When You Respond To A Disaster As A CERT
Volunteer, How Can You Establish Priorities
And Make Decisions

When You Respond To A Disaster As A CERT Volunteer, How Can You Establish Priorities
And Make Decisions is a critical question that every Community Emergency Response Team
(CERT) volunteer must consider in the face of chaos and uncertainty. Effective decision-making and
priority-setting are essential skills that can significantly impact the safety of victims, the efficiency of
rescue efforts, and the overall success of disaster response operations. As disasters can rapidly
evolve, understanding how to assess situations, allocate resources wisely, and make informed
choices under pressure is vital for CERT volunteers committed to making a positive difference
during emergencies.

Understanding the Importance of Prioritization in
Disaster Response

In the chaos of a disaster, resources such as time, personnel, equipment, and medical supplies are
often limited. Without clear priorities, efforts can become scattered, leading to wasted resources and
potentially worsening the situation. CERT volunteers must be prepared to quickly evaluate scenarios
and determine the most urgent and impactful actions.

Why Prioritization Matters

- Maximizes Impact: Focus on actions that save the most lives and reduce suffering.

- Optimizes Resource Use: Ensures that limited resources are directed where they are needed most.
- Reduces Confusion: Provides a clear plan of action for volunteers and responders.

- Enhances Safety: Prioritizes actions that protect responders and victims from further harm.

Key Principles for Establishing Priorities During
Disaster Response

To effectively respond to a disaster, CERT volunteers should adhere to fundamental principles that
guide decision-making.



1. Follow the "Rescue, Treat, and Clear" Hierarchy

This hierarchy emphasizes that saving lives takes precedence over other actions.

- Rescue: Prioritize locating and extricating victims who are in immediate danger.
- Treat: Provide first aid and medical assistance to stabilize victims.

- Clear: Remove debris and secure the scene once immediate rescue and treatment are complete.

2. Use the "Three Ts" of Disaster Priorities

- Triage: Rapidly assess victims to determine who needs immediate care.
- Treat: Address the most critical injuries first.
- Transport: Move victims to safety or medical facilities based on severity.

3. Consider Scene Safety First

Before acting, ensure the environment is safe for responders and victims to prevent additional
casualties.

4. Apply the “Stop, Look, Listen” Approach

- Stop: Pause to assess the situation.
- Look: Observe hazards, victims, and scene conditions.
- Listen: Gather information from victims, bystanders, or other responders.

5. Use the “Rule of Thumb” for Decision-Making

Prioritize actions based on immediate threats, such as fire, unstable structures, or hazardous
materials.

Steps to Make Effective Decisions as a CERT Volunteer

Making decisions in a disaster scenario involves systematic assessment, swift judgment, and
adaptability. Here are the essential steps to guide CERT volunteers:



1. Conduct a Scene Size-Up

Begin with a comprehensive assessment of the scene:
- Identify hazards (fire, gas leaks, unstable structures).
- Determine the number and condition of victims.

- Recognize environmental factors (weather, terrain).
- Establish an initial safety zone.

2. Gather and Analyze Information

Collect data through visual observation, listening, and communication with team members. Key
questions include:

- What are the most immediate dangers?

- Which victims need urgent help?
- Are additional resources required?

3. Establish Incident Priorities

Based on the scene assessment, set priorities by considering:
- Life-threatening conditions.
- The number of victims.

- Resource availability.
- Scene safety and environmental hazards.

4. Develop an Action Plan

Create a clear, step-by-step plan that aligns with established priorities:
- Assign specific tasks to team members.

- Determine the sequence of actions.
- Set realistic goals and timelines.

5. Communicate Clearly and Effectively

Use concise language, radios, or signals to ensure team coordination. Confirm understanding before
proceeding.



6. Implement and Monitor the Plan

Carry out the planned actions, continuously monitor the scene, and adapt as needed. Be alert to
changing conditions.

