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The Storm - Sunday, August 21st, 2011

Meteorologists from Environment Canada 

issued a severe weather alert shortly after 2 

p.m., indicating the storm could deliver heavy 

rain, hail and damaging winds, including the 

possibility of a tornado. When a tornado 

emerged on Doppler radar, Environment 

Canada issued a tornado warning at 3:48 p.m.  

The tornado hit at 4 p.m.

The Damage

A storm investigator for Environment Canada 

confirmed the tornado was an F3, packing 

winds of up to 320 kilometres an hour, with a 

significant funnel 500 metres wide. The 

tornado was on the ground for about 20 

kilometres. 
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The powerful tornado killed one person and 

injured 37 others, causing catastrophic 

damage throughout Goderich, a town of 8,000 

on the shores of Lake Huron about 100 

kilometres north of London.

Natural gas service to about 3,300 customers 

in the area was halted around 10 p.m. as a 

safety precaution.

A state of emergency was declared and the 

area was completely locked down to the 

public.

People whose apartments or homes were 

damaged in the tornado were relocated to an 

emergency shelter in the Knights of Columbus 

Community Hall.   

Huron County’s administration building was 

hit and their Emergency Operations Centre 

was unusable.
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211 Central East Ontario Asked to Help

As emergency crews and government officials were scrambling to restore services, offers to 

volunteer and of donations began pouring into the community.

Early Monday morning Huron County’s Ontario Works Manager Michele Gaynor contacted 

Community Connection asking for assistance. Huron County is located within the Central East 

region of 211 Ontario, an area that encompasses eleven counties and districts and a 

population of about 1.2 million people. The Central East region is served by Community 

Connection, a non profit organization located in Collingwood. Relationships between Huron 

County Social Services and Community Connection were established earlier this year and a 

recent site visit to the Collingwood call centre by County staff helped them to understand 

how 211 could support their work in the community.

Later that day a media release from Huron County advised residents to call 211 to identify 

what items they needed immediately, such as clothing or household items. It also advised 

people to call 211 with information about donations – that the information service was 

compiling a database for items needed and what can be donated.

By the second day of disaster recovery Huron County was advising people to call 211 if they 

wanted to volunteer.
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wanted to volunteer.

The Role of 211

211 is a three digit telephone number that helps people find services in their community. It is 

free, 24/7 and answered live by trained information and referral specialists. 211 also has TTY 

and multilingual accessibility, as well as information online at www.211Ontario.ca.

In the United States where 83% of the country has 211 service, 211 service providers are 

often called upon to support the information needs of the general public during disaster 

recovery. In this role 211 may provide information about community services and available 

disaster recovery and support services, register evacuees or volunteers , maintain a disaster 

services database with information about the evolving recovery and support services, and/or 

produce reports about the emerging needs identified through the calls to the 211 phone lines 

-- helping responders understand the communities changing needs.

211 in Canada

211 service in Canada is in development recently reaching 56% of the population. Ontario will 

have province-wide service by the end of 2011.  

Huron County has had 211 service since June 2010.
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Public Information and Referral

Between August 21st and September 30th, 211 Central East Ontario answered 6,685 calls. Of 

these calls, 1,278 were related to the Goderich disaster, which includes one TTY call received. 

211 also responded to 68 email inquiries relating to the disaster.

The busiest times were the first two weeks following the event. The following chart shows the 

daily calls 211 received that were disaster related.
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Reasons for Inquiries to 211

Up to September 30th

Volunteering 737

Donations 481

Business/Commercial Services 42

Government Services 31

Financial Assistance 18

Environment 13

Legal 11

Community Support Agencies 8

Food/Meals 5

Housing Assistance 5

Health Services 3

Home Support Assistance 3

Mental Health 2

Transportation 2

Employment 1

Total Unique Inquiries 1,362

The chart to the right describes the 

reasons for the 1,346 disaster 

related calls/emails to 211. The 

1,346 inquiries resulted in 1,362 

unique questions from callers. 

The chart below compares the 

percentage of callers from the 

Town of Goderich with callers from 

outside of Goderich.

Location of Callers

Up to September 30th

Town of Goderich 33%

Outside of Goderich 67%
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Post Disaster Services Database

A comprehensive community and social services database is the foundation for the 

information and referral service provided by 211 Central East Ontario. The database is 

maintained by ten partner agencies throughout the region. In Huron County the data 

partner is the United Way of Perth Huron, which maintains listings for about 700 

organizations and programs that serve Huron County residents.  

To ensure call centre staff had the most recent information at their finger tips, 

Community Connection’s data resources team eventually added 33 new listings with key 

information about services, locations and hours of operation as they emerged or changed 

in response to community needs. This information was provided directly by Huron County 

through multiple daily updates.

These new and emerging services were made available to other service providers through 

a local website infohuroncounty.ca, providing real-time access to these continually 

changing services. Community Connection contracts their web services to Atomic North, a 

Goderich company which had relocated to London, Ontario in 2010. Atomic North staff 

provided immediate support so this important access could be made available to the 

public.
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Post Disaster Services Database (Continued)

There were 908 unique visits to the database up until September 30th. The following 

screen shot provides examples of the types of these post disaster services.
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During the six weeks following the disaster, 211 received 1,192 calls about volunteering 

or donating items. From these calls, 737 people were registered for volunteering and 481 

people with donations. Many callers were offering both.

By the end of week two, County officials asked 211 to contact volunteers to deploy small 

teams for specific tasks. A total of 243 people were deployed during the first six weeks.

