[image: image1.jpg]medical
reserve
COorps





Maine Township

Regional Medical Reserve Corps

Building Partnerships – A Guide to Successful Strategies

Very often in organizations such as emergency management, Citizen Corps or any number of volunteer based programs,  one of the hardest items to accomplish is building solid relationships or sustained partnerships or is it?
A primary reason for this is due to fear. Fear that you will not be able to “sell” your idea beyond your own organization. Although this fear is real, especially to you, it is often a fear that has no foundation to it.
Here you are, you volunteered for a Medical Reserve Corps and further volunteered to help in its development. Then you are assigned to developing resources or “partners”. You feel somewhat confident that this can be an easy job and you will have plenty of support to get it accomplished. Suddenly you turn around and no one, I mean no one is there. The congratulations stopped as fast as they came, the cheers and well wishes have faded and suddenly you see yourself deep in a very dark cave, alone and there is no light showing.
Sound familiar? Yes? How did you get out? What did you do to “see the light”? Are you still alone? Chances are that the answers to these questions are very hard if not impossible to answer. Yet, there you are, in the darkness, feeling alone and wondering what you got yourself into by volunteering for this impossible job. You start to think that if you cannot do a good job with this, you will be letting the group and your community down and at the same time, you do not know what to do about it.

For me, I take out my handy little flashlight. You see, it is with me always to help guide my way. With this flashlight, instead of darkness, I see doors all around me. Guess what! The doors are closed and some are even locked. Don’t despair; you are “SUPER VOLUNTEER”. You can find your way out of dark areas with ease. You can overcome simple things like doors. How do I know this? I know because YOU are the best person for this job. I know that you will not let anything stand in your way.

You try each door until you find one that is unlocked and you step in. There is a faint light inside. You see that it is your MRC sponsor. Slowly the light gets brighter and you are able to see a figure behind a desk. As you approach, you see a familiar face. You have seen it before at meetings. You can even put a name with that face. You sit down to speak with this person and you tell them your frightening story of darkness and despair and you ask for their help. They stand up in front of you with an open hand and say “well of course I will help you. I am vested in you and your MRC as if I was a volunteer myself. In fact, I recommended that we sponsor you and if you’re having trouble, I need to help as well. Before you know it, all of the lights come on, there is music and merriment and you have just solidified your first partner and life is good again. At least until you leave the office and back into that dark cave with the locked doors.

You proceed out the door and much to your surprise, there is some light showing in the cave and doors are becoming unlocked as you approach them. I see your police chief behind one door and the fire chief behind another. Then I see you emergency manager and your public works boss. Hey who is that over there? Well it’s your park district honcho and the school board superintendent. Before you know it, you have a host of partners and they are will to help you out in getting more. After all, they all have contacts, just like your sponsor did. As you speak to them, ask them to help you open the doors that need to be opened. They will and they will also help when their resources understand that they too are a partner with you in this venture.

But alas, as you see the light at the mouth of the cave, it is nothing more than a hole in the rocks above and it’s not big enough to crawl through. Your only route out is straight ahead and into another dark cave. Get your flashlight ready! Remember, it worked for you before and there is no reason it can’t work again!

This time though, there are no doors, but your instead light unveils secret passages. These are those secret routes to you local, community based organizations such as the scouts, 4-H, FFA, Knights of Columbus and so on. Don’t fear going into the passages. These organizations pride themselves on helping community programs. Before you know it, besides a partnership, you have picked up some additional support volunteers and a little extra money for your program to boot. Talk about “SUPER VOLUNTEER”. How can you do better than this? Well, you’re just hitting the tip of the stalagmite. Now it is time to put your new partners to work for you. People in these organizations have resources and contacts as well. Tell them what you are looking for and ask what they can do to get you into these places to “sell” your program. Before you know it, you will see the true light at the mouth of the cave and you will find that these new partners have all but signed the deal for you with the places you need to grow with. After all, they are willing partners that want to see you and your program survive for the betterment of the community. You can count on them as wanting to be counted as a supporting role with your endeavor and will build bridges to help get you there.
 Keep Looking. One of the most important things that you can learn is that someone saying “NO” is not the end of life as you know it. I am sure that in your lifetime, you have been told many times by parents, teachers and employers that the answer is NO. Yet, here you are today. You are still alive and kicking and you survived those times. Building partnerships are no different. As you have learned in the past, you need to learn to not fear the word NO. Instead, just turn around and look at the next contact on your list. You will get the “YES” you are looking for. There is always someone out there that is willing to establish a partnership with you, especially when it can impact a community. It helps them as well to become a known partner in your efforts, and business is business. You don’t think that heads of businesses join philanthropic organizations just to make themselves feel good do you. Of course not, that is simply a by=product. They do it to gain business contacts. Just like in my first example. When we approached our local hospital about becoming a partner in this program, we were shut down. But through a new member of our RMRC, we were able to talk to the right person and shazzam; they boosted our recruiting efforts significantly.

