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Introduction

UMCOR’s basic Early Response Team (ERT) training is a standardized, comprehensive course that, 
upon successful completion, enables a participant to receive an UMCOR ERT badge. Everyone in 
this class should have received that basic instruction. Many volunteers are now choosing to continue 
their training in order to further develop their skills and knowledge.

The creation of the ERT 200 Series of classes is to provide trained ERTs with supplementary tools 
and technical information to strengthen their capacity for safe and effective disaster response, while 
being the caring Christian presence to a community.

Participants in this class, Cleaning Out Flooded Homes, more commonly referred to as “mucking 
out”, will learn about current best practices and safety procedures for cleaning out, stabilizing and         
sanitizing water damaged homes.

As always, we will draw on our basic training in remembering how to “work with survivors” and draw 
upon the principals outlined in the “Seven Basic Things to Remember” ( in the appendix)

By the time a team arrives to clean out a residence, someone has assessed the situation and gained 
access to the property by proper signature of the homeowner. (Refer to “Access to Property Form”  in 
the appendix)

Before beginning any work on a home, talk to the homeowners and explain who you are, whom 
you represent and what work you are able to do for them. It is always good practice to allow the             
homeowner to show you around and explain the damage as he or she perceives it.

When a house floods, water can wreak havoc on the structure, on personal belongings, and on the 
health and safety of the interior. Floodwaters contain many contaminants and frequently lots of mud. 
Some items can get ruined with just an inch of water, for example: carpeting, wallboard, appliances, 
electronics and furniture. A more severe storm or deeper flood may damage more extensive systems, 
such as: ductwork, HVAC, roofing, private sewage and well systems, utilities, and the foundation. 
(www.floodsafety.com)
Some homeowners carry flood insurance, so be sure to ask if the insurance adjuster has assessed 
before beginning any work.

Following are some recommendations from insurance companies who have information on their web 
sites. These are provided only as examples of what insurance companies want homeowners to do 
after a flood.

1. From Nationwide: 
 (www.nationwide.com/faq/insurance)
 •Protect your property from further damage or loss by making reasonable temporary repairs.
 •Retain a record of repair costs

2. From State Farm Insurance Company  
 (www.statefarm.com/homeowners/insurance)
Secure Your Home
Visually inspect your home for structural damage and take reasonable steps to prevent further     
damage. For example, board up holes with plywood and cover leaks with plastic sheeting.





If it is safe to enter your home, check your water heater and appliances for damage and safety      
hazards, such as gas leaks and electrical problems. Do your checking with a flashlight, not matches 
or candles, to prevent igniting leaking gas or other combustible substances. If you smell gas, open 
windows and turn off the main valve. Don't turn on lights and appliances until the gas has dissipated 
and the system has been checked. If electric wires are shorting out, turn off the power. If your power 
is out, unplug all devices to prevent damage from an electrical surge.
Once the structural damage has been addressed, begin salvaging your furnishings and possessions. 
Dry and clean saturated floors, carpets, furniture, and clothing as soon as possible. 
Separate items that can be cleaned or repaired from those that will be discarded.

Document Your Expenses
Your insurer will require you to document any damage to your property and provide receipts for       
recovery-related expenses. Be sure to save all receipts for home repairs, vehicle towing and repairs, 
temporary housing, meals, and other living expenses.
Also, photograph and list all damaged, spoiled, or contaminated items, including quantity, descrip-
tion, and age. Check with your claim representative before you dispose of any items you plan to 
claim as damaged. You will also want to document the time you spent cleaning up and what you did.            
Remember, properly documenting your losses and expenses will help expedite your claim.

3. From Farmers Insurance Co 
 (www.Farmers.com/storm_strike)
What to do if there is damage to your home or business.

Make a detailed list of the damages and contact your insurance agent promptly. The sooner you call, 
the faster you can be served (usually within a few hours). If you aren't able to call from home, don't 
forget to tell your agent where you can be reached. 
 • Do temporary repairs to prevent further damage from weather or looting. 
 • If there is extensive damage, hire a reliable contractor. Beware of fraudulent contractors who   
   prey on disaster victims. 
 • Keep all repair receipts for your insurance agent. 
 • Most of all, especially for a hurricane (where there is extensive and widespread damage),   
   please be patient. Your insurance agent must handle claims based on need, taking care   
   of the most serious situations first. If that situation is yours, be secure in the knowledge   
   that you will be taken care of, and taken care of soon. 
 • Finally, in the wake of a major disaster, cooperate with the authorities. Whether you're asked   
   to relinquish phone lines, keep off emergency roads or anything else, you must comply. In the  
   aftermath of a major disaster, everyone must pitch in and do his or her part.

As you can see from each of these insurance examples, the first thing they recommend is for 
the homeowners to do is whatever is necessary to prevent further damage. Many also suggest a             
photographic record of the damage before any action is taken.

Once the homeowner has documented the damage and contacted his or her insurance agent, 
work can begin on cleaning up. If the homeowner does not have insurance, be sure that they have        
contacted FEMA if it is a federally-declared disaster event.

