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[00:00]  Intro music.
[00:09] Storee Harris: Welcome to Prepare, Set, Go. A podcast of Public Health Prepare. Public Health Prepare is the workforce development branch of the Michigan Center for Infectious Disease Threats and Pandemic Preparedness, or the MCIDT Initiative, which is housed at and funded by the University of Michigan. We hope this podcast will better equip the Public Health workforce to handle ongoing and future health crises. Thank you for tuning into our episode. Today, we will have a conversation with the leader of a faith-based organization to discuss the role of faith in emergency preparedness and response and partnering with Public Health. 
I'm your host, Storee Harris. With me today is Stephan Kline. Stephan became the Chief Executive Officer of Nechama, a Jewish response to disaster, in February 2024. In this role, Stephan oversees NECHAMA's field operations and programs, development, and communications. His leadership emphasizes the national organization's mission to providing comfort and hope to communities through volunteer engagement in disaster recovery. 
Stephan previously worked for the Jewish Federations of North America for more than two decades in a variety of senior roles. Including Deputy Director of the Washington office, Associate Vice President of Public Policy, and Coordinator of JFNA's Emergency Committee focusing on natural disasters. 
Prior to joining the Jewish Federation, Stephan was a Legislative Director at the Alliance for Justice and Director of the Alliance's Judicial Selection Project, an enforcement attorney for the Federal Election Commission, and a Legislative Fellow at the American Civil Liberties Union. Stephan is a graduate of Wesleyan University and earned his JD in LLM in Law and Government from American University. Welcome to the podcast. I'm excited to speak with you today. 
[02:03] Stephan Kline: Happy to be here, Storee. Thanks for inviting me.
[02:05] SH: Thank you. Stephan, before we get started, can we talk a little about what NECHAMA means and the work you do in communities nationwide?
[02:14] SK: Sure. Great opening question. NECHAMA actually is the translation of the Hebrew word Nechama, which means comfort. We are the only national Jewish Disaster Relief Organization that works full time in the United States. We've been around for about 30 years. We started as a local organization in the Twin Cities of Minnesota. Responding to severe flooding in Des Moines, which is about four hours south. It relates to the faith-based story that we're gonna talk about today. My founder wanted to do more than to just give money. Remember this was 30 years ago, but he went to Des Moines. 
He saw at one church the Disaster Relief Organization of that church helping parishioners from that church. He went to another church, and the same thing was happening. That national organization was helping only recipients of that—only parishioners of that church. He wondered two things. First of all, what happens when someone is not from a dominant religion? What happens to minorities who need help in the aftermath of a disaster. He also wondered why weren't the Jews here, because typically we are a helpful person.
He went back to Minneapolis, and he recruited four friends. He rented a truck, and he borrowed some tools. They spent the next couple of weeks mucking out basements full of sand and silt. Really backbreaking work. They came out of it totally exhausted, but really feeling energized and spiritually awake from the work that they had done. They were literally engaging in tikkun olam, which is a core precept of Judaism. Which means to repair the world.
From that starting point, they went back to Des Moines—excuse me. They went back to Minneapolis and over the next weeks and months started to do the same thing locally. Then around a few states around there. Then in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which we all remember was—well, those of us of a certain age, remember was such a huge national disaster, and it was in the news all the time. My founders realized that they had the ability to marshal volunteers. They had trailers full of tools, and they had the willingness to engage in disaster response. 
They went down to New Orleans 9th Ward and the Gulf Coast of Mississippi and spent much of the next 18 months helping out, and cleaning up, and repairing homes, and repairing lives. My organization has now worked in about 35 states in the country. Doing all natural disasters with the exception of wildfire response, but mostly we do hurricane relief, tornado relief, and flood relief. Cleaning up and rebuilding after a storm. That's a little bit of a snapshot of where we came from and what we do. 
