
American Red Cross|

American Red Cross: 
Nurses as a Vital 

Resource in Disaster 
Response

8-21-2024 California BON



American Red Cross|

American Red Cross: 
Nurses as a Vital Resource in 
Disaster Response

• History of Disaster Response

• California Emergency Services Act

• Nurse Licensure Compact

• Next Steps

1



American Red Cross|2 

At the onset of a disaster and even after, it is not clear how many healthcare staff will 
be needed.

In the past decade, 2.6 billion people around the world have been affected by earthquakes, floods, 
hurricanes, and other natural disasters. Public health crises following catastrophes don’t usually herald 

their arrival with high winds, storm surges, and wildfire ashes; often they develop more insidiously 
over time.

Nurses have always been, and continue to be, pivotal in safeguarding the public during and after these 
disasters, as well as public health emergencies—most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic. They educate 
and protect people, engage with and build trust with the community, help people prepare and respond, 

and foster resilience to help communities fully recover. 

But fundamental policy reform is needed to ensure that nurses and other health and mental health 
providers can respond across state lines when disasters hit.
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History of Disaster
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Hurricanes,  Typhoons, Wildfires, Atmospheric Rivers, and Other Assaults

Assaults by Mother Nature have taught policymakers and the public health community 
that what comes after the disaster can be as bad and far-reaching as the disaster itself.
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Disasters: Public Health

• In Texas, federal and state government officials began 
highlighting the health consequences of exposure to 
floodwaters. Far from simple rivers of rain, those 
floodwaters became a toxic soup of sewage, chemicals, 
vermin, and other hazards, such as metal or glass 
debris, through which people had waded, often chest-
high in the rancid cauldron

• In California, aside from immediate deaths and 
destruction, wildfires are also a serious, and long-
lasting, public health threat. The effects of wildfires on 
humans are just as terrible and damaging. People with 
preexisting respiratory or cardiovascular issues can 
have those issues worsen after only brief exposure to 
the particulate matter in wildfire smoke. Many people 
end up hospitalized after breathing in wildfire smoke. 
Children and the elderly are the most vulnerable to the 
effects of forest fires on human health. Outside all other 
health concerns, the effects of wildfires on humans can 
often lead to premature death. According to a 2024 
study published in Science Advances, wildfire smoke 
may have contributed to more than 52,000 premature 
deaths in California between 2008 and 2018.4 
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California Emergency Services Act:  
California Government Code 8.659 A
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California Government Code 8.659
Available Resource 

• 8659. (a) Any physician or surgeon (whether 
licensed in this state or any other state), 
hospital, pharmacist, respiratory care 
practitioner, nurse, or dentist who renders 
services during any state of war emergency, 
a state of emergency, or a local emergency 
at the express or implied request of any 
responsible state or local official or agency 
shall have no liability for any injury sustained 
by any person by reason of those services, 
regardless of how or under what 
circumstances or by what cause those 
injuries are sustained; provided, however, 
that the immunity herein granted shall not 
apply in the event of a willful act or omission.

• Requires an emergency/disaster 
declaration. 

6



American Red Cross|

NLC Compact: 
An Answer to the Critical Need
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Nurse Licensure Compact (NLC):            
A Vital Resource

• In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, both 
federal and state governments have enabled 
emergency powers and issued executive orders 
that ease state licensing restrictions to allow for 
adequate nurse staffing across state lines 
(NCSBN, 2020). 

• However, short-term declarations of emergency, 
calls for disaster relief and executive orders, all 
expire and do not bridge the gap between an 
acute crisis response and the need for a more 
permanent resolution. 

Compact licensure is a critical 
response in emergency disasters.

https://www.myamericannurse.com/covid-19-resource-center/
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Next Steps: 
Collaborative Action
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The ability to quickly mobilize nurses and 
provide aid is critical, especially for the 
special needs population who require 

intensive care, but also necessary for longer 
term healthcare infrastructure recovery 

(Eisenhower, 2017).
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Short-term declarations of emergency, calls for 
disaster relief, and executive orders expire and 
do not bridge the gap between an acute crisis 
response and the need for a more permanent 
resolutions. 

How can we help?

• Implement the enhanced Nurse Licensure 
Compact (NLC). The state benefits as it 
enables prompt emergency and disaster 
relief, supporting workforce mobility, 
providing for staffing shortages, and 
adequately responding to changing 
healthcare delivery models.

• Familiarize yourself with the California 
Emergency Services Act
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Contact Information
Trisha Mims 

Trisha.mims@redcross.org
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