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Executive Summary
In 2004, Florida became the first state in 130 years to be hit by five “tropical cyclones” in a single
year—Tropical Storm Bonnie, Hurricane Charley, Hurricane Frances, Hurricane Ivan, and Hurricane
Jeanne. For the first time, 2-1-1 centers across a state played a vital role throughout a major emer-
gency—in the days leading up to each of the storms, during the storms themselves, in the immedi-
ate aftermath, and in the long-term recovery.  

United Way of America commissioned this report to document the work done by the 2-1-1 centers, 
to offer the Florida 2-1-1 centers the opportunity to reflect on and learn from their experience, and to
share their stories with 2-1-1 centers and emergency management staff throughout the country.

2-1-1 in Florida
2-1-1 is the three-digit telephone number designated by the Federal Communications Commission in
2000 as “an easy-to-remember and universally-recognizable number” to connect people with human
and social services. There currently are twelve active 2-1-1 regional and local call centers that serve
33 of Florida’s 67 counties, providing 2-1-1 access to 75 percent of its population, and handling over
500,000 calls per year.  There are nine additional comprehensive information & referral centers in
the state, many of which have announced their intention to become 2-1-1 centers.  The 2-1-1 centers
come together in the Florida 2-1-1 Network, a cooperative effort of the Florida Alliance of Information
and Referral Services (FLAIRS) and the United Way of Florida.

While 2-1-1 is available to 75 percent of Florida’s population, it is not accessible in half of the state’s
67 counties. The lack of statewide coverage limited the extent to which 2-1-1 could serve the state during
the emergency—there could not be a coordinated state-level decision to establish 2-1-1 as the dialing
code to be used throughout the state to reach disaster response services. Until 2-1-1 becomes a truly
statewide system, it is unlikely that it will be fully recognized as a partner in emergency management
and, thus, continue to be ineligible for the funding from FEMA and other sources required for it to make
the maximum possible contribution during an emergency.

The Value of 2-1-1
During the Emergency, 2-1-1 made seven primary contributions:
• expanded the capacity of Emergency Operations Centers (EOCs) by providing trained information

and referral specialists and by offering the public an alternative access point for information;

• managed information about availability of services and the status of health and human service
organizations and government agencies;

• identified unmet and emerging needs, helping direct resources to high priority places;

• provided critically needed telephone reassurance and crisis support for callers;

• helped mobilize and manage volunteers and cash and in-kind donations;

• served as intake points on behalf of government agencies and nonprofit organizations,
increasing the efficiency of connecting people with needed help; and,

• offered a sustained connection to help for people whose lives were dramatically affected by the
storm as 2-1-1 became part of long-term recovery efforts.
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Lessons Learned
1.  2-1-1 centers conclusively demonstrated the
significant contribution that they can make in
an emergency.

2.  2-1-1 centers need to clarify the roles they
want to play during an emergency, to build rela-
tionships in advance to enable those roles, and
to be very flexible and innovative.  

3.  2-1-1 centers must build strong relationships
with partners who will support them and who
are in a position to respond to the data 2-1-1 is
collecting-with key response organizations like
the Salvation Army and American Red Cross,
with United Way and Volunteer Centers, and
with government and nonprofit service
providers.

4.  Emergency management does not intuitively
understand the potential value add of 2-1-1 to
its work, suggesting the need for 2-1-1 to
engage in significant education, advocacy, and
relationship-building with emergency manage-
ment at all levels-national, state, and local.  

5.  2-1-1 centers must prepare for a new kind of
operation during an emergency with the empha-
sis on advance preparation, flexibility and inno-
vation to respond to sustained spikes in call vol-
ume, rapidly changing information that is hard
to collect but which must be managed and dis-
seminated, and breakdowns in planned staffing
and existing emergency plans.

6.  “Telephone reassurance” is an essential role
for 2-1-1 to play in all phases of an emergency. 

7. The emergency reinforced the importance of
developing 2-1-1 as a system at the local, state,
and national levels to ensure the highest sus-
tained level of performance and to secure the
funds required to enable 2-1-1 to respond to
emergencies and the new needs that come with
them.

Volume and Nature of Calls
The volume of calls was so great that it proved
impossible for 2-1-1 centers to track them accu-
rately.  Estimates ranged from 60,000 calls in
six days in Lee County to a 300 percent increase
in Orlando to increases of 25-40 percent at
other 2-1-1 centers.

The nature of the calls received changed rapidly
as communities moved from one phase of the
storm to the next:
• Pre-storm—information about evacuation,

location and availability of shelters,
inquiries from people with special needs,
preparation for the storm

• During the storm—reassurance, crisis inter-
vention, emergency assistance

• Immediate aftermath—location of essential
services (water, ice, food), rescue needs,
debris removal, power outages

• Recovery—disaster relief financial assis-
tance, property damage, disaster-caused
health issues, disaster-related transporta-
tion issues

The Partnership with United Ways
The state-level partnership between 2-1-1 and
United Ways existed well before the storms.
FLAIRS and United Way of Florida joined togeth-
er to develop the strategic business plan for the
Florida 2-1-1 Network;  worked together to pass
the state legislation authorizing development of
2-1-1; and now are jointly seeking funding from
the legislature to make statewide access to 
2-1-1 a reality.  