7. Debrief and Reassess

After initial actions, reassess the scene to identify new priorities or hazards, and adjust your plan
accordingly.

Tools and Techniques to Aid Decision-Making in
Disaster Situations

CERT volunteers can utilize various tools and techniques to enhance their decision-making
capabilities during emergencies.

1. Triage Systems

- START Triage: A quick method to categorize victims based on respiratory, circulatory, and mental
status.
- JumpSTART: Designed for pediatric victims.

2. Checklists and Flowcharts

Pre-prepared checklists help ensure no critical step is missed, especially under stress.

3. Communication Protocols

Clear communication channels reduce confusion and facilitate coordination.

4. Personal Safety Equipment

Proper gear ensures safety, allowing volunteers to make decisions without risking injury.



5. Situational Awareness

Maintaining awareness of the environment helps in recognizing hazards early and adjusting actions
accordingly.

Training and Preparedness for Effective Decision-
Making

Training plays a vital role in enabling CERT volunteers to respond effectively.
Essential Training Areas

- Disaster Response Fundamentals: Understanding how disasters unfold.

- First Aid and Medical Triage: Prioritizing medical treatment.

- Scene Safety and Hazard Recognition: Identifying risks.

- Communication Skills: Coordinating with team members and other agencies.
- Situational Awareness: Developing keen observation skills.

Continuous Practice and Drills

Participating in regular drills enhances decision-making speed and effectiveness, helping volunteers
internalize priority-setting principles.

Challenges in Decision-Making During Disasters and
How to Overcome Them

Disaster scenarios often introduce stress and uncertainty, which can hinder sound decision-making.
Common challenges include:

- Information Overload: Too much data can cause confusion.
- Emotional Stress: Fear, anxiety, or panic impair judgment.
- Resource Limitations: Scarcity of supplies or personnel.

- Scene Chaos: Disorganized environment.

Strategies to overcome these challenges:

- Stay calm and focused.

- Rely on established protocols and checklists.
- Communicate effectively with team members.
- Prioritize safety above all.



- Be adaptable and ready to revise plans as needed.

Conclusion: The Role of CERT Volunteers in Effective
Disaster Response

Establishing priorities and making informed decisions are fundamental skills for CERT volunteers
responding to disasters. By understanding core principles like scene safety, triage, and resource
management, volunteers can maximize their impact in saving lives and reducing suffering.
Continuous training, clear communication, and a methodical approach to scene assessment
empower CERT members to act decisively, confidently, and efficiently amid chaos. Remember, in
emergency situations, effective decision-making not only saves lives but also fosters resilience and
hope for affected communities.

Keywords: CERT volunteer, disaster response, establishing priorities, making decisions, scene
safety, triage, emergency preparedness, disaster management, first aid, emergency response
planning.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the first steps a CERT volunteer should take when
responding to a disaster to establish priorities?

CERT volunteers should first assess the scene for safety, identify immediate hazards, and then
evaluate the severity of injuries and damages to determine the most urgent needs, focusing on life-
threatening situations first.

How can CERT volunteers effectively prioritize tasks during a
disaster response?

By using a systematic approach such as the 'Life Safety, Incident Stabilization, Property
Conservation' (LIP) model, volunteers can prioritize actions that save lives, stabilize the incident,
and then protect property, ensuring efficient use of resources.

What criteria should be used to decide which victims to assist
first?

Victims should be prioritized based on the severity of their injuries, their likelihood of survival with
immediate help, and the overall impact on community safety, following the triage concept.



How do CERT volunteers balance immediate response needs
with long-term recovery efforts?

Volunteers should focus on immediate life-saving and safety measures first, and then shift their
efforts towards recovery tasks as the situation stabilizes, always reassessing priorities based on
evolving conditions.

What decision-making tools or methods can help CERT
volunteers establish priorities?