[05:35] SH: Thank you so much for that, Stephan. That was very interesting to know about the backstory and how you got to this point in the work that you do. With that said, how does faith inform the work that you do? Starting there and maybe even thinking about, does it present any barriers when you do this work and how do you overcome them?
[05:54] SK: That's a really important question. It informs all of our work. We as an organization, we as volunteers, we as most recipients are really informed by faith in what they do. How they need services. How we deliver services. We are really a value-driven organization. Parenthetically, while my organization is Jewish to the core, most of our clients are not. We serve the most vulnerable in the communities that we work on. Most of the time, those communities have very little Jewish presence. Most of our clients turn out to be older. Often with disabilities. A lot of veterans. We serve them to the best of our abilities. 
Our volunteer base, it evolves over time. Typically, there are a lot of Jews. Whether it's 50 or 60 percent of those who we recruit. Probably half of them are typically from the broader surrounding community, and about half of them are delegations from around the country that we specifically recruit to come down. The barriers that faith appose is real, and it's also in opportunities. When I was replaying the history of the organization, we are the Jewish Disaster Relief Organization, but we really have three priorities. The first one—and this isn't how we spend our money and it's not even how our time, but it is how we define ourselves. 
The first one is humanizing Jews and Judaism in the communities that we work in, and I'll come back to that in a second. The second is engaging volunteers of all faiths. We do that differently if they're Jewish and non. The third one is providing hope and comfort to peoples shattered by disasters. That's the actual provision of the disaster relief. To get back to that first one on humanizing Jews and Judaism. We've known from the beginning that we have an ability to change people's perception of Jews and Judaism. We're, again, most often in communities where there are no Jews, or certainly no Jewish institutions, where many people may not have met a Jewish person before. 
I've had many conversations that start out with either, there aren't any Jews here, why are you here, or I've never met a Jewish person. Then you're not exactly sure what's gonna come out of their mouths. From that starting point, there's an opportunity because we think we provide good service. We provide good service to a client. They tell their family. If we do enough work in a neighborhood, we influence the neighborhood, and we impact anti-Semitism one client at a time. 
I'm sorry this is long-winded but let me tell you what we're trying to do in North Carolina. Which we've been deployed since October of 2024. We've been there for about 12 months. We'll be there until about the end of the year. We've worked on 65 or so projects directly influencing several hundred community members. 
Hurricane Helene, I don't know if it released something, but there became a national story that in the rise, all the anti-Semitism around the country—which has been on the rise certainly for the last 10 years and had got legs, unfortunately, in the aftermath of the October 7th murders. That was kind of in the rearview mirror. 
When Hurricane Helene happened, which if you remember last year was a huge hurricane, one of the 10 most deadliest, 10 most expensive. It came ashore in Florida and then went internally into Western North Carolina, where there's, I don't know, $70 billion worth of damage. Shortly after the storm happened, though, all of this conspiracy theory emerged that Jews caused the weather that created this storm. That FEMA was inept in its delivery of service response because of Jewish leadership. That funds weren't going to the recipients who needed it because they were being diverted to Israel. That kind of thing. 
We thought that we as the only National Jewish Disaster Relief Organization in these communities could do something, and it opened the door to us creating a program where we intentionally went to community stakeholders, churches, educators, journalists, local government people. Talked to them about shared common values and why we were there. Provided interfaith programming. Often through a Jewish holiday, whether commemorating Yom HaShoah, the commemoration of the Holocaust with the North Carolina Council of Churches, or a program around the Jewish High Holidays with an Interfaith Alliance to clean debris out of rivers. 
Tu BiShvat which is a celebration of trees. We partnered with a group that replants the tree canopy in North Carolina. It turns out that, not surprisingly, you have a big disaster. You lose a lot of trees. We presented these trees in honor of some of the partners that we're working with. We're intentionally working on anti-Semitism at the same time that we're doing disaster relief. One of the things that we've done is also invite some of those non-Jewish groups, often Christian groups, to come to us and work with us on site as we help a non-Jewish client. 
