Preparedness Fairs: Open Houses with Purpose
by Morgan Montalvo, Capt, CAP
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One of the most common requests for activity assistance I received as a CAP Public Affairs manager involves how to conduct an open house. As one of the "old reliables" of most organizations' publicity programs, open houses are viewed as easy to organize and host, yet often are poorly executed and almost not attended. The crestfallen mood that washes over a unit when a (seemingly) "perfectly planned" open house wraps up with a handful – or fewer – signatures on the guest sign-in sheet can last long after the welcome banners have been folded and stored and refreshments disappear down the drain or into the waste bin. 

Based on past successes, the following are  the considerations and challenges to conducting an effective open house. They include:

· When (and where) to hold it,
· What to display and emphasize,
· How to publicize it and – believe it or not –
· Who to invite, and don’t forget…
· Why it is being held.
I list the above because open houses are deceptive in their supposed simplicity: just ask any school principal or PTA president in this era of competing priorities and groups, diminished volunteer spirit, and the need for two household incomes. Politics and economics aside, Civil Air Patrol is one of many groups vying for the same attention, membership and resources. 

Whenever possible I emphasize what I call "cooperative public service." I'm firmly convinced that the future of volunteer public service rests on partnerships and mutual assistance. Counties, parishes, and municipalities have their mutual-aid agreements, and CAP its memoranda of understanding, all for good reason. Why shouldn't every local CAP unit have its own informal, ongoing partnerships with: 
· The nearest area emergency services departments and agencies,
· Aviation organizations, clubs and flight museums,
· School districts, community colleges and universities along with their student organizations,
· Elected officials,
· Veterans groups, 
· Social welfare agencies, 
· Disaster relief organization chapters, 
· Amateur radio groups, and 
· Area external media – among others? 

In times of disasters and emergencies, all of these organizations provide direction, expertise, manpower, shelter, financing, news and information, and more. Your unit can emerge as a vehicle for everyday networking between all of these groups by hosting a Preparedness Fair, rather than merely (yawn) yet another open house.

Hosting a Preparedness Fair
Start by presenting the idea to as large a selection of your unit leadership as possible. Safety, Emergency Services, Communications, Logistics, and (if part of your unit) Cadet Programs will figure prominently in a preparedness fair, so don't pre-plan without input from those officers.
Your discussion should include a list of potential partner organizations, such as those listed above, that can help your unit share the manpower and resource load.
Units lacking aircraft and ground teams face a significant recruiting challenge, and will want to invite the participation of neighboring CAP units that have these visually-appealing assets.
If you get the go-head, contact your local emergency services manager or director, schedule an appointment and show up in uniform (CAP information and note-taking materials in hand), ready to begin the visit by identifying such mutual goals as 
· Community preparedness and safety, and 
· How CAP can assist local public service agencies and departments with awareness, publicity, planning and execution. 
· Do not start off with "We want you to help us with an open house!" The last thing your local ES manager needs is yet another project.

Once on board with your idea, your local ES manager will facilitate police, sheriff's, fire, EMS and related support for your activity, either by tasking personnel and resources or opening the door on your behalf to each department's representative.

Public service agencies are keen on bringing vehicles, displays, booths, and handouts to this kind of event, and those will complement CAP aircraft, radio communication and ground team displays and demonstrations.

But don’t stop here. Repeat the process above for schools, community groups, area non-governmental organizations and elected officials.
Once you've confirmed your Preparedness Fair partners and what they want to display, your unit can begin developing the physical layout for your event. But your work isn't done. You should schedule at least one “all-hands” meeting to 
· Go over layout and logistics, 
· Solicit input from each partner organization related to information to be presented, 
· Handle developing needs, and changes in participation or support. 

Part of your role as facilitator is to make sure each group has some role to play in preparedness, whether by handing out flyers, demonstrating safety skills, perhaps communicating critical information to special population groups, including seniors, people with sensory impairments, or medical conditions. 

This is also the time to address such contingencies as on-site emergencies, evacuation plans, and alternate days to account for bad weather or facility-related issues. Here is where your safety officer shines and your unit exemplifies CAP's ability to plan, organize and adapt.
With plans and partners in place, it's time to notify external media outlets. For your convenience, I've attached a couple of sample news releases. Bold PAOs will invite newspapers – as well as radio and television stations – to participate in, as well as publicize, the event. (The station I work for supports and underwrites dozens of public service events each year, and we enjoy making public appearances on behalf of volunteer and community groups.)
Some caveats
Be mindful of times of year. Back-to-school season seems like the perfect time to host a preparedness fair because families have returned from trips and vacations. However, this is when schools host PTA organizational meetings, children establish academic routines, football season starts, and time is very, very tight. Similarly, the November-January time frame might appeal to some units, but be mindful that people are planning holiday travel and budgeting for trips and gifts. 
There are two periods, (1) March-May after Spring Break and before the school year ends, or (2) October prior to Thanksgiving and Christmas, that offer advantages, as changes in weather approach and families start planning summer activities. 

Don't commit an unintended offense by inviting police, fire, EMS and the sheriff's office, but overlook inviting the mayor and city council, county judge and commissioners, and municipal and county department heads. Even if elected officials can't make it, their assistants might be able to and, for what you intend to accomplish, that would be just as good. And, most of the time, especially in smaller communities, where politicians gather, media representatives follow.

A word of caution concerning some social service, non-profit and disaster relief agencies: when managing events for schools, museums, and history groups, I've had to firmly address the issue of solicitation: 
· On one occasion with the local chapter representative of an international and well known relief organization who began our round-table planning session with, "This is going to be a fantastic fundraising opportunity for us!" and, 
· On another, with a staffer from a local public broadcast outlet who showed up at an event unannounced, but prepared to tell us where she and her volunteers would set up her station's fundraising booth. The latter was quite dismayed when I turned her away. 

Do not be afraid to do the same: no group should turn your preparedness fair into their "donation station."
And here is encouragement
Consider a few of the many advantages of hosting a community preparedness fair instead of a single-unit open house:

· Your partners share the "heavy lifting" of planning, participation, presentation and resources, 

· Your unit enjoys recognition and visibility as the organizing entity or service agent,
· You as the PAO become a contact valuable to local officials and leaders,
· CAP is viewed by partners and attendees as ranking at the same level of fire, law enforcement and other first responders,
· Think cross-connectivity: members of participating high school and college clubs are potential cadets and senior members,
· Officials learn more about CAP and are increasingly likely to support your future activities,
· A true community preparedness fair, supported by multiple partners, sells itself to the media.
No doubt you can think of more.

Wrapping it all up
Few CAP units have the manpower or resources to regularly conduct comprehensive activities like a preparedness fair, while neighboring volunteer and service groups, especially those on school campuses, are eager for projects. Don't let membership or "turf" limit your possibilities. Seek out new partners, and let synergy do the rest.

Some will argue that the goal of an open house or related unit activity is recruiting and retention via exclusive visibility, and therefore events should be CAP-specific to avoid sharing the spotlight or risk losing interested prospects to partners. Before any organization can effectively recruit and retain, it must establish context by creating awareness and emphasizing need. Absent context, visibility means little. Activities organized with like-minded groups provide CAP with context and enhance visibility. 

After all, which image is more attractive on a canvas: a solitary tree on a blank background, or a lush forest extending to every margin? It's okay to be a tree, but forests exist for good reason, and do a far better job of exciting the beholder.

So, "Branch Out!" and good luck with your preparedness fair.

