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 2-1-1 AND EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

2-1-1 is an easy-to-remember phone number that connects people in need to available services as well as people who want to help with ways to do so.  

ACTION REQUESTED:  WIN 211 seeks $2.5 million in annual state funding to support a statewide 24/7 2-1-1 system that will help ensure Washington State is prepared to effectively respond to an emergency or natural disaster as well link people to existing resources on a daily basis.

1.  Would 2-1-1 be of any use if a major earthquake hit the Puget Sound area or an ice storm shut-down the Eastern part of our state?

Washington State’s 2-1-1 governing board, WIN 211, has always envisioned an integrated, statewide system.  If an earthquake or other emergency hits one area of the state, the technological infrastructure will be in place to seamlessly distribute calls among all functioning call centers so they will be able to continue to provide information and referral as long as phone access is available.  Washington State call centers have learned from disasters in other states and have plans in place to contact key service providers (by foot, if necessary) to get an accurate status of service availability.  The 2-1-1 online database will consolidate information on services throughout the entire state.  

There are really phases of crises – and 2-1-1 can play a role in each phase:


Immediate Event – 2-1-1 can provide reassurance, comfort and support; 

           and sometimes assist with evacuation;


Short-Term Response – 2-1-1 can connect people with shelter, clothing 

           and essential needs such as food, water and ice as well as provide “rumor 

           control.”


Long-Term – When other agencies and services are gone, 2-1-1 remains 

in communities impacted by disaster.  2-1-1 can link people to long-term 

needs associated with rebuilding such as rent and mortgage assistance, 

employment opportunities and counseling for families and children who 

have been traumatized and displaced.

Once operational, 2-1-1 will serve as a key community asset by connecting people in need to existing services.  Operating on a daily basis means 2-1-1 will have a finger on the pulse of available services within a community, allowing 2-1-1 to be poised to provide critical support during an emergency.  Establishment of this infrastructure requires an investment.

2.  What happens if someone calls 2-1-1, but they should really be calling 9-1-1?

Each of the eight local call centers will maintain Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) with 9-1-1 operations as well as with specialized Information and Referral organizations and their local Red Cross agencies.  The 2-1-1 information and referral specialists who take calls will be trained according to the nationally-recognized Alliance for Information and Referral Systems standards.  Callers facing a specialized need (such as domestic violence assistance) or an imminent emergency will be transferred or referred to the appropriate specialized Information and Referral line or 9-1-1 based on pre-arranged agreements between 2-1-1 and the service providers..  In the event of an emergency or natural disaster, 2-1-1 call centers can coordinate local response with their Red Cross and volunteer centers to deploy volunteers where they are needed. 

3.  Did 2-1-1 play a role in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and other disasters?

Yes.  2-1-1 is a proven system that provided critical assistance in the aftermath of Katrina and continues to provide ongoing support to the residents of the Gulf Coast during the long-term rebuilding process.  2-1-1 played a similar role during the September 11th tragedies and also with the Florida Hurricanes of 2004.

Louisiana’s Governor continues to promote 2-1-1 as the number to call to get help, give help or ask questions.  Louisiana’s 2-1-1 system was hit hard by the hurricanes with two of the six call centers being destroyed.  Thanks to support from the United Way of America and volunteers from other 2-1-1 programs throughout the country (including Washington State) the system quickly scaled-up to meet the immense demand.  Testimonials illustrate callers’ relief at finally reaching a live person who listened and was able to respond to their direct need.  In Texas, more than 267,000 calls came into their statewide 2-1-1 system from evacuees during and immediately after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita seeking assistance with relocation.  With Texas’ statewide system, overflow calls were seamlessly shifted to other call centers.

Following September 11th, the State of New York established over 400 1-800 numbers to assist residents in coping with the tragedy.  Next door the State of Connecticut promoted 2-1-1 as the way to connect people with services such as grief counseling and employment information.  Over 90 percent of Connecticut residents calling for help used the easy-to-remember 2-1-1 number.

During the Florida Hurricanes, policy makers used data from 2-1-1 calls across the state to identify unmet and emerging needs, then direct resources to priority areas.  The 9-1-1 director in Lee County, Florida estimates their 2-1-1 system took 60,000 calls that would have otherwise gone to 9-1-1.  2-1-1 answered basic question like where to find shelter or where to get ice.  The availability of 2-1-1 allowed the first responders in this area to focus on the most urgent needs.  It is important to recognize that Florida’s 2-1-1 system covers 75 percent of its population, but is not accessible in half of the state’s 67 counties.  This lack of statewide coverage limited coordination.