That's been really meaningful in a variety of ways. I'm not sure that took you where you were expecting that question to be, but that work on humanizing Jews and Judaism is an important way that NECHAMA works in these communities. Where, again, there's little Jewish presence. 
[13:01] SH: I think they answered it perfectly. Definitely speaking to the opportunities that are presented in working with other organizations in those communities after disasters. That goes a little bit into my next question. What has been your experience with working with the local emergency management systems and personnel? You spoke with some of the community-based organizations, but what has been your experience in working with some of the EMS personnel?
[13:25] SK: Yeah. Let me talk about the broad swath, and then I'll get into Emergency Management as a piece of that. We'll get into Public Health later. NECHAMA is part of the National VOAD System, Volunteer Organizations Active in Disaster. The broad group of, I don't know, 60 or 70 organizations that work in this space. Whether they're doing direct rebuilding or whether they're doing food, it's those groups. Most of them, certainly north of 80 percent of those groups, are faith-based. 
When we come into a state like North Carolina, there are state VOADs as well. Some of them are the state affiliates of those national organizations. Some of them are state organizations. In most disasters, there's very close collaboration among the VOAD members on sharing intelligence. On swapping cases that come in. Oh, you're working over there. We heard about this case, and they might give us some. Sharing tools, or sometimes being a recipient of volunteers or what have you, so close collaboration. That local system. 
There's the state VOAD, and then typically in counties where the disaster is at its peak, there are local community entities that also participate. That convene. That include the VOADs that are working there like us. At those tables, Emergency Management is a piece of the conversation to direct assistance or to say, this is where the needs are. For them to actually funnel individual clients who might have a range of needs to the appropriate organization. There's typically quite a lot of collaboration with Emergency Management as the disaster response goes forward. 
At the beginning of a disaster, we are taking all of our direction from the EMS at the county or the city level. We're not gonna go—well, the first there might be an active recovery system, and we're not actually gonna go in until we're given the clear. In the early stage of the disaster, those Emergency Management entities are definitely leading the charge at the big picture. You see these briefings in the aftermath of disasters. That you see the public—the officials that are there. The Head of EMS, the Sheriff, the County Manager, whatever. They are definitely, in most cases, leading the charge. We're following that. 
As the disaster evolves, they may step back. They're still a part of the process, but they may have a less engagement. The public entities might be the Small Business Recovery entity or whatever, but the direct EMS role diminishes—as the time since the disaster started expands. 
[16:52] SH: That's very good background information to know and grounds us for our further conversation in terms of response and who is involved in response. With that said, what are some gaps that you see in emergency preparedness and response currently? Talking about gaps, we can be thinking about those who are involved in partnership, the type of responses that happen, and thinking about the role that faith-based organizations like yours can play in emergency preparedness. 
[17:23] SK: I think a significant gap is still the preparation for a disaster. Things, I think, have changed since Katrina, which is 20 years ago, but they probably haven't changed enough. My clients are typically seniors and persons with disabilities or certainly people with lower incomes, generally. I think that typically housing, whether it's an apartment building or private homes, for these clients are—how do I say this? They're the most susceptible to the disasters. Whether it's because of their construction. They don't have reinforced roofs and windows. They don't have—where they're located is close to a flood zone, whatever. 
They’re most susceptible to the building being significantly jeopardized, and yet they have the least resources once some calamity happens. I don't think enough preparation has been taking place either to safeguard that population or certainly to safeguard and strengthen the physical part of their lives. That's one piece. That’s the preparation. The months and years leading up to a disaster. They’re also often less technologically savvy for one reason or another. Could be resources. Could be education. What have you. They're most likely to disaster is now happening. 
You can't worry about the roof or whatever. They're gonna be in the middle of the disaster. They're most likely to be catastrophically impacted with their lives because of the communication in the disaster. That's on a global front. We didn't respond to the Texas flood situation from this summer. There were a whole host of—reportedly, because I didn't experience this firsthand. There were a whole host of breakdowns in that. Even beyond the camp situation which is what most was in the news, but you recall that technology was a piece of that. 
