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BoundBoundBoundBoundBoundBound
If a failure to plan is a plan to fail,           

local business is in trouble.
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by Rich Ehisen

This is the fi nal story in our three-part series on 
regional fl ood preparedness. Previously we examined 

the cost and prevention of a major fl ood event.

Bound
If a failure to plan is a plan to fail,           

local business is in trouble.

 
by Rich Ehisen
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Most of us have heard the old adage that a failure to plan is a plan 

to fail. That is why a host of local disaster managers, government 

offi cials and civic leaders say the best thing Sacramento residents 

and businesses can do to withstand a major fl ood is have a survival and recovery plan of their 

own rather than relying solely on someone else to save them. 

Sacramento Mayor 
Heather Fargo thinks 

“pretty much anybody is 
pretty shortsighted to not 

have fl ood insurance in 
Sacramento.” Especially 
vulnerable are fl oodplain 

businesses like this 
Natomas Wal-Mart, which 

could be under up to 25 
feet of water in the event 

of a levee break.



57
dec06

P
H

O
T

O
 C

O
U

R
T

E
S

Y
 O

F
 D

E
P

A
R

T
M

E
N

T
 O

F
 W

A
T

E
R

 R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

S

According to Sacramento Mayor 
Heather Fargo, the city has meticu-
lously modeled numerous scenarios 
for getting people evacuated should 
a major fl ood inundate the area, and 
city offi cials continue to update those 
plans all the time. 

But even if nothing goes as terribly 
wrong as it did in New Orleans, Fargo 
says getting people out of harm’s way 
is going to be, at best, “very, very 
diffi cult.” She says people need to 
be prepared for the possibility that 
nobody will be able to help them in 
a fl ood’s fi rst days, so they should 
instead be prepared to rescue them-
selves, their neighbors, their homes 
and their businesses. 

Gary Dietrich, co-founder of Citizen 
Voice, a Sacramento-based nonprofi t 
that works to raise public awareness 

of political issues, learned that lesson 
up close and personal last year during 
the almost-total governmental break-
down surrounding Hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita. 

A political analyst for both radio 
and television, Dietrich was part of the 
mass of media that went to Louisiana 
to report on what was happening in 
the days and weeks after Katrina tore 
through the Gulf Coast. 

But unlike his media colleagues, 
Dietrich went as a full-time Red Cross 
volunteer fi rst and a broadcaster sec-
ond. He says the utter devastation he 
observed there — and the great diffi -
culty faced by rescue offi cials in helping 
affected people — made him realize 
the need for citizens to take a proac-
tive role in saving themselves and their 
neighbors in a major disaster.  

“Katrina revealed the underbelly of 
dealing with a disaster,” he says. “The 
fi rst responders on the ground did the 
best they could, but one of the realities 
of a disaster is that the best-laid plans 
are not always carried out. It made me 
realize that we have to stop saying that it 
is the job of cops and fi refi ghters to save 

us. After all, what happens when the fi rst 
responders can’t even get to their jobs?”  

Dietrich says a major part of the 
post-Katrina turmoil in New Orleans 
was that the fl ood swamped over much 
of the rescue equipment and facilities 
fi rst responders needed to do their 
jobs. That made it almost impossible 
for police and fi re personnel to carry 
out their original rescue plans. 

Coupled with the tragically slow 
response from state and federal au-
thorities, many of the Crescent City’s 
most vulnerable residents — the sick, 
elderly and disabled — were thus left in 
their fl ood-ravaged homes to fend for 
themselves. And when rescue person-
nel did make it to some of the worst-hit 
areas, Dietrich says that many times 
they had great diffi culty even deter-
mining if there was anyone to help.

“Rescue personnel sometimes had 
to go to a house four or fi ve times to be 
sure it had been evacuated,” he says. 
“They were trying to get to everyone, 
but they didn’t have the authority to 
just bust down a door to be sure some-
one inside was safe.” 

Dietrich fears that scenario could 
easily play itself out in the Sacramento 
region. “Anybody with a diffi culty in 
evacuating themselves in a disaster is 

“Assume that, 

in a disaster, we will 

not see any help 

from the 

government for at 

least three days.”

