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Preface 
 
 In the Fall of 2005, with the destruction caused by hurricanes Katrina, Rita and 
Wilma ever present and the hurricane damage of 2004 still occupying much of southern 
state forestry activities assisting with disaster response and recovery, the Southern Group 
of State Foresters made the decision to begin compiling a southern “Disaster Response 
Handbook.”  The intent of the handbook is to give an overview of the key activities state 
forestry agencies need to consider when dealing with all types of disaster response, from 
hurricanes and wide-spread tornado outbreaks, to wildland fire and ice-storms.  The 
handbook compiles information into three main categories for consideration:  State 
Agency Issues when dealing with preplanning, response and recovery, Forest Damage 
Assessment, and Forest Recovery Operations. 
  
 Understanding that disaster response is an ever-changing activity and there will 
never be a “one-size-fits-all” approach, this handbook is intended to be a living 
document.  Changes and additions will occur on an ongoing basis to continuously 
improve and enhance the functionality of the handbook for all southern states.  As you 
utilize and review the handbook, please take the opportunity to consider how this 
information best fits your state agency’s responsibilities for response and recovery prior 
to, during and after a major incident or disaster. 
 
 
 
 

For further information or to suggest updates and enhancements to the document,  
please contact: 

 
Mike Zupko 

 
Executive Director 

Southern Group of State Foresters 
 

770 267-9630 
SGSFExec@mindspring.com 

 
www.stateforesters.org 
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I.   State Agency Issues 
 

A. Incident Preplanning Considerations 
 

1. Employee considerations and emergency Numbers 
 

a. Develop Policy and Procedure so that all employees understand what the 
agency plan of action is and what role/assignment is expected of them.   

 
b. Develop roster of employees with contact numbers both for current 

residence as well as emergency contact numbers, if they have to reposition 
out of harm’s way. 

 
c. Require each employee in the impact area following the incident to report 

their status/availability. (Where available the use of 800 numbers at 
dispatch and/or administrative offices will make it easier for displaced 
employees to call in) 

 
d. Develop and plan alternative methods of contact/communication with 

personnel in the impact area following the incident, should traditional 
methods fail.  

 
 

2. Building and equipment preparedness 
 

a. Manned Facilities:   
  Secure by boarding up windows or installing hurricane windows.  
  All loose items on exterior should be stowed.  
  Know the location for all utility cutoffs or disconnects.  
  Post utility phone numbers for quick reference in case of emergency. 
  Ensure that backup power (generators) is in place. 
 

b. Unmanned Facilities: 
  All utilities (gas, water, power, etc.) should be cut off at these facilities.  
  Board up windows and glass doors. 
  Computers and data backup information should be relocated. 
 

c. All facilities in high risk areas (Coastal areas) for dangerous storms should 
have accounts in place with local building suppliers. This would be a big 
help in times of last-minute preparation for storm or for materials needed 
to repair a facility after storm passes. 
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d.   Buildings and systems check lists prepared with individuals designated to 
determine and report status of facilities and communications equipment 
(ability) following the incident. 

 
e.   Insurance issues:  Need to get photos of all buildings and their contents.  

Need to make sure adequate insurance coverage is in place.  Need to check 
on liability issues. 

 
f.   Relocate equipment, vehicles, and aircraft from potential impact area. 

 
g.   Ensure that equipment and supplies needed for response teams are 

available and are pre-positioned.   
 
 

3. Evacuation planning 
 
 Make sure all employees are familiar with Emergency     
 Management evacuation plans and routes and know when and how   
 they will relocate. Keep employees updated on current plans and   
 expected affected areas. Website coastal evacuation directions,    
 route maps and reversal plans can be located at: 
 www.dot.state.sc.us/getting/evacuation.shtml. 
 
 

4. Coordination with other local, state and federal agencies 
 
 The State Emergency Management Agency in most states is the   
 lead state agency for coordination of emergency and disaster    
 response activities. Plans are developed so that all parties know   
 who, what, when, where, and how to contact the appropriate state   
 or federal agency for assistance.  Examples: 
  South Carolina    www.scemd.org/ 
  Georgia               www2.state.ga.us/GEMA 
  North Carolina    www.dem.dcc.state.nc.us/ 
  Florida                 www.floridadisaster.org/ 
 
 

5. Fiscal considerations – preplanning for emergency purchases 
 

a. Develop a checklist of resources needed for different types of disasters. 
What are financial or reimbursement arrangements? 

 
b. Develop a checklist of resources available at agency facilities. Are these 

resources reserved for use in emergency situations only? 
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o Site information includes the presence of wires, width of 
planting area, soil texture, etc. 

o Include potential planting sites, if not already noted in your 
inventory 

c) Policies:  This is a good time to get in place – or review – standard 
tree documents such as: 
o Up-to-date specifications for buying, planting, pruning, and 

removal 
o Tree ordinance and/or policy 

d) Education:   Work with media based on plans that have been 
developed. 
o Publicize your next actions and decisions.  People get most 

upset when they do not know what or when something is going 
to happen. 

o Notify homeowners before doing work on any public tree they 
might consider “theirs”.  Use letters, postcards, door hangers, 
or any other means that work. 

o Get out good information on replanting and tree care.  
Excellent materials are available from the International Society 
of Arboriculture, www.isa-arbor.com   

 
7) Reducing Delayed Threats to Public Safety 

Disasters weaken surviving trees, leaving future safety and cost questions. 
a) Priority 2 Removal.  Priority 2 trees have no danger of immediate 

death and failure, but they are expected to decline and fail over the 
next 5-10 years.  Making decisions about Priority 2 removals is 
probably the hardest and most controversial step in managing storm-
damaged forests. 
o Decide which trees should come down now to remove a likely 

source of future hazards, and to be most cost-effective.  Use your 
inventory/survey to set priorities. 

o Consider factors such as safety, looks, neighborhood effect, cost, 
age, vigor, crown loss, balance, heartwood damage, and species. 

o Good candidates for Priority 2 removal are: 
  Low-vigor trees with 50% or more of crown heavily damaged 
  Trees with leaders broken back into the trunk 
  Split or tipped trees that were not removed as Priority 1 

o FEMA usually does not reimburse communities for non-
hazardous tree removal 

b) Priority 2 Pruning 
o Use the community tree inventory to locate trees with a high 

hazard rating that need to be pruned 
o Many communities have found it more cost-effective to clean and 

repair Priority 2 trees than to remove them and replant 
o FEMA usually does not  pay for non-hazardous pruning 

 
8) Working with FEMA to Recover Tree-Related Costs   