The early warning systems. The ability to broadcast was something that they chose not to spend their resources on. That impacted the whole communities. Again, when you get beyond the camps, the people who were most at risk were typically the most vulnerable in the communities to begin with. Exacerbated by the overall response of technology. That's a couple of global points on that. 
[20:40] SH: Thank you so much for pointing out the pre-planning and things that go into preparation for disasters. That definitely goes into my next question and thinking about the role of Public Health departments. Thinking about the possible partnerships between organizations like your own and other faith-based organizations with Public Health. How can you see those partnerships forming and how could that work? What does that look like and? How can these partnerships be beneficial? If you wanted to speak to a local health department personnel, what would you say to them in thinking about partnerships between these two organizations?
[21:23] SK: You and I had spoken about this when we met last month. That it is typically a significant gap. From the public official entity, Emergency Management or County Government Managers are very present and participating with the nonprofits and the like. Public Health must be there when you're dealing—in Asheville had this. When there were severe water shortages and non-potable water. They would have been part of that. It seems much more segmented than it was with other organizations. Where Public Health could be part of the preparation when you're looking at the most vulnerable in the communities. 
Before a disaster, they could have a role there. Certainly in the cleanup leading to the long-term rebuilding, they should be there at the table as well. There's lots of implications. From my experience—and I have to say, I'm not directly in the field, but I supervise a field team that reports back to us pretty closely. They aren't super visible in that situation. Not to say that they're not there, but they're not super visible so that when reported to me as who's there, I don't often hear about that. I don't know whether, again, that's just from my vantage point. 
Again, we're part of these local VOADs. We're part of National VOAD. At national VOAD meetings, and I go to all of them, public officials are there at the national. Either at the federal government level—and understand that might be shifting as we move forward. State governments when we're in a particular community. I don't see any Public Health representation there. I am looking to see who are the public officials that are joining us. They're not part of those conversations. 
[23:45] SH: Thank you so much for highlighting that. I definitely think that's an important point for our audience in thinking about future partnerships and collaborations as things do shift from a Federal to a more State and local response in the future. That's a very important thing to highlight and keep in mind. With that said, and I know you expressed that maybe you don't have as much direct contact with local health departments in your response, but can you see any barriers or challenges that may exist for forging those partnerships? If you do see some barriers, how do we create buy-in from both sides to forge that and see the value in those partnerships?
[24:26] SK: I don't see any strong barriers. The commodity that is at different points of the disaster that is most in short supply, other than sometimes money, is time. If the VOAD organizations really have to seek out those partnerships as opposed to the partnerships that are coming from them, I'm not sure that they'll avail themselves of them. I don't see them once, at a local level, they're part of that conversation. I don't see any particular barriers as to why they wouldn't be embraced warmly. Why they couldn't learn from each other. I don't see any particular barriers to that. To those collaborations being formed. 
[25:17] SH: Thank you for that insight. That's also a very positive way of looking at this. Hopefully for our audience, from the faith-based side and the local health department side, we'll take that nugget with them and hopefully forge those relationships in the future. Before I get into our wrap-up, I just want to provide a space and see if there's anything that you would like to share with our audience before we go into the final questions. 
[25:41] SK: Just one thing. I started with our founding story. I mentioned, at a particular church, the Disaster Relief Organization really only serving people from that faith. That is one thing that has mostly changed over the years. In fact, being part of the National VOAD system, you have to commit to being willing to serve everybody. That's not to say, though, that you have to give up your right to proselytize. Which we don't do, and some of our partners do do. That can still be off-putting to clients who are at the most vulnerable. It can be off-putting to volunteers who just want to serve. 