Tools such as triage tags, incident command structures, and checklists can assist volunteers in
systematically evaluating needs and making informed decisions efficiently.

How important is communication when establishing priorities
during a disaster response?

Communication is crucial; clear, concise information sharing among team members and with other
agencies ensures everyone understands priorities, reduces duplication of effort, and enhances
overall response effectiveness.

What role does training and experience play in helping CERT
volunteers make sound decisions during disaster response?

Training and experience equip CERT volunteers with the skills to quickly assess situations,
understand incident priorities, and make informed decisions under stress, leading to more effective
and safer responses.

Additional Resources

When You Respond To A Disaster As A CERT Volunteer, How Can You Establish Priorities And Make
Decisions

Responding effectively to a disaster as a Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) volunteer
requires more than just good intentions; it demands strategic decision-making, clear prioritization,
and sound judgment under pressure. Recognizing how to establish priorities and make decisions in
such high-stakes environments is crucial to maximizing your impact, ensuring safety, and supporting
the overall community recovery effort. This article explores the essential principles, methodologies,
and practical strategies that CERT volunteers can employ to navigate complex disaster scenarios
efficiently and responsibly.

Understanding the Role and Limitations of CERT



Volunteers

Before diving into decision-making strategies, it is vital to understand the scope of CERT volunteers’
responsibilities and limitations.

What CERT Volunteers Can and Cannot Do

Features:

- Support, not replace, professional responders: CERT volunteers assist in initial damage
assessment, light search and rescue, and public safety education.

- Focus on safety and stabilization: They help mitigate hazards and provide basic medical aid until
emergency services arrive.

- Limited medical and technical training: CERT members have foundational skills but are not
substitute for trained emergency personnel.

Pros:

- Enhances community resilience

- Provides immediate assistance in early disaster phases

- Builds volunteer confidence and teamwork

Cons:

- Limited authority and scope may cause confusion

- Risk of overstepping boundaries without proper training

- Potential for burnout or harm if not managed properly

Understanding these boundaries helps CERT volunteers prioritize tasks efficiently, avoiding actions
beyond their training and capacity.

Core Principles for Establishing Priorities in Disaster
Response

Effective decision-making hinges on adhering to fundamental principles that guide resource
allocation and action sequences.

1. Life Safety First

Key Point: Protecting human life is always the top priority.



- Why: Human lives are irreplaceable, and preventing further injuries or fatalities should guide all
actions.

- Implementation: Identify and assist those in immediate danger; avoid risking volunteer safety
unnecessarily.

Pros:

- Ensures focus on critical needs
- Reduces potential for volunteer injury or liability

Cons:

- May delay other critical tasks, such as infrastructure assessment

2. Incident Stabilization

Key Point: Once immediate life threats are addressed, efforts shift to stabilizing the scene.
- Example: Controlling fires, securing unstable structures, or managing hazardous materials.
Pros:

- Prevents escalation of hazards
- Protects both victims and responders

Cons:

- Requires assessment skills; misjudgment can leave hazards unmitigated

3. Property Preservation and Infrastructure Integrity

Key Point: Protecting property and infrastructure supports community recovery and reduces future
hazards.

- Tasks include safeguarding utilities, preventing further damage, and documenting scene
conditions.

Pros:

- Facilitates efficient recovery
- Helps in insurance and legal processes

Cons:

- May divert resources from immediate rescue efforts



4. Prioritizing Based on Severity and Accessibility

Key Point: Not all victims or tasks hold equal urgency; efforts should focus on those with the
greatest need and accessibility.

- Use triage principles adapted for CERT scope.
Pros:

- Maximizes impact with limited resources
- Ensures quick aid to those most in need

Cons:

- Difficult to assess accurately in chaotic environments

Methods and Tools for Making Decisions and Setting
Priorities

CERT volunteers can leverage various structured approaches and tools to facilitate sound decision-
making.

1. Triage Systems

Overview: Adapted from medical triage, this method helps prioritize victims and tasks based on
urgency.

