Really Useful Day: Social Media | London

14 December 2012
Morning group session:
Emergency flooding scenario

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 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

· 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 offlline 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 to Info 1: Tweets
Twitter + Facebook

· Acknowledge tweets and rectify wrong messages

· Reply with the facts :

· Emergency plan activated

· Help available at leisure centre

· Check website for details. 

· Reassure the public that council is dealing with problems

· Ask public for help:

· Make contact with vulnerable people in your street

· Only call contact centre in an emergency

· Signpost to reliable information 

· Link Twitter to press releases.

· Verify, then retweet tweets selectively to trusted sources

· Gather information via Twitter

· Establish a hashtag

· Consider deploying lead officer to live tweet

· Post tweets on Facebook too

· Be honest – if you’re strapped for time, say “we’re just broadcasting today”

· Keep Facebook and Twitter updated with key correct messages

Colleagues

· Find out where your staff are and make contact – with corporate news story and message and resilience plan – can they get in?

· We should be able to contact staff – they don’t need to be in the same physical place (remote working)

Website

· Set up one place on website to send people to (service disruption area) and drive people there. 

· Detailed updates, plus statements.

Other

· Contingency plan – where is it? 

· Before responding, contact the appropriate people in each department for info / updates

· Get out ‘top tips’ for dealing with floods – eg move furniture upstairs
· Key message =  we are aware of the situation. If it’s safe to do so, please stay put.

· Set up an emergency flood hotline

· Respond to road closures

· Identify vital services – vulnerable services and updates

· Newspaper response with contingency plan

Response to Info 2: Press office visit

· Update frontline and contact centre staff. Via Yammer? Or by using internal comms to get the message out to the rest of the council?

· Global texting

· Establish number of sandbags from neighbouring council

· Tweet: 
· “Sandbags are on their way, don’t panic”
· “Make your own sandbags to help”

· The number of sandbags there are left
· Get out core messages on radio and TV: 

· sandbags are available – they won’t run out

· the council is prepared

· we’re working with police to manage the situation

Envelope 2


Scenario

Riverdale has run out of sandbags, but an extra 2000 are being transported over from the neighbouring county. 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 17 December 2012 and I will get back to you on my return. Please contact my deputy Jo Dawson if your message is urgent.”

One of your team saw Jo Dawson yesterday in the lift – he was on his way home because he was feeling ill, and looked so bad it’s unlikely he’ll be coming in today.

Response

School

· Contact school for true information – need live info, how many people evacuated, etc. People on the ground must be updating someone – try to find that person

· Send a global text to parents advising that an evacuation is being carried out and that they shouldn’t panic.
· Use existing channels (Twitter / website and school channels).

· Establish a hotline for worried parents 

· Reassure school and children – tweet back to children

Media

· Appoint a  council spokesperson (councillor?) to talk to press and carry out live media interviews
· Speak to BBC for positive story

· Phone call to radio station, provide interview to radio station

Website and Twitter

· Post to both Facebook and Twitter, as different audiences

· Keep website, Twitter and FB updated and give reassurance and practical messages
· Tweet/FB that evacuation is being successfully carried out. 

· Use Hootsuite – smarter working

· How do you manage / control negative comments on Facebook / Twitter?

· Messages – 

· Look after your neighbours

· Dunkirk spirit

Sandbags

· Deliver sandbags to affected areas

· Tell people where sandbags are available from
Evacuation plan

Nearly all the groups said not to publish the full evacuation plan:-

· Say no to evacuation plan being published

· Reference the evacuation plan on the website, but no need for all of it

· Why publish full emergency plan now? Instead, publish:

· Bullet list version

· Where we are in the plan

· Ignore advice to publish evacuation plan

Out of office
· Issue a holding statement

· Check if Jo Dawson is in to advise. If not, go to another head of department or senior support officer – if all else fails, the head of comms will sign it off

· Trust – if someone is in charge of social media they should be trusted to make a decision

Other

· Consider crowd sourcing for confirmation? Mapping?

· Turning news around takes so long!

· If there was resource it would be much easier to counteract

· It can be difficult to get ‘traditional’ communicators to embrace info, hashtags, etc created by citizens

· Night shift – 

· Staff resources spread over period of emergency

· Rest some staff

· Note down lessons learned afterwards

· Difficult to monitor social media / need a dedicated operational response person

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

· Acknowledge problem with website – tell people to go to Twitter / Facebook (have multiple channels)

· Post what would be website content to Facebook – should have all information on FB anyway, from the start.
· Ensure regular updates on Facebook and Twitter

· You could also create a WordPress etc site, to take up traffic

· Use partner hubs / other agencies’ websites

· Contact other media channels – radio stations, partner authorities to get messages out

· Get face-to-face channels up – get volunteers out to bring the information to people.

· Set up Facebook group to allow public to post missing person messages. Possibly get BBC involved.

Key messages

· Good news – receding waters

· Good neighbour messages

· All library fires will be waived: deadlines extended, etc – so no need to contact the council except in an emergency

· Ask people to keep phone lines clear for non-emergencies

· Create broad messages – 

· 1 Website down 

· 2 Evacuation plans are in place 

· 3 Encourage neighbours to check on each other and make sure community are safe

Call centre

· Free up other call centres to help answer calls 

· IVR messaging on contact centre to reiterate top tips for dealing with floods (move furniture upstairs, etc) and deflect non-urgent calls to Facebook. 
· Use social networks to let public know that council contact centre is low on staff

Facebook

· “Please bear with us”

· Respond individually to posts if possible
· Prioritise responses – some are better dealt with by others (like the care home or police)

· Manage expectations – signpost to other information
· Reassure and protect the public
· Encourage people to phone police first if they are in danger

· Try to deflect traffic with ‘top tips’ for dealing with floods – keep reinforcing this message

Stephen Fry

· All groups were agreed to respond to Stephen Fry, although some said they would do it after all other priorities:
· Lastly, reply to Stephen Fry mentioning top tips for dealing with floods (eg move furniture to higher room) – good to get greater audience

· Respond to Stephen Fry
· Direct message SF to put key info on his Twitter.
· Follow and retweet Stephen Fry – push to Facebook for more information.
· Use SF to RT messages about the situation

Other

· Use networks that already exist. Seeding.

· Encourage people to post geotagged photos of the flooding?

· Danger of distraction: overuse of hashtag.

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 of the groups responded directly to the blog: 
· Alert appropriate channels to respond to councillors – keep members updated on action plan

· Spokesperson to respond to sandbag issues:

· draft response to opposition statement

· deny that the sandbag issue was shambolic

Other groups thought it better not to respond directly:
· Stay out of politics 

· Don’t respond to blog (low followers?)

· Send to leader of council as a political issue for them to respond to. If they then post on social media, retweet.

· Statement on sandbags? – probably not, as member might comment. Instead, key messages:

· We don’t have the time to respond to blogs

· Our thanks to the emergency services

· We’re still working hard

Other messages:

· The flood’s not over yet – we’re still focused on the event

· Practical messages - 

· Insurance

· Drying out

Response to Info 2: Video

Groups had differing responses to the video:
· Respond to the YouTube video in comments section – generic response about council actions – not specific to that complaint

· Comment on YouTube video, press release on website. Also, do video of spokesperson and upload to YouTube and link.

· Some of us believed maybe a comment back should be sent to acknowledge the comment, others believed it wouldn’t be required as it wasn’t sent to us directly.

· Apologetic response. Don’t accept full responsibility. Send out positive messages on channels to combat this feeling: “Doing our best with limited resources… But we did…. List positive statistics”
· Don’t respond to video (low followers?)

Response to Info 3: Tweets

· Retweet clean up hashtag. Ask Stephen Fry to tweet about clean up. Advise that met office have advised rain will stop – check link.

· Keep updating through Twitter and Facebook. Retweet the 2nd tweet to get councillors on board. 
· Signpost first tweet to the Environment Agency. Retweet the 2nd tweet and ask them what they’ve got planned. Use Internal comms to get involved. Use their #Rivcleanup (and get Stephen Fry involved?)
· #Rivcleanup – council could support with resources and co-ordination. 

Other
· Be honest

· Put out good news stories at this point? Ride on coat tails of positive news stories.

· Statement on website – and put up Met Office widget
· Core messages out through main channels

· Practical and definitive information on flood

· Practical advice on the ground too

· Map of affected areas

· Road cleaners, gritters etc, photos to show action is happening
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