We have always benefited from volunteers who may not actually be comfortable with the way that element has manifested itself with clients. Particularly in our space, probably our colleagues who are LGBTQ that don't feel comfortable. I wanted to say that. There has been progress, but there's more progress that can be made. That is part of the face story of delivering services that people should know about. 
[27:25] SH: I do have a quick question about volunteers and thinking about engagement. When you look at your volunteer pool, does it—I know you mentioned the religious breakdown, but in terms of age or retention and recruitment, what does that look like from your end?
[27:41] SK: It's probably an evolving story. We have had about a thousand volunteers that we've worked with in the North Carolina over the last year. I have some volunteers from some other projects as well, but about a thousand there. We think probably 60 to 65 percent are Jewish. We think that probably 55 percent are between 18 and 40. Although, I'm told that we have a bottom cap. You need to be 14 years or older, and I'll give a little anecdote about that. Our top is, I think that there was someone who was 82, so it really covers the spectrum. 
I haven't seen the most recent numbers. Delegations typically—and delegations are probably 40 to 45 percent of the volunteers that come in. They typically, whether they stay for one day or five days or whatever, they come and they're probably not going to be back for this disaster. The other ones, if they're from the local area, which is all of North Carolina and Tennessee and some of the other states, we get a lot of them that come once and we get a lot of them that come multiple times. 
The hope, of course, is that volunteers who volunteer for this disaster will—if they had a good experience, and our surveys say that they typically do. That they will come for a future one. It's more likely that the delegations that we've recruited to come, if they have a good time, that they would be more likely to come for a future one. They might come from New York or Cleveland. If they're going to Asheville or Tennessee or Boston or wherever the next disaster is, they probably would come as well. On the 14-year-old, my little anecdote I mentioned that. We're working on this partly through an antisemitism lens. 
We have talked to a lot of community groups and then invited them to come after that partnership. Well, one of the groups that was there this summer—and, I happen to be in Asheville, and I'm not on the ground most of the time. I work in my home outside of Washington, D. C., and my team is all over the country. We have this five of my colleagues in North Carolina. I was there for a board retreat earlier this summer and spent about three days working on one of the recovery states. There was a large delegation of non-Jews who was there for the entire week. They were from a Catholic church in northern Minnesota. 
We had a lot of opportunity to talk about why we were there and common values. Different activities that we can do. We have begun to and will continue to engage with them as we move forward. I asked them how they had come to volunteer with us because they weren't one of the local church groups that we had specifically asked. He said, well, we do these service trips every summer. It was a group of about 15 and six of them were teenagers. Turned out that one of their teenagers was under the age of 16, and they happened to see that we take people as young as 14. 
It happened randomly. It turns out that they plan to volunteer with us at our future disasters as well. Sorry about the long-windedness of that anecdote and response, but that's a little bit about our volunteers.
[31:41] SH: No problem. Always wanted to hear about the volunteers and the people on the ground doing that work, so definitely wanted to spotlight and highlight them as well. As we wrap, I just wanted to ask, what is one thing about your job that keeps you coming back day after day? Whether it's related to what we're talking about right now or anything else. What really keeps you motivated and keeps you going?
[32:03] SK: We've talked about values and the work that we're doing on the ground. I'd say that's why I'm here. I have a certain skill set. I've been a lobbyist. I'm a lawyer. I work with paper and recruiting people. I love the ultimate work that we're doing. Frankly, from a day-to-day perspective, my days are incredibly varied. It's a joy to be able to do something that I'm good at. That I think that I can help people. My colleagues are great, so I've really enjoyed that. That helps me on a day-to-day level. 
[32:47] SH: Awesome. Thank you so much, Stephan. Thank you for joining us today and sharing your expertise and experiences and providing some valuable insight on this topic. To our listeners, we hope that you've learned more about the role of faith in Emergency Preparedness and Response in partnering with Public Health. We encourage you to check out the transcript and resources in the podcast notes. With that, we'll end here for today. Stay safe and stay prepared.
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