— Roger Niello, 
assemblyman, 

District 5 
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SOURCE: OPEN FOR BUSINESS 

considered vulnerable,” Dietrich says. 
“It is estimated that of about 2 mil-
lion people in the Sacramento area, 
150,000 could be considered vulner-
able. Well, how many police and fi re 
units is it going to take to go door to 
door to evacuate those 150,000 peo-
ple? It is just ridiculous to assume that 
will happen.

“If an elderly person is trapped in a 
back bedroom and is unable to answer 
the door to let someone know they need 
help, they’re out of luck,” he adds. 

That realization led Dietrich to 
partner with the Sacramento-Sierra 
chapter of the American Red Cross to 
develop a pilot project he thinks can 

alleviate some of the burden on fi rst 
responders by helping Sacramento 
residents help themselves. 

Dubbed Safely Out, the project is 
comprised mainly of a how-to kit with 
various tools and supplies designed to 
help people do two things: get all of 
their critical medical and personal in-
formation organized before a disaster, 
and facilitate their own rescue during 
one. The kit’s linchpin in the latter pro-
cess is simply a pair of signs that can 
be placed in a window or on a door to 
indicate whether the resident needs 
help or has been safely evacuated. 

Dietrich says Citizen Voice has dis-
tributed more than 1,000 Safely Out 
kits. His ultimate goal is to get 25,000 
kits into the hands of Sacramento resi-
dents during the project’s initial phase. 
He has drawn signifi cant support from 
Sacramento’s business community, 
including organizations like Pride 
Industries, which puts the kits to-
gether, and the California Healthcare 
Foundation, which donated $25,000 to 
underwrite some of the costs. 

The project has also drawn strong 
interest from the Sacramento Metro-
politan Chamber of Commerce, which 
is working with Dietrich to spread the 
word about Safely Out to all chamber 
members. Dietrich says he has also 
been contacted about the project by 
other cities, states and the national 
Red Cross.

“Some of our most enthusiastic sup-
porters have been business people,” he 
says. “It is a good fi t for them because 
business people are not generally in-
terested in being told to sit around and 
wait for someone else to do something. 
They want to know what tools they can 
get to help themselves. That’s what the 
business community wants.” 

While programs like Safely Out are 
working with business leaders to ad-
dress the needs of Sacramento’s most 
vulnerable private citizens, Leo Grover, 
president of West Sacramento-based 
Pinnacle Emergency Management, 
is trying to get that same business 

Is your business ready for disaster?
1. Are you concerned that your business operations might be interrupted 
by a natural disaster?

2. Have you determined what parts of your business need to be operational 
ASAP following a disaster?

3. Do you and your employees have a disaster-response plan in place?

4. Could you communicate with your employees if a disaster happened?

5. Can your building and its contents survive the impact of a natural 
disaster?

6. Are your vital records protected from disaster-related harm?

7. Are you prepared to stay open for business if your suppliers cannot 
deliver, your markets are inaccessible or basic needs are unavailable?

8. Do you have plans to stay open for business even if you cannot stay in 
your place of business?

9. Have you worked with public offi cials and other businesses to plan for 
community recovery?

10. Have you consulted with an insurer to determine if your insurance 
coverage is adequate?

Give yourself one point for each yes answer. Your score indicates how well-
prepared you are for disruption caused by a natural disaster.

7-10: You’re well on your way. 
4-6: You have lots of work to do.

1-3: You should get started immediately.

SOURCE: SACRAMENTO STATE

According to a recent survey,                                        of Sacramento residents 

do not have fl ood insurance. 77%

 continued on page 60
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community to buy into the self-rescue 
mentality for itself. 

As an emergency-management 
and -response company, Pinnacle 
specializes in helping businesses and 
communities recover from disaster by 
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Sacramento has a greater risk of fl ooding than most other U.S. cities.
Flood risk: a comparison
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going to the site and doing whatever 
cleanup, repair and recovery it takes to 
get that company or community back 
up and running. 