During the Emergency, the partnership served
both parties well.  By working together, 2-1-1
and United Ways expanded each other’s capaci-
ty to serve their community and enabled both to
build stronger relationships with EOCs and with
other nonprofit organizations.  

For 2-1-1 centers, the partnership directly con-
nected them to the significant community lead-
ership roles undertaken by United Ways
statewide, leveraging the value of 2-1-1’s data,
focusing greater attention on their contribution,
and bringing them new resources.  For United
Ways, the partnership with 2-1-1 better posi-
tioned them to be at the heart of the emergency
response effort and gave them new opportuni-
ties to demonstrate community impact. 
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Judi Leggett in Brevard who spent four days
locked down in the EOC for Frances and three
days for Jeanne: “You just have to work the call,
get the person calm.  You have to know when it
is getting to you.  I would walk outside and have
a cigarette.”

The effect on staff was cumulative.  Libby
Donoghue of Brevard 2-1-1 describes the change
from Hurricane Frances to Hurricane Jeanne:
“The first time we went to the EOC, for Frances,
there was a lot of activity, it was very high ener-
gy, really busy and noisy.  But for Jeanne, it was
much quieter, more subdued.  People looked
like someone had hit them.”  

On a conference call just prior to the arrival of
Hurricane Jeanne, Libby reported to her col-
leagues statewide, “Our staff is tired and
cranky.  But they are squaring their shoulders
and getting ready to go to work.”

Despite their demonstrated ability to care for
others, it was not clear that the 2-1-1s generally
had prepared to care for their own staff mem-
bers during a crisis.  Most efforts in that direc-
tion seemed spontaneous rather than planned
in advance.  

• In Lee County, after Frances, the United Way
asked the Southwest Florida Addiction
Center, that provides United Way’s
Employee Assistance Program, to come in
and meet with the staff to debrief and
process.  During this session, staff shared
experiences related to the storms. This dia-
log also led to discussion on coping tech-
niques.  Staff were also informed of other
available resources available through the
EAP should they want additional counsel-
ing.  Staff also received time and a half pay
for extra hours worked during and after the
storms.  In exchange for working on a holi-
day day, staff received another day off.  

• In Palm Beach County, Susan Buza arranged
for a masseuse to come in and give staff
neck massages after they had worked long
stressful hours during the storms.  Those
who worked at the EOC for 24-hour periods
received time and a half pay and some com-
pensatory time off.  

• At the Crisis Center of Tampa Bay, staff was
given hazard pay during the time they were
on site during the storm.  

• The board of 2-1-1 Tampa Bay Cares gave its
staff a day off.  

• At 2-1-1 Brevard, all staff received a one-
week pay bonus from the board of directors
in recognition of “outstanding performance
in difficult circumstances.”

It likely was coincidental that Debra Harris at
the Crisis Center of Tampa Bay and her col-
league, Sandra Charbonnier, at the Citizen
Action Center of Hillsborough County (Tampa)
were in synch when Sandra said of her staff,
“For awhile, we were existing on sugar” and
Debra advised, “Lay in lots of chocolate!”

Taking care of one’s staff is, of course, a serious
issue.  Even in situations where a staff person’s
own life is not directly affected by an emergency
situation, the requirement that they deal with a
constant stream of people whose lives have
been significantly disrupted can wear on them.
It was clear from the interviews that front-line
staff had a difficult time handling both the work
load and the stress that came with the sheer
volume of problems and with inevitably being
unable to help some of the people because of a
lack of resources in the community.

A challenge for 2-1-1s is to think through, in
advance, how to provide appropriate support
for their staffs, through facilitated debriefings,
availability of counselors, and feedback on the
affect of their work as well as by providing extra
pay and time off.
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People Interviewed for this Study

Brevard County

At 2-1-1 Brevard
* Libby Donoghue, Executive Director

Judi Leggett, 2-1-1 Counselor
Lakesha McLaughlin, Community Resource Coordinator
Jim Wilder, 2-1-1 Counselor

Others
Don Lusk, Assistant County Manager for Human Services, Brevard County
Rob Rains, President, United Way of Brevard County

Charlotte County

At the Information and Referral Division, Charlotte County Human Services Department
Christie Allen , Information & Referral Specialist
Claudette Baines , Elder Helpline Outreach Coordinator 
Elizabeth Beckworth , Database Manager 
Maria Conrado, Information & Referral Specialist
Sharon deLorenzo , Senior Employment trainee 

* Joy Duperault, Supervisor, Information and Referral Division
Diane Elliott, Information & Referral Specialist
Terry Vail, Information & Referral Specialist

