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Large-scale Emergency Preparedness in Nevada County 
 
This informational memorandum highlights the current lack of large-scale emergency 
planning and public education in Nevada County.  We discuss this situation from the per-
spective of the impending ‘bird flu’ pandemic, the most probable large-scale emergency 
to impact Nevada County in the near future. 
 
H5N1 is the variant of the bird flu that humans, mostly in the Far East, have caught from 
chickens and wild birds.  So far there have been only rumors that there may already be a 
human-to-human variant of the disease.  The World Health Organization (WHO) states 
that “Field investigations are no longer able to link all human cases to direct exposure to 
sick poultry.”  A pandemic will most certainly start with an outbreak of the first such 
variant of H5N1.  The WHO and our own Centers for Disease Control (CDC) assess a 
very high likelihood that the world will suffer an H5N1 pandemic that will kill about half 
the people infected.  With today’s means of widespread and rapid transportation, it is es-
timated that ALL countries will have infected human populations within three months of 
the start of the pandemic.  In the US the number of people becoming infected is estimated 
to be in the 100 million range, a third of our population.   
 
Currently no vaccine exists since flu vaccines are ‘rifle shot’ instead of ‘shotgun’ medi-
cines each made for a specific human-to-human pathogen (flu bug) that has yet to 
emerge.  When the pandemic starts a vaccine will be developed, but it will take months to 
‘grow’ and distribute the medicine before it makes a difference in the overall morbidity 
and mortality numbers.  No country alone is capable of stopping the pandemic.  Due to 
the financial risk and (in the US) legal liability in developing vaccines, our country no 
longer has large scale facilities to make the millions of needed doses.  Putting it mildly, 
Secretary of HHS Mike Leavitt stated, "There's no secret about the fact that our vaccine 
manufacturing capacity domestically is not what we need it to be."  From WHO this 
came out as, “When a pandemic begins, countries with domestic manufacturing capacity 
will have a distinct advantage and are expected to reserve scarce supplies for their own 
citizens.”  But the most clear statement about international goodwill and sharing supplies 
of vaccine came from Dr. Robert Daum, head of the pediatric infectious diseases program 
at the University of Chicago and former chairman of the Food and Drug Administration's 
vaccine advisory committee, "If there is an epidemic of bird flu and people start dying in 
the proportion people believe, I don't think goodwill is going to be an issue.  It's going to 
be every man for himself." (Chicago Tribune, 19 October 2005) 
 
Plans to contain and limit the effect of the pandemic are now being prepared in some first 
world countries and some emergency response teams are quietly being trained in the US.  
According to current WHO planning, the primary reaction to the pandemic by govern-
ments will be to implement “social distancing” or enforced quarantine of outbreak areas 
and to permit no commercial travel or physical contact between communities not yet in-
fected.  This draconian policy may be kept in place anywhere from twelve to eighteen 
months before the disease itself dies out.  The effect on the economy, government ser-
vices, and social order in general in the countries affected will be devastating. 
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The CDC has addressed the pandemic preparedness in a paper “Pandemic Influenza 
Threat and Preparedness” available here http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/eid/vol12no01/05-
0983.htm .  This paper has links to several good references for further reading.  The 
WHO has published its summary assessment and checklists for pandemic preparation and 
reaction in the report “Avian influenza: assessing the pandemic threat” available here 
http://www.who.int/csr/disease/influenza/WHO_CDS_2005_29/en/index.html .   
 
The White House’s recent report on bird flu contains the following dire warning as re-
ported by the Associated Press in the 3may06 issue of the Washington Post (‘Chaos 
Feared in Pandemic Flu Plan’). 
 

President Bush's plan for dealing with a flu pandemic warns that the fed-
eral government won't be able to bail out communities reeling from illness 
and economic upheaval, and calls on businesses and individuals to take 
steps now to keep vital services running. 

 
The full report is available here http://www.whitehouse.gov/homeland/pandemic-
influenza-implementation.html . 
 
As of January 2006 the state of California is still in the process of drafting a plan – “Pan-
demic Influenza Preparedness and Response Plan” - a copy of which you can download 
here http://www.dhs.ca.gov/dcdc/pdf/Draft Pandemic Influenza Plan 1-18-06.pdf .  Ap-
parently not much more has happened at our state level even though experts believe that 
California will be the likely entry point of the disease into our country.  In its steps for 
mitigating the effects of the pandemic the draft report does, however, include the fore-
boding statement “pharmaceutical solutions such as vaccine, which cannot be relied on 
for the first 6-12 months; …”.  And Appendix 8 on “Non-medical Containment” meas-
ures makes for interesting reading for those who want more specifics on what our society 
will be like when the pandemic hits. 
 
We finally come to our beloved Nevada County where, judging by its official website, 
the only serious emergencies we may ever expect are localized wildfires and perhaps a 
little flooding.  There is not even a soothing word about food supplies, access to the out-
side world, or physical security when “social distancing” starts being spontaneously en-
forced at the community, family, and individual levels.  How should we prepare as a 
county, as neighborhoods, as households for an extended period of isolation?  No one 
around here has publicly thought about what happens when you phone the fire depart-
ment or sheriff and nobody comes.  At that time a call to your local Supervisor will be 
too late. 
 
What we have outlined above is one of several potential national and/or state-wide catas-
trophes that will 1) disrupt the delivery of life’s necessaries, and, perhaps worse, also 2) 
cause people from more populated areas to ‘head for the hills’.  We are the hills.  Other 
such pending catastrophes are outbreaks of SARS, a large coastal earthquake (‘The Big 
One’), terrorist induced hemorrhagic fever (e.g. Ebola), dirty radiation bomb in a metro-
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politan area, or a shutdown of California’s ports.  None of these disasters have to last for 
long to cause major disruptions in people’s ability to move, earn a living, eat, drink, and 
get medical care. 
 