Volunteering/Donations Calls to 211

Up to September 30th 

Volunteering 737

Donations 481

Volunteers and Donations Registration

Calls Made by 211 to Registered Volunteers

Up to September 30th

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6

0 176 2 20 0 45
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To manage the work of registering hundred of people in a short time, 211 Central East 

Ontario set up and maintained a Google document in an excel format. Google Docs is a 

free, web-based office suite, and data storage service. It allows users to create and edit 

documents online while collaborating in real-time with other users. The file’s privacy 

settings allowed specific users access to the information. 

This tool allowed multiple members of the 211 staff team to enter information and 

multiple Huron County staff to access the file to sort and search through hundreds of 

listings to find volunteers with specific skills and equipment.

In addition to the hundreds of individuals and families who signed up to help, many 

offers to help came from other Municipalities and head offices of large corporations with 

large amounts of cash and tractor trailers full of supplies. Certain donations and 

volunteer teams were colour coded to help County staff identify key information.

Many people were disappointed they weren’t called to help, particularly during the first 

two weeks after the event. Volunteers with chain saws were required to provide proof of 

a license and volunteers were also asked to provide proof of their Social Insurance 

Volunteers and Donations Registration (Continued)
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a license and volunteers were also asked to provide proof of their Social Insurance 

Numbers in case of an accident and insurance claim. Many volunteers complained about 

complying with these requirements.
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Social Media Communication

By 7 a.m. on August 22nd, only 12 hours since the tornado hit, a Facebook community 

page called Goderich Ontario Tornado Victims and Support was set up and already had 

more than 7,000 followers. Together with support from Ontario 211’s social media team, 

it was agreed that a competing site wouldn’t be set up and this page would be used to 

get public information out and direct people to call 211 for information about 

volunteering and donations.

Fortunately, one administrator of the Facebook page was the Executive Director at the 

United Way of Bruce Grey, who works closely with 211 Central East Ontario on several 

community initiatives (utility assistance and back pack programs) and has worked with 

211 Central East Ontario on several smaller disasters that have occurred in Grey County. 

With 211 Central East Ontario continually receiving updates from Huron County staff, 

their staff coordinated key messaging through Ontario 211’s team and the Goderich 

Facebook page administrators.  

The staff at Ontario 211 focused on high level messaging through their Facebook , Twitter 

and their blog directing the public to the local call centre. 
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The Facebook page was monitored closely by the administrators, 211 Central East 

Ontario and Ontario 211. During the first two weeks this team had many conference calls 

to determine appropriate responses to questions or concerns raised by the public on the 

Facebook page. Coordinated communication was maintained which significantly helped 

with rumour control and miscommunication.
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Social Media Communication (Continued)

There are several examples of how communication was used on the Goderich Facebook 

page. The first example is general communication, directing the public to call 211 for the 

most current information or to register to volunteer.
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Social Media Communication (Continued)

These second examples demonstrate how Facebook was used to coordinate the 

recruitment of volunteers for organizations on the ground needing help with specific tasks.  

With 211 Central East Ontario providing this role it freed up time for responding 

organizations to focus on their tasks.
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Social Media Communication (Continued)

These third examples demonstrate how Facebook was used to provide information to 

people wanting to donate items that were not needed. 

This demonstrates how this public communication can be to deter unwanted items from 

being dropped off, creating needless work to store it or remove them. 

It was also an easy way to thank these kind and caring people who wanted to help in some 

way.
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Social Media Communication (Continued)

These fourth examples demonstrate how Facebook was used to provide information to 

direct donations to the organizations as they were needed. 

This demonstrates how this public communication can be used to get the right donations to 

the organizations on the ground.
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Goderich Disaster Facebook Page

August 20th to September 30th, 2011

Date
Daily Active 

Users

Daily Logged-in 

Page Views

Daily News Feed 

Impressions
Daily Comments

The number of 

people who have 

interacted with 

or viewed your 

Page or its posts. 

(Unique Users)

Daily Page views 

from users logged 

into Facebook 

(Unique Users)

The number of times 

people have viewed a 

News Feed story 

posted by your Page. 

(Total count)

Daily Comments 

created on your 

Page's content 

(Total count)

Week 1 47,110 26,723 2,931,449 4,048

Week 2 32,971 4,642 1,678,036 1,218

Week 3 21,562 1,700 476,028 440

Social Media Communication (Continued)

The Goderich Facebook page statistics clearly demonstrate the exponential power to 

communicate instantly, both locally and around the world. Viewers of this page were from 

38 different countries and the statistics contradict the assumption that Facebook is used 

only by young people.
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Week 3 21,562 1,700 476,028 440

Week 4 22,680 1,425 314,642 307

Week 5 17,085 940 129,044 170

Week 6 10,234 643 77,879 135

Total 151,642 36,073 5,607,078 6,318
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211 Central East Ontario would like to acknowledge the extraordinary efforts and 

support from the following people:

Francesca Dobbyn – United Way of Bruce Grey

Kelly Bergeron – Ontario 211 Services Corporation

Destiny Bedwell – Ontario 211 Services Corporation

Jeff Kouwenberg – Atomic North 

Susan McDonald – Community Reach North Simcoe
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Pamela Hillier, Executive Director

Community Connection/211 Central East Ontario

275 First Street, Box 683

Collingwood, ON  L9Y 4E8

705.444.0040 x 234

phillier@communityconnection.ca

Michele Gaynor, Ontario Works Manager

Huron County 

Jacob Memorial Building

77722D London Road

Clinton, ON N0M 1L0

519.482.8505

mgaynor@huroncounty.ca

For more information about 211’s role in the Goderich Tornado Contact:


