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Section 1: Overview 

 

Late in the evening of October 8 and into the morning of October 9, 2017, ferocious winds met 

abundant, tinder-dry fuel, sparking swarms of fires across Northern California. In the wine 

region of Sonoma, Napa, Lake, and Mendocino counties, dozens of those fires would converge 

into four major firestorms and force tens of thousands of people to flee their homes, many with 

no time to take any possessions other than their car keys and the clothes on their backs.  

 

The most damaging of those fires, the Tubbs fire, killed 22 people as it roared down from 

Calistoga to Santa Rosa “like a napalm tsunami,” in the words of Santa Rosa cartoonist Brian 

Fies. In Santa Rosa, the fire torched entire neighborhoods with no regard to social or economic 

class, decimating luxury homes in the Foothills, Mark West, and Fountaingrove, then torching 

Journey’s End trailer park and leaping across six lanes of Highway 101 to ravage middle-class, 

family-packed Coffey Park. See pages 27 & 28 for areas affected by the Tubbs Fire and note its 

proximity to RCU’s Santa Rosa headquarters. 

 

Across the four counties, the flames were so intense and the fire so hot that it melted cast-iron 

cookware and destroyed the contents of fireproof safes buried in concrete. As smoke and ash 

spread across much of Northern California, hundreds of flights at Bay Area airports were 

impacted and countless school and outdoor activities were cancelled. “This is truly one of the 

greatest, if not the greatest, tragedies California has ever faced,” said governor Jerry Brown. 

“The devastation is just unbelievable. It’s a horror that no one could have imagined.” 
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The numbers are staggering: 

Fire County Acres Burned Deaths Structures Destroyed 

Tubbs Napa, Sonoma 36,807 22 5,643 

Redwood Valley  Mendocino 36,523 9 545 

Atlas Napa, Solano 51,624 6 781 

Nuns Napa, Sonoma 56,556 3 1,355 

Pocket Sonoma 17,357 
  

Sulphur Lake 2,207 
 

150 

37 Fire Sonoma 1,660 
 

25 

  202,734 40 8,499 

 

 

Containing the fires took nearly three weeks and the efforts of 10,000 firefighters, 500 law 

enforcement personnel, and more than 1,000 fire engines, helicopters, air tankers, and bulldozers 

from more than 350 agencies across 17 states and Canada—first responders even came from 

Australia. It was the deadliest, costliest, and most destructive wildfire event in California history. 

The disaster generated over $200 million in fire suppression costs and $9.4 billion in insurance 

claims while costing the government $1.3 billion to remove 1.7 million tons of debris; however, 

the emotional and psychological toll is incalculable.  

 

#  #  # 
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Section Two: Impact to Redwood Credit Union 

 

RCU’s leadership team had worked long and late through the weekend, preparing for a long-

planned, all-day, all-staff event scheduled for Monday, October 9. For the first time in our 

history, we decided to close the credit union on Columbus Day to stage this company-wide 

educational and motivational event. It was to be a day of inspiration held at Luther Burbank 

Center for the Arts in Santa Rosa, where all 600 employees would be in attendance. As the team 

finally got some well-deserved rest that Sunday night, three small fires broke out in rural 

Sonoma, Napa, and Mendocino counties. 

  

At 1:30 a.m. Monday morning, several text alerts hit simultaneously, indicating alarms for 

electrical and security issues at the corporate facility. Our corporate headquarters at the north end 

of Santa Rosa houses our data center and is equipped with a generator and several backup 

systems. Seeing that many alarms triggered was unusual. More alarms signaled that several 

automated processes— like data backup to the secondary site—had been interrupted because of 

data line instability. Something was going on that was impacting the facilities.  

 

Within minutes I received a phone call from our Chief Information Officer. He had received the 

alerts as well, and while reviewing them, received a knock on his front door from a neighbor 

telling him to evacuate due to fire threats. He and his wife were in their truck driving as he told 

me about the fires they were seeing, the smoke, and the significance of the alarms that had 

triggered him to awaken as he headed toward our corporate building. He didn’t know how bad it 

was, but he knew we needed to find out. We stayed on the phone as he gave as many details as 
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he could. Finally, he arrived at the parking lot, and all he could say was, “This is bad. I can’t see 

the building because there is so much smoke.” I asked what he was seeing. He said, “The lights 

are on, the generator is running, but there is a lot of smoke and police are directing people away. 

We need to leave.” He said he needed a place to gather his team and get online to check systems. 

He also wanted to know if we would be holding the staff motivation event that day.  

 

As I was listening and taking in this information, I looked out my kitchen window. From where I 

stood in Bennett Valley, I could see the hills of Fountaingrove glowing orange. I immediately 

made the decision to cancel the staff event. I knew this must be impacting many of our 

employees and their families, and I wanted to ensure their safety. On the phone, I told the CIO to 

head south to our Rohnert Park branch. We then called the branch manager and asked him to 

meet the CIO at the branch.  

 

Within a few hours the fire would reach the Luther Burbank Center, where we were to hold our 

event, burning parts of it, including the outside area we had set up for staff lunch and other 

activities. 

 

Once I canceled the staff event, we needed to get ahold of the 600 employees from all over our 

service area who were supposed to show up at 7:30 a.m., just a few short hours away. So we 

initiated our phone tree. The phone tree started with me making four phone calls to senior 

leaders, and then from those four phone calls, all 600 staff were quickly notified by their 

managers or co-workers that the event was canceled.  
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The fires got significantly worse and actually came very close to our corporate facility, which 

was located in an evacuation area cordoned off by first responders. We knew this was going to 

be a long, difficult day. At the Rohnert Park branch, the IT team was able to log into our systems 

and confirm that the equipment in the building that we desperately needed was functional. Two 

of the IT leaders headed to Santa Rosa with the manager of security and a facilities lead, hoping 

they could gain access to our corporate headquarters.  

 

The power and data fluctuations at headquarters had caused the backups to fail. Like many 

organizations, RCU has a primary and secondary server that are mirror copies, as well as a 

backup server at the disaster recovery (DR) site. The team decided that if they were going to 

have to failover to our DR site, the best course would be to take the secondary or failover server 

from headquarters, which had a current copy of the system, so they loaded up equipment in the 

CIO’s truck.  

 

The CIO was on the phone giving me updates. He could see the fire had jumped Highway 101 

and was burning several buildings within a couple of blocks from our headquarters location. The 

fire department was stationed one block away, determined to stop the fire from moving further 

south and threatening Santa Rosa’s city center. The Trader Joe’s frequented by our staff and the 

K-Mart were both on fire just two blocks away.  

 

The IT team brought the equipment from headquarters to the Rohnert Park branch, which 

became our command center. We determined that we needed to move much of the equipment up 

to the DR site in Sacramento, so we loaded up a van from the Auto Center. We sent the Assistant 
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VP of IT Operations and one IT employee to the DR site in Sacramento with instructions to get 

additional resources from our vendors and to prepare for a failover to the DR site. We told them 

to send for their families, get hotel rooms, and stay there until we no longer needed the back-up 

site. 

 

Because several of our branches were in areas threatened by the fire, we set up our command 

center at the Rohnert Park branch. It was close to where we felt we needed to be, yet far enough 

away that electricity and internet were still accessible. The executive team, IT staff, and a 

handful of staff that wanted to help spent the day at the Rohnert Park branch implementing our 

back-up plan.  

 

The good news is that our back-up plan worked like it was supposed to. The fire impacted data 

and telecommunications lines, but through a lot of work by the team we were able to maintain 

services. The fires didn’t have a significant impact on our services, which is a credit to the efforts 

and commitment of the many RCU employees that kept their cool and executed our plan while 

we were in full disaster mode. 

 

Our staff was incredibly dedicated to ensuring that the company remained viable during the 

disaster. The fires lasted for three weeks, constantly threatening homes and businesses. 

Throughout the organization, staff showed up day after day to serve our Members, starting on 

that very first day. After the first day, just when it seemed like things might begin to calm down, 

the IT team was alerted, again in the middle of the night, that the fire had destroyed a major 

telecommunications hub that served the community, including many of our phone lines, our 
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ATMs, and online banking. It was going to be another long night for us, so we ordered cots, and 

my wife made breakfast burritos for the team. Several times throughout the event, staff would 

get calls saying that their neighborhoods were being evacuated. They would jump up, leave to 

take care of their families, and then come right back to dealing with the issues at hand. During 

the course of the fires, it was the staff who showed up day after day, who ensured the credit 

union was able to serve the Members effectively.  

 

At RCU, we spend a lot of time talking about the purpose and mission of the credit union. When 

you go through a disaster like this, you learn very quickly how real that mission is to your staff. 

All of our systems worked. Even though we didn’t have power or phone lines at headquarters, 

we had backups for those systems. We had a generator, and we had diesel arriving every day to 

keep the generator going. We had backup call centers and backup lines that we were able to 

reroute internally to keep us going. But all that wouldn’t have mattered if we didn’t have the 

dedicated employees to run the systems.  

 

There were many lessons learned. The disaster plan worked so well that our Members didn’t 

even know we were having issues. I was very pleased by that, and by our ability to react and be 

in a position to help our Members. Things were hectic, but we have brought our teams together 

to document what we learned from the fires and to work on improvements to our disaster plan. 

 

# # # 
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Section Three: Employee Impact 

 

Over the course of the first week of the fires, 150 employees and their families from all across 

Northern California evacuated their homes. Some employees had to evacuate and re-evacuate 

numerous times. The majority were forced to flee in the middle of the night with little more than 

the clothes on their backs, fearing—and in some cases knowing—that they would lose the homes 

they left behind. At the conclusion of the disaster, 21 employees, two volunteer officials, one 

Credit Union Service Organization Board Member, and one Supervisory Committee Member 

had lost their homes. The emotional and physical weight of the loss of our communities and our 

employees was all-encompassing.  

 

Despite all the operational concerns that required immediate attention, we were focused on 

actionable efforts to care for, or prepare to care for, our staff who might find themselves in need 

of special services and support. With this in mind, one of the first things we did in the early 

morning hours of Monday, October 9—within hours after the fires started—was ask our CFO to 

book as many hotel rooms as she could find throughout the North Bay. With thousands of homes 

lost, people from all walks were scrambling to find hotel rooms, and availability quickly became 

scarce. However, because we were forward-thinking in the middle of the crisis, we were able to 

secure more than 20 rooms across four cities and two counties. By keeping frequent contact with 

employees, we were able to direct those in need to available hotel rooms, often with employees’ 

needs changing on a daily basis. Additionally, we quickly began creating a phone tree for 

employees who were not impacted by the fires or evacuations and were willing to open their 

homes and rental properties to other employees, and their families, and pets. 
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In the months since the fires, numerous employees have shared how instrumental this initial step 

was in helping them and their loved ones recover from the devastation of the fires. As a result of 

our quick actions, employees felt an even deeper commitment and connection to the Credit 

Union. 

 

While finding housing was clearly an immediate need for impacted employees, one of the 

biggest lessons I took from this catastrophe is that even if all of our systems are in place and our 

disaster plan goes well, it doesn’t matter unless we have the employees to implement the plan, 

provide critical services to our Members, and deal with the issues that our Members, staff, and 

communities all face and experience together. As such, the employees were a huge focus for the 

first few weeks. This came naturally to the leadership within the Credit Union, as employees 

have always been a key focus of our organization. Nevertheless, we had to assess a complex and 

rapidly changing set of highly personalized needs in real time to address what the most critical 

needs were during this disaster, which changed moment-to-moment as the fires progressed and 

ran their course. Immediate needs consisted of things such as food, scheduling flexibly, 

transportation, clothing, money for basic supplies, contact information for resources, counseling, 

childcare, and even personal needs like amenities for showering while power and gas outages 

were widespread during the first week.  

 

As the result of the fires, many employees’ children’s schools and childcare facilities were shut 

down or lost to the fires. Facilities that were fortunate to survive the fire still were shut down for 

at least three weeks. This possibility was not lost on me during the initial hours of the fires. So 
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one of the first things I did was to encourage employees to bring their children to work, where 

we created a temporary childcare center onsite at RCU headquarters. I think some employees 

thought I was joking—but I wasn’t. To me, it was imperative to help with child care for our 

employees so they could continue to work and help our Members through the fires. More 

importantly, our employees needed a safe place for their children that was easily accessible for 

parents to check in and communicate with them throughout the day, particularly in what was 

otherwise a constant state of emergency and duress. As for the children, I quickly addressed their 

need to have a safe, interactive place to engage with other children that would aide in their 

recovery from the traumatizing events of the fire. I tasked the HR team with turning our 

community room into a childcare facility for our employees’ children that would include games, 

snacks, exercises, movies, and story time. During the initial stage of startup, the HR staff manned 

the child care center to ensure that the right staff Members were overseeing the children’s safety 

as well as the organization’s. Eventually my wife and several of our Board Members, including a 

handful of Board Members’ spouses, took over the operation of that childcare center so our 

employees could focus on all the other mission-critical tasks that needed to be addressed.  

 

Another barrier we removed for impacted staff was to provide paid and unpaid time off so our 

employees had the necessary time to find long-term housing, purchase goods, and recover 

emotionally from the loss and the traumatizing events that unfolded during the fires. I also felt it 

was critical to bring in a licensed counselor onsite as an extension of our Employee Assistance 

Program. The counseling services were not just available to employees, but also to their family 

members.  
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For those employees who lost homes, we were able to procure different resources to support their 

short and long-term financial needs. Initially, the credit union gave each displaced employee a 

small cash infusion to help get them through their immediate needs right away, as well as 

additional funds to help with more mid-term needs. One impactful resource that we were able to 

use was the CUAid resources, offered by the National Credit Union Foundation. This resource 

was instrumental in providing our employees additionally money outside of what RCU provided.  

 

While there were many different elements we provided to our employees that made a positive 

difference, it was the sum-total and the attitude of going above and beyond that touched their 

hearts and deepened their commitment to our organization. There is no “normal” in an 

experience like the one we shared together, and that was the greatest lesson learned. In a disaster, 

things like titles and roles and “normal operating procedures” go out the window. Everyone is 

trying to solve everything all at once, but what’s at the heart of it all is the desire to help others—

our Members, employees, and communities. By holding the idea of serving each other well and 

selflessly, one can prepare and, more importantly, adjust in real time to keep the business and the 

employees healthy and safe. 

 

# # # 
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Section Four: Impact to Members 

 

Among the nearly 7,000 homes that were lost in Sonoma, Napa, Lake, and Mendocino counties, 

130 were owned by RCU Members who had mortgages with us. We will never know the total 

number of Members who lost homes because not all of those homeowners had their mortgage 

with us, but we can determine through our insurance agency and through deposit activity (e.g., 

significant deposits from insurance checks), which Members have been impacted one way or 

another.  

 

We did several things for our Members during the first day of the fires. Our disaster plan was 

probably the biggest benefit. There were several other financial institutions, corporate offices, 

and data centers that weren’t impacted by the fires but were closed; we never closed our 

branches. We had a few branches that were initially closed because the power was out, but we 

quickly installed generators in those branches and air-cleaning equipment in all the branches 

impacted by smoke. All branches were open by the Thursday following the fires.  

 

Air quality was an important service factor for both our Members and our employees. In many 

locations it was very smoky outside, and sometimes when the winds shifted, the buildings would 

fill with smoke. We deployed air filters in all branch locations, and that ended up working out 

very well. I would say the biggest impact we had on Members was just being available so that 

Members could access our systems, get cash, and speak to somebody on the phone if they needed 

to. That was why a disaster plan was so important. 
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We immediately did things like skip-a-pay. We didn’t make people ask; we just allowed up to 

two months of skipped payments on consumer loans and two months of forbearance on 

mortgages and home equity lines of credit. For the first few weeks after the fires started, we 

waived all ATM fees and overdraft fees. A lot of safe deposit box keys melted in the fire, so we 

had to drill some Members’ safe deposit boxes. We also waived those fees, which run about 

$150. 

 

As a general practice, RCU actually has very few fees, but any fees that were possibly a result of 

the fire, we waived without question. We also initiated special loan programs for autos, RVs, and 

trailers. We established emergency credit line increases, 0% loans up to $500, 12-month 

paybacks, and discounted signature loans. We provided all of the resources that people needed 

for emergency cash. A lot of people lost their autos and needed transportation and places to stay. 

RV and trailer loans were also a very big deal.  

 

Short-term, I’m very pleased with what we have been able to do. We still have a long road to go 

to help our community and our Members rebuild. We also created special programs for land 

loans and construction loans. We do many different types of lending for both businesses and 

consumers, but we’ve never really had much demand for land and construction loans, so that’s 

new for us.  

 

We’re looking at what our role is in the overall community rebuild and how we can help our 

Members with insurance payouts and other things. We’re looking to think outside the box for 

solutions; we’re not looking at what other people do. The bottom line is, if you’re a Member of 
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Redwood Credit Union and you’ve been impacted by the fires, we’re going to help you in ways 

that I doubt other financial institutions can or will, and I feel that is really what a credit union is 

about.  

 

#  #  # 
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Section Five: Community 

 

On the afternoon of Monday, October 9, after we had dealt with some of the employee and credit 

union issues, Steve Falk from the Press Democrat, State Senator Mike McGuire, and I talked on 

the phone. We had come together before during the Lake County fires—the Valley fire of 2015, 

and the Clayton fire of 2016. Senator McGuire has established connections with city, county, 

state, and federal officials and brought unique knowledge and perspective to making community-

impacting decisions. Steve Falk understands the media and helped us craft the right voice, 

messaging, and transparent delivery of information to help the community stay informed. We 

knew from prior disasters that this partnership was critical for us to make a swift, clear, and 

positive impact.  

 

For the Clayton Fire victims, we raised almost $300,000, and for the Valley Fire victims, we 

raised about $3million in 12 weeks’ time—all raised outside of Lake County. So we had a model 

established, and while the Valley fire was, at the time, the third worst fire in state history, these 

October 2017 fires were significantly larger, the worst in California history. It spread over four 

counties—Sonoma, Napa, Lake, and Mendocino. We knew this fundraising effort was going to 

be a lot more work and a lot more complicated, but we also knew we needed to step up. We had 

started hearing from people, asking if we were going to be collecting donations like we had 

before, which solidified our need to take action. 

 

I talked to my staff, and by Tuesday afternoon, October 10, we had rolled out the North Bay Fire 

Relief Fund. That included bringing up our online donation site and a web page to support it, 
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drafting communications for the press and the community, and creating comprehensive FAQs for 

staff. The donation site was designed so that donors could allocate their donations between the 

four impacted counties, which created a new layer of complexity for tracking and disbursing the 

funds. We established an operations team that consisted of 10 staff from Finance, Accounting, 

Community, Marketing & Communications, and IT; they met twice a week throughout the 

disaster to work through every issue that arose, to make recommendations on distributions, 

consult on all press, website, and staff communications, and monitor and track all donations from 

individuals, corporate matches, local organizations, and foundations and fundraisers across the 

country. At times, we had 50-plus staff working on this at a time. We also reached out to our 

nonprofit attorney and contracted with a local accounting consultant to align all of our activities 

and record keeping.  

 

It was a tremendous amount of work, and it involved a lot of things we hadn’t counted on. All 

the while, we also had a Credit Union to run and staff to care for that had been impacted. Many 

of the 10-person team had been evacuated from their homes in the middle of all this.  

As the funds started to roll in quickly, we realized we needed partners to distribute funds just as 

quickly, so we immediately began working to identify nonprofit partners in each of the four 

counties that could help facilitate the distribution of funds. We established processes and 

standards of giving, signed Memos of Understanding (MOUs) and began distributing funds. 

Each county had completely different issues and needs, so we customized communications about 

fundraising and disbursement, depending on each county’s needs and engaged people, as well as 

our nonprofit partners, from the community in the process.  
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In four months, we raised more than $32 million from approximately 41,135 donors. Those were 

the donors we could count. Many donations came in one lump sums from various organizations 

and businesses from donation drives and matching donation programs, so many people were 

behind the lump sums. Many of the contributions were straight from individual donors, and 

many were from abroad; we received contributions from 23 different countries. We were 

contacted by many organizations to set up employee matching accounts. United Airlines set up a 

program where their frequent fliers could convert their airline points to donations. Legislators in 

Washington D.C. held a wine auction. We have many stories of local people creatively 

fundraising, too; for example, one of our Members drew a fire-related picture and posted it on 

Facebook, and there was so much buzz about it that she started to sell prints. She raised $17,000, 

which she generously donated. Another person sold bracelets, and schools encouraged kids to 

bring in bags of coins. In total, 70% of the dollars came from outside the four impacted counties. 

A little over $20 million went directly to the fire survivors, more than $9.5 million went to non-

profits, $1 million went to help small businesses, and just about $1 million went to a health and 

well-being category, including temporary-to-permanent housing, health and dental care, lost 

sporting equipment to support impacted kids, and holiday programs. The donations were 

disbursed over the four counties based on donor designation, and the extent of devastation per 

county.  

 

Our disaster fund is very specific. It’s designed for short-term fire relief for fire victims and other 

people impacted by the fires. “Short-term” in a disaster is defined as approximately 120 days. 

The first of the two categories we focused on was people who lost their homes. That’s pretty 

black and white; they just need to raise their hands and identify themselves. There’s no list that 
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tells you who these people are. The more complicated category was people whose jobs were 

significantly impacted. We are a hospitality and tourism region, and a lot of people lost income 

due to the fires. There were also all the service industry workers, such as housekeepers and 

landscapers that lost their jobs and clientele. The process to confirm that the people seeking help 

had actually lost income was a bit more complicated. 

 

Our partnership with Senator McGuire and Steve Falk was key, but another important reason our 

North Bay Fire Relief Fund was so successful is that the credit union covered 100% of the costs 

associated with the effort—and there were a lot of costs. I now understand why most fundraising 

organizations don’t claim that 100% of the funds go to victims, but that was our commitment. 

We hired North Coast Opportunities, a non-profit in Lake and Mendocino Counties. We also 

hired Center for Volunteer & Nonprofit Leadership in Napa, United Way, and La Luz in Sonoma 

County to take and vet applications for us. We initially told fire survivors who lost their homes 

that they would get $1,000 when they applied. Those were the dollars we had at that particular 

time. Once we knew who these people were and which category they fit into—lost home or lost 

income—as well as what their income bracket was, we were able to distribute additional checks 

as the fund kept growing. Over the four-month period, we sent out thousands of checks from our 

administrative offices, managing address lists, auditing files, redistributing returned checks, and 

using staff teams to process, print, and send checks, which were accompanied with letters of 

caring on behalf of the donors.  

 

We also had a lot of nonprofits asking us to provide grants, but we had specific criteria. We 

couldn’t just do what we wanted with the money. We needed nonprofits that were focused on 
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serving people who met our criteria—lost homes or lost income—and that already had a process 

in place and did not need us to pay overhead expenses. 

 

To accomplish this, we created an online application for nonprofits to apply, and clearly 

disseminated our criteria for applications to be considered. One of the criteria was that funds be 

disbursed in a very short time frame. We then created an outside group of community leaders 

from the four impacted counties to help us vet the 99 applications we received. Not all 

applications met the criteria. The group of community leaders recommended we fund 56 of the 

99 nonprofits that applied, and we did, for a total of approximately $7 million. We then listed all 

of those nonprofits on the web page we established so that fire survivors needing additional help 

were able to find the appropriate resources.  

 

It was a lot of work over a short period. In four months we raised $32million and got it into the 

hands of people who needed it. We’ve been told that we’re the only institution in history that has 

been able to accomplish something like this.  

 

But the work is not over. There are still many months of follow-up with our nonprofit partners on 

their successful use of the funds we granted, and auditing and tax planning, as well as preparing 

for the next disaster. The health and well-being of our communities in the future is paramount, 

and we’re focused on being a part of the long-term recovery.  
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In February 2018, we ran an ad in the Press Democrat detailing the final disbursement of the 

fund. Reference page 26 to see the full ad. Here’s one portion of it, which shows how 100% of 

donations were used to support fire survivors in the four impacted counties (Sonoma, Napa, 

Mendocino, and Lake). 

 

Where support was directed Amount 

To people who lost homes and/or experienced 

economic hardship, including: 

• 6,593 fire survivors 

• 102 first responders 

• 2,253 K-12 and college students 

$20,498,854 

To nonprofits providing services to aid 

immediate needs of fire survivors. 

$9,587,586 

For small businesses impacted by the fires $1,000,000 

To support fire survivor health and well-

being, including: 

• Temporary-to-permanent housing 

• Health and dental care 

• Lost sporting equipment to support 

impacted kids 

• Holiday programs 

$943,541 

Total donated and distributed/allocated $32,028,981  

 

#  #  # 
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Section 6: Lessons Learned 

 

There were a number of lessons learned during the fire. Every credit union should have a disaster 

recovery plan in place. Most know to test their plan annually, though often these tests are 

neglected or conducted in a controlled environment with a prescribed outcome. We at Redwood 

Credit Union conduct tests and review our plan annually. 

 

1. PRACTICE 

It’s important to have a plan, but the plan you have won’t take into account everything that can 

go wrong, and in the moment, there’s not enough time to sit down and thoroughly review it, 

much less determine how closely you are following it. This is the first lesson learned: practice.  

 

Every disaster starts as an incident. If you are not managing every incident, regardless of size, in 

the same way that you would handle a full-scale disaster, your team will never be prepared to 

deal with the evolving emergency of a disaster. We follow a regimented incident management 

plan that includes roles for each person on the team. This typically starts when the incident 

triggers and alerts the staff, who are trained through practice to engage the incident team. The 

team includes an Incident Manager who focuses on recovery of services with the technical staff, 

communicating status and updates, as well as maintaining a chronology of events. One of the 

first tasks of the Incident Manager is to immediately communicate any incident that has a 

Member impact to an executive, who becomes the Executive in Charge. His or her role is to 

ensure effective communication throughout the organization and to see that escalation is 

effective. The Executive in Charge will assign a person to focus on monitoring the Member 
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experience and ensuring Members’ needs are at the forefront of the recovery efforts. In this 

disaster, we followed the practice we had established because in the beginning all we knew was 

that an incident had occurred. As a result, we were able to establish a response team within the 

first minutes of the disaster. 

  

2. COMMUNICATION 

We immediately established a command center. This acted as a central clearing house for 

information that could be verified and then tracked. One lesson we learned was that the 

command center needed to be maintained throughout the duration of the disaster. There are 

several decisions that need to be made, but they cannot be safely made without effective 

communication. Once made, those decisions also need to be communicated and verified. We 

were very effective in our use of a phone tree, but in retrospect we concluded that a 

calling/alerting service would have been more effective in letting staff know about the changing 

conditions as the disaster played out over several days.  

 

Additionally, we were constantly verifying information and dispelling misinformation both 

internally and externally. Social media channels including Facebook and Twitter, as well as our 

company website were valuable tools in disseminating clear messages and accurate information.  

 

Finally, we were fortunate that our cell phone service withstood the fires. Had they failed, 

communications would have been significantly impacted. Another challenge during the disaster 

was obtaining effective information from the community. Being subscribed to a community alert 
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system was invaluable. Additionally, as cable became unstable, access to a radio became 

important during the first few hours of the disaster. 

  

3. TECHNOLOGY 

One of the first lessons is that you cannot rely on technology to be stable during a disaster. Most 

credit unions set a recovery time objective for when they want their services back operational. In 

most cases, those objectives are simply not adequate to meet the expectations of your Members.  

 

Below is a list of technical items to consider: 

 

1) Data and telecommunications lines: We have three separate vendors who use two 

ingresses and separate paths. We lost half our data lines and had to move several services 

to alternative lines. Knowing how your data is transmitted and the direction it takes is 

critical. 

2) Initiate an Intranet page for maintaining information, such as a wiki page. This is critical 

in tracking both decisions and verification of information. 

3) Prioritize connectivity. 4G cell backup at branches ensured that they maintained 

connectivity as physical data lines failed. 

4) Recovery systems need to be as near real-time as is reasonably possible. 

5) Keep schematics for all of your systems, along with detailed instructions, on external 

hard drives and place those in safe deposit boxed at branches and at your DR site. 

6) Keep a list of vendor contacts at all levels and SLAs for services during disasters. Critical 

vendors include: 
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a) Generator fuel 

b) Cash delivery 

c) Data and telecommunications 

d) Technical support for all systems 

e) Third party servicers 

f) Fail-over call center service 

  

  

4. STAFFING 

Staffing is your most critical resource during a disaster. If your team understands the mission and 

is bought into the purpose of the team, they will show up. Without staff, you can’t address issues 

during the disaster. Additionally, the ability of each team member to make effective decisions 

during the disaster is only achievable if they are practicing making decisions when there is 

relatively low risk.  

 

We focus the team on a concept of leading from where they sit. This ensures leaders are 

developed before a disaster so that when one strikes, they are ready to step up and lead. The 

management team spent a lot of time focused on care for the staff. We brought in food for lunch 

(as there were limited places open), and the CEO’s wife and several Board Members came in to 

provide on-premise day care for employees, as most schools in the area were closed. Within 

hours of the disaster starting, one of the executives was assigned by the CEO to secure hotel 

rooms for staff who would likely be displaced. This became a critical component in the care of 

staff that further allowed staff to focus on the care of our Members. 
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We continue to work on reviewing and putting these lessons into context based on their different 

and specific circumstances. 

  

 #  #  # 
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Community Champions
$1,000,000 or more:

Media Supporters

Community Leaders - $200,000 or more:

Community Heroes - $500,000 or more:

Marc and Lynne Benioff

Community Supporters - $100,000 or more:

ErnestL.&RuthW.FinleyFoundation

Redwood Credit Union Community Fund Inc. (RCUCF) is a 501 (c)(3) nonprofit organization—Tax ID #47-5084832. All donations are tax deductible to the fullest extent allowed by law.

North Bay Fire Relief Fund:

Final Report to
Our Community

Thanks to over 41,100 generous donors, the North Bay Fire
Relief Fund (NBFRF) was able to support immediate needs of
North Bay fire survivors.

Disaster relief typically includes 3 phases:

1. RELIEF: Immediate support in the first 120 days

2. RECOVERY: Typically 1-2 years

3. REBUILD: Several years following a disaster

The North Bay Fire Relief Fund was created to support the
Relief phase—our focus has been on serving immediate needs
of fire survivors.

North Bay Fire Relief
Fund Results
Following is how 100% of donations were used to support fire
survivors in the four impacted counties (Sonoma, Napa,
Mendocino & Lake):

Total Donated and Disbursed/Allocated

$32,028,981
Support included:

$20,498,854
to people who lost homes and/or experienced
economic hardship, including:

• 6,593 fire survivors

• 102 first responders

• 2,253 K-12 and college students

$9,587,586
to support nonprofits providing services to aid
immediate needs of fire survivors.

$1,000,000
for small businesses impacted by the fires

$942,541
to support fire survivor health and well-being, including:

• Temporary-to-permanent housing

• Health and dental care

• Lost sporting equipment to support
impacted kids

• Holiday programs

What’s Next: Recovery &
Rebuild Phases & Groups
It will take everyone working together to restore what’s been
lost. Many nonprofits, community and government groups are
addressing the next phases of recovery and rebuild, including:

• Rebuild Northbay Foundation

• Community Foundation Sonoma County

• Napa Valley Community Foundation

• Community Foundation of Mendocino County

NBFRF provided 56 nonprofits with grants to continue support
to fire survivors, including financial, food and housing assistance.

Fire survivors are encouraged to visit:
rcucommunityfund.org/north-bay-fire-relief/grants

for the list of nonprofits available to assist.

NBFRF will accept donations through 5 pm on 2/15/18.

Our Heartfelt Thanks
On behalf of the RCU Community Fund, the Press Democrat,
Senator Mike McGuire and Redwood Credit Union, we thank
the generous donors to the North Bay Fire Relief Fund. We
also thank the many nonprofits, organizations and companies
for your support of our community and neighbors in need.

Together, we made
a difference!

Thank you to our corporate donors!

Photo credit: Kent Porter, The Press Democrat Photo credit: Christopher Chung, The Press DemocratRCU’s Brett Martinez, Press Democrat’s Steve Falk and Senator Mike McGuire
present NBFRF gift cards to Superintendent Calloway for students impacted by
the fires.
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