Others
Joan LeBeau, Planner, Charlotte County Community Development Department
Dale Phillips, Project Coordinator, Charlotte County Sheriff’s Department
Kelly Studenwalt, Assistant Director, Charlotte County Human Services Department

Lee County

At United Way of Lee County
Nicole Nelson, I&R Specialist, United Way 211

* Linda Pankow, Program Manager, United Way 211
Cliff Smith, President

Others
Matt Recommier, 911 Coordinator, Lee County Sheriff’s Office
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Orange County

At 2-1-1 Community Resources, Inc.
El Cabrel Lee, Vice President
Tino Paz, Director of Information Resources
George Wolfenden, Shift Supervisor

Others
Jerry Demings, Director of Public Safety, Orange County
John Hawkins, CEO, Heart of Florida United Way
Emery Ivery, Senior Vice President, Heart of Florida United Way
Patty Maddox, President and CEO, Winter Park Health Foundation (Board Chair, 2-1-1 Advisory Board)
Joan Nelson, Director of Research, University of Central Florida/Heart of Florida United Way

Palm Beach County

At The Center for Information & Crisis Services, Inc. (2-1-1)
* Susan K. Buza, Executive Director

Rene Favreau, I&R Specialist
Bruce Greenstein, Network Systems Coordinator
Elise Powell, Director, Call Center Operations
Jesus Rodriguez, Human Services Research Specialist
Demetra Russell, I&R Specialist
Latanya Russell, I&R Specialist

Others
Scott Badesch, Chief Professional Officer, United Way of Palm Beach County
Becky Gregory, Director, Palm Beach County Human Services Division 
Paul Milleli, Director of Public Safety, Palm Beach County
Marilyn Munoz, District Manager, Department of Children and Families, District 9
Kasha Owers, Chief Operating Officer, Area Agency on Aging
Jim Vocsjik, Executive Director, United Way of Martin County

United Way of America

David Albritton, Vice President, Field and Media Communications
* Peter Bishop, Manager, 2-1-1

Trisha Ferrell, Lead Associate, 2-1-1
Kelly Levy, Director, 2-1-1
Tamara Schomber, National Director, Crisis Preparedness & Response
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Telephone Interviews

* Robert E. Arnold, Director, United Way 2-1-1, Jacksonville
* Susan Byrne, President and CEO, 2-1-1 First Call for Help of Broward, Ft. Lauderdale

Sandra Charbonier, Manager, Citizen Action Center of Hillsborough County
Tim Closterman, Volunteer Services Manager, Pinellas County
Cynthia Fox, Executive Director, 2-1-1 Tampa Bay Cares, Largo

* Peter Foy, Vice President, Community Initiatives, United Way of Marion County First Call for Help, Ocala
* Ted Granger, President, United Way of Florida

Janet Bard Hanson, Director of Management and Information Programs, 2-1-1 Big Bend, Tallahassee
Debra L. Harris, Director, 2-1-1 and Hotline, Crisis Center of Tampa Bay, Tampa
Adraine LaRoza, Executive Director, Volunteer Services of Manatee County, Inc.
Ande Miller, Executive Director, National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster
Jane Morgan, American Red Cross, President National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster

* Randy Nicklaus, Executive Director, 2-1-1 Big Bend, Tallahassee
Stephanie Radtke, Volunteer Services Coordinator, 2-1-1 Tampa Bay Cares
Susan Senkarik, Director of Community Impact, United Way of Escambia County
Shari Sinwelski, Director of Hotline Programs, 2-1-1 Big Bend, Tallahassee

* Alberto Suarez, Executive Director, United Way 2-1-1 of Manasota, Inc.
* Tim Sylvia, Director, First Call for Help, United Way of Volusia and Flagler Counties, Daytona Beach
* Micki Thompson, Program Manager, 2-1-1 Tampa Bay Cares, Largo

Sharon Tierra, Project Manager, Vermont 2-1-1
Terry Worthington, President, United Way of Central Florida
Alex Young, President, United Way of Sarasota County
Jennifer Yunker, Voluntary Agency Liaison, Region 1, FEMA

* Jan Zak, I&R Program Director, United Way Information and Referral, Gainesville

Participants in FLAIRS Meeting

People marked above with an asterisk [*] plus the following:

Bonnie Baker, Vice President and Chief Operating Officer, Florida Children’s Forum  
Madeline Franco, First Call for Help Coordinator, United Way of Marion County, Inc. 
Gretta Jones, Government Operations Consultant, Florida Department of Elder Affairs
Roy McBean, Board Chair, United Way 2-1-1 of Manasota
Dennis Ross, CEO, Crisis Center of Tampa Bay
Brett Slocum, Information & Referral Specialist, United Way 2-1-1 of Lee County
Alan Zak, Information Technology Consultant, United Way of North Central Florida, Gainesville
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