So this brings me to another point. Look inside your MRC itself for contacts. Most of your members have interests outside of the MRC. It may be through unknown community organizations, clubs or their place of worship, but they have contacts. Ask them to help you get to the right people. After all, they are already willing participants. Talk to your doctor, vet or pharmacist as well. You know they know a whole cadre of people that can help you. From more volunteers to suppliers that might give you donations of goods for your unit.

Feeling better now? I hope so. Building partnerships is no mystery unless you yourself make it one.

Now that you are on a roll, don’t stop there. Local partners, while they can make your job easier, they can’t do it all. Now you need to start looking at the “Big Picture”. The reason is simple. Let’s say that you have a major disaster in your area, even catastrophic. Your typical local resources are likely to be severally affected as well. What would you do if they no longer existed or were unable to help you?

What you need in order to be prepared is far more reaching than your own community. In times of disaster and the destruction of local resources or dwindling of supplies to them, you need to be able to continue your work. This can be accomplished by reaching out beyond your comfortable community.
A couple of years ago, as I was doing planning for our emergency management agency, I realized that if my area was impacted by a severe enough disaster, most of my ready partners would be affected as well and would not be able to assist me.

Likewise with our MRC, by seeing apathy regarding large medical emergencies, our attempts at an MRC failed. When the threat of avian flu came up, communities in our area decided to form a partnership and plan for response for this as a regional group. When the numbers of volunteers needed for such a program were realized, no one community wanted to take on the task of organizing them all. Thus our Regional MRC was born. It was born on the heals of a community wide partnership.

Some examples of reaching out beyond your community come from my emergency management agency. We have reached out over 200 miles to establish partnerships with units like ours in the event, local agreements couldn’t be honored due to the disaster. We created Memo’s of Understanding (MOU) to accomplish this with no real reciprocal costs to one another. Another example deals with supplies.

Many years ago, while looking for a supplier of sand bags, ran into a company in another state. We placed a small order with them and they said if we ever needed anything to give them a call. They gave us several numbers to call including the owners home. A couple of years ago, while faced with flooding, our sand bag supply went down to almost nothing. Everyone around us was starting to see the same thing. In the middle of the night, I called this supplier, who we had not ordered from since our first time and told him we needed 50,000 bags as soon as possible. He woke his employees; they loaded up a truck with 100,000 bags and drove them to us 4 hours later. There was no charge for the delivery and the prices were the same as they were 10 years earlier. The excess bags were subsequently sold to some of our ema partners, also at the same price. This is the value of a partnership outside your area.
We have other examples as well. One was with a collaborative healthcare group that after joining our MRC has significantly boosted or membership and other resource needs and then we have our local community events, which after partnering with our local Chambers of Commerce, we were able to get free space at a couple of annual events in which we recruited for our MRC while handing out healthcare information regarding everything from first aid to pandemic flu’s to bio-terrorism.

Many would say to me that being in a large metropolitan area makes it easier for me to secure partnerships. To that I say, “Are You Kidding!” Large metropolitan areas often have a lot more apathy towards something like an MRC because they feel, with the taxes they pay; someone else will take care of them. In smaller communities however, there has always been this “grass roots” sense of community. Many rural areas instinctively reach out to help their neighbors in time of need and partnerships in this area are typically easier to obtain.
So what’s stopping you? You are the Best at what You do. You believe in the Medical Reserve Corps or you wouldn’t be involved. We have already established that you are “Super Volunteer”.  Pass this enthusiasm on to potential partners. Get those written agreements or at the very least, an honest handshake of support. Don’t make them work to support you. Give them the tools they need to make your partnership a successful one.
Always remember that you are not alone. Aside from your sponsor partner and those associated with your local government, there are many companies, valuable suppliers that have corporate directives to be involved in the communities they serve. Some examples are:

· Home Depot
· Wal-Mart
· Target
· Sam’s Club

· Walgreens
· CVS Pharmacy
· Menards
· Lowes

Talk about partnerships!!!

There are some additional important steps that you need to take as well. Become a part of your local Citizen Corps Council or start one if one does not exist yet. This will give you a pipeline to federal grants via Illinois ITTF/IEMA. Partner with your local Public Health Department if you aren’t already. An absolute must is to partner with your local or county Emergency Management Agency. Become an essential function of their Emergency Operations Plan. These groups are all essential to your success. Without them, you could get stopped by political resistance. With them, you will gain recognition and have a much clearer path to resources.

Take it from me. I have been involved in the emergency management/disaster preparedness arena for nearly 40 years. I have been in major metropolitan areas as well as farming communities with these programs. Partnerships are attainable and are essential to the success of any program such as the Medical reserve Corps. Keep your vision focused and your mind wide-open.
Always look at the “big picture”. Don’t be satisfied with what you have. More is always better. I would much have a resource partner that I never have to use than to be scrambling for support in time of need. “NO” is just another word. Don’t be discouraged by it.

Always Remember!

With your MRC you have a resource that is essential to your community. 

You are the best at what you do. Everything is available to you if you are wise 

enough to recognize it.

Instead of letting the “Turkeys” get you down or in the way, have Dinner!
