The American National Red Cross
NOTE: The material for this synopsis is paraphrased and/or quoted from the 2006 American Red Cross Report. To read the report online please visit http://www.redcross.org/static/file_cont5765_lang0_2202.pdf
  Under its mission statement, the American National Red Cross is “a humanitarian organization led by volunteers and guided by its Congresssional Charter and the Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross Movement, (that) will provide relief to victims of disasters and help people prevent, prepare for and respond to emergencies.” Through its Congressional Charter, the Red Cross “is designated as the organization which is authorized to act in matters of relief” fulfilling U.S. treaty obligations under the Geneva Conventions, to provide communications services with the national Red Cross or Red Crescent societies of other countries and the International Committee of the Red Cross and to act as an intermediary in communications between families and their relatives who are members of the armed forces of the United States.  In addition, the Charter requires that the Red Cross provide national and international peace-time disaster preparedness, prevention and relief services. The Red Cross is the only nongovernmental organization with primary agency responsibilities under the National Response Plan. The organization is mobilized under the plan’s Emergency Support Function-6.

  The operations of the Red Cross also include a more than $2 billion-a-year blood-related business. This aspect of the organization was started as a war relief effort to provide blood for soldiers during World War II. Today in the United States, the Red Cross collects and distributes nearly half of the nation’s supply of blood and blood components.

  Still, the Red Cross is perceived mainly as a volunteer-led humanitarian relief organization that mobilizes unprecedented numbers of volunteers in times of disaster.

  For many of us in the wildland fire community, the 2005 hurricane season provided us with our first up-close and personal experience with American Red Cross volunteers. Due to the wildland fire community’s inclusion in the National Response Plan under ESF-4, it is likely that we will work with Red Cross volunteers in future relief efforts. We should understand that the Red Cross relies heavily on a network of local units categorized as “chapters,” to deliver many of its services. Currently the Red Cross has about 800 chapters. All of these chapters provide services to their communities on a daily basis often responding to events such as single-family home fires. The chapters also act as the organization’s front-line responders to large scale disasters. 

  The National Response Plan states that, like the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the Red Cross is a “primary agency” charged with responsibility for providing leadership in coordinating and integrating overall federal efforts associated with emergency support functions related to “mass care,” housing and human services during incidents requiring a coordinated federal response. In this role, the Red Cross’ function is to coordinate federal mass care resources to support overwhelmed state and local governmental entities providing mass care relief services. Mass care relief services at the local level include shelter, feeding, basic first aid, disaster welfare information and bulk distribution of emergency relief items. The Red Cross is also designated as a “support agency” and a “cooperating agency” under various provisions of the National Response Plan.
  Historically, the Red Cross has been able to address disasters by drawing on its network of chapters, employees and volunteers. However, the organization’s 2006 report notes that the past decade has witnessed disasters of unprecedented scope. The rapid succession and the widespread impact of hurricanes Katrina, Rita and Wilma required unprecedented levels of assistance in areas that suffered catastrophic devastation. The report says the 2005 hurricane season seriously challenged the Red Cross’ existing response systems for disaster relief.

  In the aftermath of the 2005 hurricane season, the organization has been taking steps to enhance its disaster relief program with a view toward centralizing its operations and reorganizing its chapter structure.