- START (Simple Triage and Rapid Treatment): Categorizes victims as Immediate, Delayed, Minor, or
Deceased.

Features:

- Rapid assessment based on consciousness, breathing, bleeding
- Guides rescue efforts efficiently

Pros:

- Streamlines prioritization
- Ensures aid reaches those most in need swiftly

Cons:

- Requires training to implement accurately



- May be challenging in chaotic scenes

2. Incident Command System (ICS) Principles

Overview: A standardized approach that promotes effective coordination.
- Assigns roles, establishes objectives, and facilitates communication.
Features:

- Clear chain of command
- Common terminology

Pros:

- Improves decision-making clarity
- Enhances safety and coordination

Cons:

- Requires familiarization; may be complex for volunteers new to ICS

3. Use of Checklists and Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs)

Overview: Pre-defined procedures help ensure consistency.
- Examples include damage assessment forms, safety checklists.
Features:

- Reduce errors
- Provide clear guidance

Pros:

- Facilitate quick decision-making
- Preserve documentation

Cons:

- Less flexible in rapidly evolving situations



4. Situational Awareness and Dynamic Assessment

Overview: Continually update understanding of scene conditions.
- Includes observing hazards, victim status, environmental changes.
Features:

- Critical for adapting priorities
- Requires vigilance and communication

Pros:

- Prevents complacency
- Enables flexible response

Cons:

- Challenging under stress

Decision-Making Strategies for CERT Volunteers

Beyond tools, CERT volunteers can employ various strategies to make effective decisions.

1. The "Stop, Look, Listen" Approach

- Stop: Pause to assess the scene.
- Look: Observe hazards, victim conditions, available resources.
- Listen: Pay attention to instructions, communications, scene sounds.

This simple approach helps prevent impulsive actions and promotes safety.

2. The "Stop-Think-Act" Method

- Stop: Recognize the need to make a decision.
- Think: Consider options, risks, and priorities.
- Act: Proceed with the most appropriate action.

Encourages deliberate and thoughtful responses.



3. Effective Communication and Teamwork

- Sharing information ensures everyone is aware of scene status.
- Clear role assignments prevent duplication of effort.
- Use of standardized terminology reduces confusion.

4. Applying the "Golden Rule" of Disaster Response

- Always prioritize safety.
- Act within your training and scope.
- Seek guidance or escalate when uncertain.

Balancing Speed and Accuracy

Rapid decision-making is often necessary, but accuracy should not be sacrificed.
Features:

- Prioritize quick assessments for immediate needs.

- Use available information efficiently.

- Avoid paralysis by analysis; make the best decision with current data.

Pros:

- Ensures timely response
- Reduces scene congestion

Cons:

- Risk of misjudgment if overhasty

Training and Preparation: The Foundations of Effective
Decision-Making

Proper training enhances decision-making capabilities.

Features:

- Regular drills on triage, ICS, and scene assessment



- Scenario-based exercises to simulate disaster environments
- Continuing education on hazards and procedures

Pros:

- Builds confidence and competence
- Improves adaptability under stress

Cons:

- Requires time and resources

Conclusion: The Path to Effective Disaster Response as
a CERT Volunteer

Responding to a disaster as a CERT volunteer is a demanding yet rewarding responsibility.
Establishing clear priorities and making sound decisions hinge on understanding your role, adhering
to core principles, utilizing proven tools like triage and ICS, and maintaining situational awareness.
By focusing on life safety first, stabilizing the scene, and efficiently allocating resources, CERT
volunteers can maximize their positive impact while ensuring their safety. Continuous training,
effective communication, and the ability to adapt to evolving circumstances are vital components of
successful disaster response. Ultimately, thoughtful decision-making underpins the effectiveness of
CERT efforts, enabling volunteers to serve their communities with confidence, competence, and
compassion during their most critical moments.
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