SESF believes that local governments should immediately expand their emergency plan-
ning and preparation activities to include such large scale calamities where help to rela-
tively remote regions such as ours from the state or federal agencies will be absent or de-
layed.  Large population centers will have first call on all levels of government emer-
gency and security services.  Small mountain counties like ours must have some plan in 
place to independently coordinate and provide aid to the local population.  The centuries 
long history of disasters and wars has shown time and again that the veil of civilization is 
gossamer thin.  We also are not immune from such social breakdowns. 
 
Things We Can and Should Do 
 
In the remainder of this report we outline some steps that can be taken in Nevada County 
which are intended to show that we are not totally helpless and recommend that these be 
considered for inclusion into an overall Nevada County Large-Scale Catastrophe Plan. 
 
When sustained influenza activity is evident in California, with a large number of cases 
without an identifiable epidemiological link, community-level measures should be man-
dated to decrease the incidence of person-to-person contacts – i.e. implement “social dis-
tancing”.  These measures include community and business closures, and a community 
wide quarantine to reduce the risk of infection. All international, federal, and state level 
plans recognize that the most effective tool for slowing the spread of disease is for indi-
viduals and families to immediately reduce their exposure risk to the influenza virus. 
 
Identifying, selecting, and implementing community level controls require timely plan-
ning, coordination and education of the public. An essential part of such a plan will pre-
scribe the mechanisms and procedures for insuring essential government, social, and 
business services are maintained during the quarantine while enabling citizens to con-
tinue access to life sustaining supplies and health services. 
 
Utilizing existing and available technology will be fundamental in such scenarios.  Ne-
vada County is fortunate to have broadband networks and a highly professional Informa-
tion Systems Department. This department has been developing eGoverment services for 
several years, and could expand this capability to provide more remote government ser-
vices, including on line meetings, teleconferences and video conferencing. Comcast’s 
iNet, which connects all government facilities, will allow remote government meetings 
and the rapid exchange of information. By adding an Internet node, citizens and officials 
could participate from isolation at home. 
 
We assume that during such large scale emergencies the provisions of the Brown Act will 
be suspended to permit these types of meetings and allow serial e-mail meetings, telecon-
ferencing. video conferencing and Internet conferences.  If local quarantine measures are 
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implemented, community meeting results could be recorded and posted on county web-
sites and private blogs to inform and receive public feedback. 
 
Recognizing the role of reliable and broadly accessible communications, the County 
could expand their servers to host Internet based conferencing facilities, including buying 
licenses for teleconferencing and remote computer access, and distributing these software 
licenses to businesses and agencies running critical services. They should also make 
plans for government employees to work from home and encourage appropriate busi-
nesses make plans to do the same. 
 
Online shopping will reduce social exposure.  To the extent that they are available, most 
consumables can be made available online.  Local delivery services must be set up and 
mobilized to provide fulfillment of such orders.  Such services will pick up and deliver 
supplies coming from local sources such as pharmacies and food markets. Such services 
would also reduce the number of trips made for shopping, thus improving traffic conges-
tion and air quality during non-quarantine periods. The Transportation Commission staff 
is investigating how Federal Air Quality Improvement Funding might be used to develop 
local delivery services for a targeted cohort, which could be expanded to the whole com-
munity should an emergency develop. 
 
Pre-emergency public education is critical for social distancing measures and community 
quarantine to work. The County should coordinate with local media outlets, radio, news-
papers and weblogs to develop a comprehensive communications plan to ensure the 
broadest distribution of information, including how to develop an individual family sur-
vival plan.  Community workshops should be held to motivate the public to prepare and 
inform them of available resources and timely steps to take.  The information can also be 
made available to any level of detail via downloadable publications from the county web-
site. 
 
Such publications should include family survival plans that contain directions for stock-
ing critical foods, medicines, specialty items (e.g. diapers for families with babies and 
food for pets). And because of the critical shortage of physicians in Nevada County, such 
survival plans should direct people how to provide certain types of medical care that in 
normal times is delivered by medical professionals.  The plan should also include rec-
ommended (primary and backup) ways to communicate with family, friends, and authori-
ties.   
 
An important part of such family level emergency planning is coordinating with 
neighbors.  Timely discussions and agreements with neighbors will create a known envi-
ronment of good will between people that can be drawn upon when the emergency 
strikes.  The county should include in their large-scale disaster planning and public in-
formation package a checklist on how neighbors can form mutual support groups with 
responsibilities and duties that are known in advance.  Finally, recognizing that we have 
become a litigious society, the county should advise all citizens on any legal and regula-
tory changes and/or suspensions that will be in place so that people can openly and with-
out hesitation provide help as it is needed.     
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This is necessarily an incomplete list, and is provided only to motivate individual plan-
ning, inform organizations and citizens groups and urge them to become involved, and 
serve as a starting point for government planners. 
 
As a concluding thought we in Nevada County can take little comfort from the fact that 
today higher level governmental agencies have scant more to show in terms of prepared-
ness and planning than our small mountain community.  Adopting the New Orleans’ 
Katrina response model will do nothing to save lives and maintain the very fabric of so-
cial order we need to minimize the impact of such emergencies and enable the most rapid 
return to normalcy when outside help finally does arrive. 
  
 

18jun06 M0606-1: Large-scale Emergency Preparedness  
 

6