The following information “Creating a Healthy Home” is a guide on how to safely clean out a home 
with water damage.
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Appendix



Access to Property

(I/We) indicated by (my/our) signature(s) below, (I’m/we’re) the home owner(s) of the property in-
dicated below.  (I/We) give permission to the volunteers of the organization indicated below and its 
affiliated members to work on (my/our) property for the purpose of cleaning out, 
removing debris, and/or making repairs to (my/our) home.

 (I/We) understand that said organization and its affiliates do not have insurance coverage for pro-
tection against legal claims or liability damage suites that might arise in their work on (my/our) home 
and property.  Therefore, in consideration of the services rendered, or to be rendered, on the prem-
ises indicated below, (I/We) hereby waive any and all claims or demands that may arise or accrue to 
(me/us), growing out of any action or omissions by said organization and/or any of its members or 
helpers in rendering such service and specifically covenant not to sue it or them for any of said act 
or omissions.

_____________________________________
Head of Household (signature)

_____________________________________
Identification # / Type

_____________________________________
Address

_____________________________________
Spouse (signature)

_____________________________________
Identification # / Type

_____________________________________
City / State / Zip

Volunteers from_____________________________________________

Date______________________________________________________



Tips for Early Response Teams

1. We are guests in the homes of those we help.
 • We represent Christ’s church and agree to uphold the highest standards of Christian wit- 
   ness and the trust placed in the United Methodist Church.
 • We behave as we would when invited to anyone’s home. 
 • Remember that cultural and regional customs differ.
2. Be very aware of your own behavior, including the volume of your speech or laughter.
 • Laughter or loud talk may seem appropriate for the conversations you are having in one  
   part of the site but very inappropriate for others at the site who are hurting and may hear  
   you.
3. Confidentiality is vital to providing a sense of emotional and spiritual safety for survivors.
 • By agreeing to volunteer on an ERT, you agree to hold the stories about disaster survivors
   with complete respect for the survivors. While this means that some of the most compel-
   ling stories you encounter must be held in confidence, we must not re-victimize survivors
   by sharing sensitive information or information that will identify the survivors. An exception
   may be made if survivors offer specific permission to tell their stories but those stories must
   still be handled with care. If you tell a story, it is important to state that the survivors asked  
   you to share their story.
 • It can be very difficult for people to ask for help. You may know people and families that you  
   help. Golden rule: How would you want to be treated if you were asking for help?
 • You may see behavior that is upsetting or disturbing. At an appropriate time, you may be
   invited to debrief your experiences in a formal, closed and confidential setting endorsed by  
   your disaster response coordinator.
 • Important exception: If you encounter someone who threatens to harm themselves or
   someone else or if you suspect a child, youth or vulnerable adult is being abused or ne-
   glected, you are required to report that to the proper officials. You are still required to refrain  
   from telling this information to others in the community.
 4. Don’t make any promises. 
 • Don’t imply any help for survivors unless you know that you personally can provide that help
   immediately. For example:
  o You probably do know that you personally and immediately can offer survivors the
     help you are offering at that moment (muck out, tarping, etc.) or a phone number  
         where they can call for more information.
  o You probably do not know that you personally and immediately can provide help for  
     survivors such as donations, financial assistance, etc.
5. When in doubt, REFER. 
 • If you are concerned about someone’s behavior or emotional state, contact the mental
   health resources designated by the conference disaster response officials. Know who you  
   would call before you enter the site.
6. Our ministry here is primarily a ministry of presence. 
 • They will know we are Christians by our love. Religious or faith talk is appropriate if the sur-
   vivor initiates the conversation.
 • Be aware that you may encounter persons from other faiths. Ask yourself, “Would I want
   someone of another faith to try to impose their beliefs upon me – especially if I had just  
   been severely traumatized?”



7. Other important “Things to Say” and “Things NOT to say”...
 • Know that survivors may say things that are disturbing— Our job
   at this time is to support survivors by listening, accepting intense
   emotions and validating feelings. (Validating feelings isn’t the  
   same as agreeing with them.) It is not our job to correct or give  
   advice.
 • Don’t criticize expressions of grief; there is no such thing as an
   abnormal expression of grief. Survivors may blame themselves
   when there doesn’t appear to be any reason to do so, but impos-
   ing our values on others by chastising them for the way they feel  
   will not help. 

Things to Say when working with disaster survivors

“I am so very sorry” or “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”
“My heart is with you”
“You will be in my prayers” or “My prayers are with you”
“I can see this is hard for you.”
“I can see how you might feel that way.”

Things NOT to say when working with disaster survivors

“It’ll take time, but you’ll get over it.”
“Try to be strong for your children.”
“It was God’s will.” or “This was meant to happen.” or “There was a rea- 
 son for this.”
“You’re lucky it wasn’t worse” or “It could have been worse” or “It was  
 just stuff that you lost.”
“You can always have another child.”
“You’re still young-- you’ll find someone else.”
“This will make you stronger.” Or “Don’t cry.”
“Try not to think about it.”
“You should hear what happened to me.”
“God needed them more than we did.”
“It’s time to move on.”
“You shouldn’t feel this way.”
“I know how you feel.” (Don’t try to tell them that you understand or that  
 you know how they feel. You do not. Even if you have been a   
disaster victim yourself, each person’s loss is unique.)

 




