Check-in function procedures in a housing/evacuee situation
Lessons learned from Vancleave Camp on Hurricane Katrina, Sept to Oct, 2005

1. You can keep track of the “guests,” but you have to stay on top of it.  It helps if your team sets keeping track of “guests” as one of their priorities.  If not, you and your team will be diverted to other priorities.  It’s easy to lose control, and difficult to regain it without priority support.
2. Every cot needs to have a number or it is impossible to track them.  The number needs to be sequential and logical or you get confused.  The “Number” can be a letter, or whatever works.  What worked best for us was a letter for the section and a number for the cot within the section. (Example: C7, A14, etc.).  We used the entire alphabet and then went to “aa”, “bb”, etc.  
3. The number needs to be prominent, so the customer can find it, and you can find it.

4. The best way to section off a tent, building, gymnasium, etc, is by following the roof crossbeams.  If necessary, put a strip of painter’s tape on the floor as a divider (no residue!)
5. There needs to be a diagram that illustrates the layout of each tent or building with the numbers correctly located on the chart.  What worked best for us was a chart made on MS Word Charts (Excel works, too).  Our chart turned out to have blocks exactly the width of a highlighter, perfect for marking it.  Eventually we put the chart on the wall behind Mylar and had to do even less daily updating.
6. An accurate accounting of who is there and from which organizations they come makes the ICS 209 easy to fill out and check for accuracy.

7. There needs to be some sort of entry control.  Our check-in was located in the entrance passage, so that was effective enough for our needs.

8. In our case, our “guests” were not required to check out.  Our mission was to billet them, and facilitate their mission.  We covered this lack of check-out by doing a cot check every morning using the chart, and marking the cots that were occupied.
9. Our billeting reservations came through a central billeting office (in this case FEMA billeting office in Jackson).  This gave us advance warning of how many people were coming  and how to group them, and helped ward off people who wanted to show up with RV’s and Semi-trailers full of relief supplies when we had no RV hookups and limited parking. 

10. You have to have enough people to handle the workload.  As the first tent went up, we had three people, to handle/label the 380 cots.  As our cots increased to over 800, we put on a fourth person.  As conditions stabilized and the work load decreased, three were sufficient. 
11. Vendor promises don’t always ring true.  We had “500-man” tents.  Yes, they held 500 cots, but not with the Federal-standard 40 square feet each and two-foot spacing around the cots for access/emergency exit.  After adjustment to adequate passages and escape routes, our tents held 380 cots.

What worked and what didn’t:

What worked: 
1a
 The number sequence works best when no numbers are repeated – divide the entire area into 52 (or less) segments, so C7 describes one cot in one definite area and no other.  Division 1, Area 3, Line C, cot 7 is too complicated.  A Hotel of 87 floors and 59 rooms each floor has a unique number for each room – 4702, for example, is room 2 on the 47th floor.
2a.
We ordered envelopes “to fit t-cards and open on the end.”  (We received 6x9 envelopes).  These we printed with the bunk numbers (using the ICECAP program), t-cards with the cot numbers on them (using ICECAP), and the following note: “Keep the numbered card in this pocket for the duration of your stay.  When you leave, place the numbered card upside down in this envelope” There were two additional benefits of this system: the numbers of the bunks were now easy for the guests to read and find, so there were less guests in wrong cots.  Also, our morning bunk check was greatly speeded up because we could read the numbers at a distance.

4a
The housing chart we devised was a simple box-form chart, one block for each cot in the proper place, with a numbering system.  That was easy and worked on the first try.  (Our tents were fortunately rectangular like typing paper.)
6a
Our check-in form was simple.  We captured emergency home number but not home address; business phone number but not business address, and because we were a hurricane disaster and still in hurricane season we also captured “where will you evacuate to?”  To record this information we used a simple six-column Excel spreadsheet with only essential information – Last Name, First Name, Organization, Cot #, expected checkout, and “is this cot occupied today?”  The expected checkout proved unnecessary.  Later we added a column of umbrella organization to facilitate the 209 report.  At check-in we assigned a cot and gave them a t-card “key”.  We billeted recovery workers, so the big hit with our guests was the mint and a thank-you card for their efforts.  The thank-you card turned out to be a big stress-reliever for our guests.  If we lost track of someone, we put a note on the “unknown”’s cot saying, “Please see Ed at Check-in” so we could recapture the information.
7a.
Local hires with local how-to-get-there knowledge were invaluable, since our check-in also acted as the information and travel section.
10a.
We were told OSHA standard for cot areas is 60 square feet to a cot.  During a declared emergency, OSHA standard can be suspended; however anything less than 40 square feet per cot (two foot clearance all around the cot) is probably unsafe even in an emergency.  Late in the emergency we were directed to return to OSHA standard.

What didn’t work:

2a. 
We tried marking the cots with gray duct tape on the leg.  This was made of a length of tape on the leg with the tip folded back to give surface on both sides.  On this we put a number with black magic marker.  This proved to be durable, but the number couldn’t be read in a dark tent.  Besides, they didn’t stand out like expected, most of them folded themselves back around the leg and had to be pulled out to be read.  White duct tape would have been better, but it had to be ordered and grey was on hand.


(b). We used the same duct tape tag as a base (for durability), put masking tape over both surfaces, with a strip of surveyor’s tape hanging out both sides (for visibility) and then the number with black magic marker.  This was an improvement, but not optimal, and it still folded back.


(c)  The numbered envelopes on the end of each bunk frame, was our best try, but we did have to replace envelopes and cards now and then.  The t-card marking system didn’t work well.  We developed several other methods of checking to see if the cot was still occupied.  Sleeping bags were issued by supply and were to be returned upon departure – that was not reliable.  If we thought the sleeping bag was left behind, we folded it.  If it stayed folded for several days we assumed it was left behind.  We also put our welcome card on the cot, a water bottle, or a “Please see Ed at Check-in” note.  If they didn’t move for several days, we turned the sleeping bag back over to supply.  This was not entirely foolproof, but helped judge who was still there or not since check-out was not required.
11a.
We had “500-man” tents from a national vendor.  On the day the first one was erected, and the floors put in, I was on hand to watch the procedure, and work on the charts and identifications for the cots.  They put in four rows of cots in each “segment” of the tent with gaps between them of 12-18” and no alleyways or passageways.  The count of cots in the tent was 520.  The Basecamp Manager, a Safety Officer and I (Status Check-In) looked at that and agreed it would not work, the crowding was unsafe.  We made a phone call to the Command Staff (still at the old site) and explained the problem.  In the afternoon, the Incident Safety Officer, the Logistics Chief, and the vendor showed up.  The vendor said, see, I told you, it will fit 500 cots.  The Safety Officer replied, yes, but not safely, we have spacing and safety rules to follow.  The cots were finalized with three rows of cots in each “segment” and 380 cots in the tent.  We later calculated the space-per-cot ratio and came up with 40 square feet per cot.  We suggest that goal as an absolute safety-minimum.  When the divider curtains were in between the rows and the air conditioning problems fixed, we had a very comfortable tent with adequate passages and escape routes.  The vendor later provided an additional tent at no charge, so we were able to meet our projected housing quota.  Later we were directed to return to  the OSHA-standard 60 square feet per cot, and fell well below our directed goal of a 1000-cot camp. 
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