube by someone who says they are a resident of Riverford. The video shows the devastation caused to homes by the flood. 

A comment underneath the video reads: 

“If the council had done their jobs properly and given us enough sandbags, maybe things wouldn’t be looking this bad. I rang them up to get some. Tried for 2 hours and couldn’t get through, so gave up in the end!” 

Info 3: Tweets

@lockheedr:

@riverdalec When is it safe to go home? 

@ravenblue: 

A lot of ppl affected by #riverdale #flood. Let’s chip in and help our community! Who’s in?! #Rivcleanup @riverdalec

Response to Info 1: Blog

Some groups chose not to respond to the blog: 

· Ignore blog – looks political

· Monitor blog response and brief cabinet. Prepare response in case it escalates. But otherwise leave

· Ignore the councillor, but develop our argument – facts, alternative voice.

Other groups did respond:
· Pass on to press office, organise response, offer video / podcast with Chief Exec / Fire and police chief talking about co-ordinated response. Share. YouTube / Twitter / Facebook. 

Response to Info 2: Video

· Give direct feedback to video – thanks for telling us, we’ll send someone out.

· Post sympathy message on YouTube and move on

Response to Info 3: Tweets

· Retweet @ravenblue. Help them co-ordinate, reach most affected areas.

· Use it to encourage community behaviour. 

Community clear-up

· This is the recovery phase – make the most of it because responding well can turn the council into a hero! (eg working with the clean-up people). Key is to get on board with clean-up – support, coordinate.

· Start linking into #rivcleanup – encourage online community / manage it

· Direct people wanting to get involved to community organisations (eg Red Cross)

· Tap into Riverdale community spirit 

Practical measures

· Organise vans for people to dump flood-damaged items

· Work with charities to donate furniture

· Re-accommodate people in flooded homes

· Prioritise the vulnerable – those with children, the elderly, etc

· Have separate Facebook page to let the community help themselves, sharing unwanted furniture and donated unwanted goods, etc. If council has old stock,  then we can provide. Speak to press about all of this

Media

· Contact press and tell them how well we did, followed procedure and reacted as quickly as we could and discuss clean up operation

· Update statement – no deaths and 14 non-life-threatening injuries - ask Stephen Fry to RT

· Good PR opportunity – leader of council going about and visiting families etc

· Look at providing positive opportunity to local media – maybe following clean-up crew

Messages

· Post updates on flood situation / weather / injury figures / website now working

· Issue release, as we are made aware, of which roads can be accessed again. 

· Release figures re how many calls you responded to, how many people helped, how many sandbags given out. Be humble, apologise.

· Updates re business as usual within council and community / economy: eg. Meals on Wheels, home care, bus / travel updates

Other

· Set up Facebook page for people to upload pictures of people helping each other, post comments re community heroes (allow people to nominate)

· Continue to counteract inaccuracies / send reassurance messages.

· Praise emergency services / retweet Facebook photos of people helping

· Ask people to check on their neighbours / mobilise communities

· After the event: 

· consultation on emergency plan

· explain what was done
· note successes
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