4.   In terms of a potential public health crisis, such as an Avian flu outbreak, why not set a special 1-800 number to get out the information?

Creating new public information phone numbers costs money, including funding for marketing campaigns.  Experience in other states with 2-1-1 systems shows that when someone is in crisis, it is easier to remember the three-digit 2-1-1, rather than another 1-800 number.  

WIN 211’s enabling legislation directs agencies and departments to consult with WIN 211 before starting new public information numbers.  For example, rather than setting up a hotline to promote a new smoking cessation program, or the availability of immunizations, other states frequently promote 2-1-1 as the access point for information.

Given 2-1-1 linkages and MOU’s with key partners, it would be logical that information regarding a public health emergencies be provided through 2-1-1.

5.  What is the status of 2-1-1 in Washington State?

In 2003, the Washington State Legislature enacted ESHB 1787 recognizing the day-to-day benefits 2-1-1 can provide citizens and its role in disaster response.  Specifically, ESHB 1787 gave the Washington Information Network (WIN 211) the authority to designate local 2-1-1 call centers.  Following passage of the enabling legislation, WIN 211 completed a comprehensive business plan for Washington’s 2-1-1 service. Based on that plan, WIN 211 has designated eight local call centers – Crisis Clinic (King County), Volunteers of America (North Puget Sound), United Way of Pierce County, Kitsap Mental Health (Olympic and Kitsap Peninsulas), Spokane Mental Health (Spokane County), Crisis Clinic Resource Network (Grays Harbor, Lewis, Mason, Pacific and Thurston counties), Greater Columbia Basin (13 counties in Central and Eastern Washington) and 211info (serving four SW Washington counties from Portland, Oregon). 
Under the direction of WIN 211, these local call centers are preparing for a 2006 launch of the 2-1-1 system in Washington State, Beginning in February 2-1-1 is expected to be available in 13 counties including Central and North Puget Sound, five counties in Central Washington and Clark County expanding to the rest of the state later in the year.  The Legislature’s inclusion of $1 million in the 2005-07 capital budget greatly facilitated the implementation process, providing funding for an integrated, statewide database and phone system.

6.  How is 2-1-1 funded?

2-1-1 is estimated to cost $1.25 per person per year.  The 2-1-1 funding model envisions equal financing from state, federal and local sources.  A statewide 24/7 2-1-1 system will require a $7.5 - $8.0 million annual investment – around $2.5 million from each of the three sources.  Because 2-1-1 is building on existing programs, there is already approximately $2.9 million in stable local support for the agencies that will become 2-1-1 service providers.

During the upcoming legislative session, WIN 211’s top legislative priority is securing $2.5 million in state operational funding to support 2-1-1.  At the federal level, the “Calling for 2-1-1 Act” is pending in the United States Congress and will likely receive a hearing by the end of the year.  The Act makes available $600 million over five years to support national 2-1-1 implementation and operation.  It would provide $2.5 - $3.0 million per year for Washington State.  The aftermath of the hurricanes in the Gulf Coast heightened federal interest in developing a nationwide 2-1-1 system.  Additionally, the entire Washington State Congressional Delegation has signed onto a letter supporting a $750,000 federal earmark to further 2-1-1 development in Washington State.

7.  What happens if 2-1-1 does not receive full funding?

Full funding will ensure statewide coverage, 24/7.  In the event full funding is not achieved, WIN 211 has allowed for more limited hours (likely from 8:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.) focusing on the more populated areas, most likely leaving the many rural areas un-served or significantly underserved.  The need for statewide coordination during an emergency and the reality that crises strike any time of the day or night drive home the critical importance of fully funding statewide coverage on a 24/7 basis.

8. Why should Washington State invest its limited funds in a new program 

when numerous other needs exist?

Research from other states clearly shows that 2-1-1 has many potential benefits to the State, including direct financial savings and others health and safety benefits for residents.

The State invests billions of dollars in public services, but does not fund any system to make it easy for the public to find out about and get connected to these services.  It is like to paying for a telephone system without a phone book or directory assistance, or the Internet without a search function.

WIN 211 asserts that 2-1-1 is a prudent investment of limited government resources and will make our health and human services system more accessible and efficient.  Just as important, during an emergency 2-1-1 will play a critical role by disseminating information and connecting people to needed services and assisting in long-term recovery.  

For more information contact WIN 211 Executive  Director Tom Page  at TomPage@win211.org.
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