Grover, who also worked in New 
Orleans after Katrina as well as at the 
World Trade Center for the 9/11 clean-
up, says “the companies that have done 
the best in the disasters I have seen 
are those that had the best plan for 
dealing with it before it happened.” He 
openly wonders about the Sacramento 
business community’s readiness for a 
Katrina-like fl ood event. 

“I think we are woefully unprepared 
for a major disaster. I just don’t think 
people are really prepared for the un-
expected,” Grover says. He says much 
of the blame for that unpreparedness 
lies in the belief that someone will 
come roaring out of the distance at a 
critical moment, just like the cavalry in 
an old-time Hollywood Western.  

“In a disaster, people rely way too 
much on other people,” he says. “Our 

Tacoma Dallas
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rule is that you should not rely on any-
body else. You have to take absolute 
control when a disaster happens.”

Or, as Sacramento Metro Chamber 
CEO Matt Mahood says, “Every busi-
ness, even a pizza parlor, needs to 
know how to protect itself, make sure 
the employees are safe, and have a con-
tingency plan for how they can get back 
into business once the waters recede.”  

Most disaster-management experts 
say a good plan consists of knowing 
just what kinds of risk your company 
faces, what products or services you 
offer that are mission-critical, and a 
method for keeping those products and 
services flowing. That includes having 
a management-succession procedure, 
an emergency payroll and accounting 
system, and a list of alternate vendors 
in case yours are also flooded out of 
commission. 

Grover says the difference between 
a mediocre plan and a good one also 
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Continuity  
by price point

NO COST
• Maintain an emergency-contact list.
• Contact your city or county building 
  department to determine your  
  building’s susceptibility to flooding.
• Keep your building’s flood vents free 
  of debris.

UNDER $100 
• Purchase a first-aid kit.
• Purchase an AM/FM battery- 
  powered or wind-up radio.
• Purchase a supply of non-perishable 
  food, paper plates, utensils and  
  water.

$100-$499
• Provide first-aid and CPR training  
  for employees.
• Purchase a small backup generator.
• Maintain your sump pump.

MORE THAN $500
• Purchase flood insurance.
• Store duplicate records offsite at  
   a secure facility.
• Purchase a removable computer- 
  storage device; store data offsite.

entails going the extra mile by keep-
ing critical records in a safe place and 
maintaining a very detailed inventory 
of company stock and other physical 
assets — furniture, supplies, vehicles, 
etc. — accompanied by video or photo-
graphic evidence. More detailed plans 
may even include securing an offsite 
production facility where employees 
can work while the regular facility is 
out of commission. 

Grover says another key part of mit-
igation many employers never think of 
is a plan to maintain a company’s most 
valuable resource: its employees. 

“When a disaster happens, ev-
erybody leaves,” Grover says. “So a 
business has to ask, ‘If we’re going to 
get back to being operable, how are 
we going to keep our employees?’ The 
businesses that got back on their feet 
in New Orleans were the ones that 
had already developed a plan with in-
centives for their employees to stick 
around or to come back immediately.”

According to the Department of 
Homeland Security, business owners 
should make their employees a sig-
nificant part of any disaster-mitigation 
planning. DHS recommends employers 
set up a clear line of communication 
for employees to follow during a major 
disaster, such as a telephone tree or a 
designated out-of-town phone number 
where employees can check in to let 
others know they are safe and where 
they are holed up. 

Another key part of any disaster 
plan is recovery, which usually comes 
down to who will pay to rebuild or 
refurbish the bricks and mortar. But 
Grover says insurance is often some-
thing businesses take far too lightly, 
either by not understanding what is re-
ally entailed in their policy, or worse, 
not carrying insurance at all. 

“People think they have met all the 
criteria because they are insured, but I 
doubt most people could tell you who 
they are really insured with, what their 
deductibles are or what their limits are 
in regard to property versus contents. 
Eighty percent of people don’t know 
that information,” he says. That exact 
scenario was common in New Orleans 
before Katrina. 
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fl ood insurance, including 34 percent of 
people who say they live in fl ood-prone 
areas. That reality is a source of frustra-
tion for many of the region’s leaders. 

“We tell people all the time that you 
need fl ood insurance,” says Fargo of the 
city’s efforts to get people to buy fl ood in-
surance even if they don’t live in a direct 
fl oodplain like North and South Natomas 
or the Pocket. “I think pretty much any-
body is pretty shortsighted to not have 
fl ood insurance in Sacramento.

