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Alaska Needs a Disaster Leave Bill
The American Red Cross is a unique private, nonprofit organization with a humanitarian mission to provide relief to victims of disasters and help people prevent, prepare for, and respond to emergencies.  A state Disaster Leave Bill will go a long way toward helping the Red Cross fulfill its mission locally, as well as help Alaska to be better prepared.

For over 125 years the American Red Cross has provided help to victims of disasters.   Disaster relief is the primary service that Red Cross provides in communities across the United States.  Every year Red Cross disaster workers respond to over 70,000 disasters including hurricanes, floods, earthquakes, tornadoes, and single family and apartment fires, along with other natural and human-caused disasters.  Everyday in Alaska and across our nation someone is in need of emergency services.  When a disaster strikes, American Red Cross needs qualified and trained volunteers who can answer the call for immediate recovery support.

This bill would allow state employees a maximum of 15 days paid leave during a 12-month period, without loss of seniority, vacation time, sick leave or earned overtime accumulation.  This bill does not restrict the areas in which a state worker may serve and allows Alaskans to lend support to our fellow Alaskans.  This proposed bill will provide Alaska with instant access to locally trained disaster workers, thus increasing our state’s ability to respond to disasters independently and to be self sustaining.
There are 47 states that currently have disaster leave policies.  The first state to enact disaster leave was Ohio in 1983.  Since then 46 other states plus the US Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico have instituted Disaster Leave to help provide trained volunteers that are so critical during disaster response. These are volunteers that would have been able to help in the Tanana Valley this past summer when floods impacted thousands of Alaskans.  Red Cross was asked to open and staff three shelters that providing a warm, dry place to sleep as well as hundreds of hot meals to impacted families and first responders.  In 1964 Governor Egan declared American Red Cross the lead disaster relief agency for the state.  This was all possible from the support of volunteers from all over the state.
This fall Alaskans were called upon to help with supporting operations after Hurricanes Gustav and Ike.  American Red Cross of Alaska deployed 23 volunteers to assist in shelters and provide client casework in Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas helping hundreds of thousands of displaced Americans.  Hurricane Katrina and the terrorist attacks on September 11 have been other national disasters where American Red Cross of Alaska has been asked to help support our fellow Americans.
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3 Important Reasons to Support an Alaskan Disaster Leave Bill

1. State employees already possess many skills needed during times of disaster.  Some state employees have skills that can easily be transferred to disaster operations, such as, shelter management, mass feeding, damage assessment, and family services.  While on assignment, state employees will gain experience and training that will benefit the state employee, their agencies, and the citizens they serve.

2. This Bill will strengthen our state disaster preparedness allowing us to be self sustaining until additional help arrives if ever needed.  Locally trained volunteers would increase the state’s ability to respond to disasters.

3. Disaster leave is not an additional expense for state government-state agencies have full authority to grant orderly requests for leave.  The Bill states that employees must get approval from their supervisors, who can base decisions on competing demands.  The training of state employees to become Red Cross certified disaster volunteers does not cost the state anything as all Red Cross training is provided at no cost.