“We’re all living next to two levees,” 
Fargo adds. “People in Land Park can 
gloat and say, ‘We’re only going to be 

8 feet under and Natomas will be 15 
feet under.’ What’s the difference after 
8 feet?”

Matt Mahood says the Metro Cham-
ber also encourages more businesses 
to carry fl ood insurance, but to little 
avail. Even the knowledge that most 
fl oods are caused by broken water 
mains or other things not associated 
with a broken levee has not convinced 
more businesses to get coverage. “It’s 
the old thing that says you can lead a 
horse to water, but you can’t make him 
drink,” Mahood says. 

But Assemblyman Dave Jones, a 
Democrat whose 9th District includes 
the Pocket area, tried to do just that 
last summer by introducing legislation 
that would have forced both residen-
tial and commercial property owners 
in certain fl ood-prone areas to carry 
fl ood insurance unless the surrounding 
levees could be certifi ed to have 200-
year fl ood protection. The bill failed 
but did inspire a renewed debate about 
whether it is appropriate to force peo-
ple to carry insurance.

���������������������

����������������������������������������������������������

�������������������������������������������������������

�������������������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������
������������������������������������
���������������������������

04M112006D
���������������

���������������������������������

“A lot of businesses in New Orleans 
waited until the point of the disaster 
to fi nd out what their insurance policy 
limits and deductibles were,” he says. 
“They didn’t even know who to call or 
how to get hold of them.”

Sometimes, however, a business 
owner or homeowner has nobody to call 
because that person doesn’t have fl ood 

insurance. According to the Federal 
Emergency Management Association, 
less than 10 percent of the businesses 
located in fl oodplains in Sacramento 
County have fl ood insurance. 

Another survey conducted ear-
lier this year by Sacramento State 
indicated that 77 percent of people in 
the Sacramento region do not have 

“You can lead 

a horse to water, 

but you can’t 

make him drink.”

— Matt Mahood, 
CEO, 

Sacramento Metro Chamber 



63
dec06

“Our community is the most vul-
nerable in the nation to a catastrophic 
Katrina-like flood event,” Jones says. “It 
is not an issue of if we will have a ma-
jor flood, but when will the flood occur. 
When it does, we could have not only 
substantial loss of life and property, but 
also a devastating hit to our economy 
from which we may not ever recover. So 
yes, I believe everybody in Sacramento 
ought to have flood insurance.”

“I absolutely agree that anybody 
who relies on a levee to stay dry should 
have flood insurance, but I have prob-
lems with the government forcing them 
to have it,” counters Republican Assem-
blyman Roger Niello of District 5, which 
includes Natomas. 

Niello says that in his view, such a 
mandate would not alleviate the state’s 
fiscal flood-damage obligations under 
the 2003 Paterno suit, only shift it to 
the federal government or other insur-
ers. And because insurance companies 
are allowed to sue a third party they 
believe is responsible for a loss, Niello 
says, forcing people to buy federal flood 
insurance would only open the state up 
to being sued by the feds to recover 
their insurance losses. 

Jones has vowed to try again next 
session, but says he is growing ever 

more concerned that the public’s at-
tention to the issue of flood mitigation 
will wane the further away we get from 
Katrina. 

Niello says he shares that concern, 
but adds that he believes government 
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has an obligation to continue educating 
the public about all facets of the flood 
issue. He also notes his agreement with 
Dietrich’s belief that the business com-
munity can “play a major role in that 
education as well.

“The bottom line is fairly simple,” 
he says. “If you live or run a business in 
a place that is subject to flooding, then 

by all means you need to buy flood in-
surance. In addition, all of us should 
assume that, in a disaster, we will not 
see any help from the government for 
at least three days.

“Finally,” he says, “we all know, 
or should know, what our risks are. 
Therefore, we should make it a prior-
ity to plan accordingly.”

Less than  

  

of the businesses located  

in Sacramento County  

floodplains have  

flood insurance.

10%

SOURCE: FEDERAL EMERGENCY  
MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION


