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On July 29th, community members from across Charlotte, DeSoto, Manatee,
and Sarasota counties gathered at the Carlisle Inn and Conference Center
for the inaugural Breakfast of (Disaster) Champions. Hosted by The
Patterson Foundation through its Community Preparedness, Recovery, and
Resiliency initiative, the event brought together over 50 passionate
individuals ready to deepen the impact of Community Emergency
Response Teams (CERT) in our region. Attendees ranged from Community
Emergency Response Team (CERT) members to Emergency Managers to
COAD (Community Organizations Active in Disasters) and LTRG (Long Term
Recovery Group) representatives.

Attendees were reminded of The Patterson Foundation's philosophy of
“sharing our cookies,” meaning if someone has information or resources
that can be helpful to colleagues and partners, we should share that info or
resource with others rather than letting them become stale by keeping the
lid on the cookie jar. 

The keynote address was provided by Meteorologist John Scalzi of ABC7. A
trusted voice in weather, John brought perspective along with his forecast
lens. Through stories, science, and humor, he encouraged the attendees to
think more deeply about how we prepare for hurricanes and why it matters.

The group then dove into discussion questions, which sparked storytelling,
idea-sharing, and practical insights. Themes which emerged from the
discussion include the need for:

Better communication across teams and with first responders
More collaboration and shared training
Greater diversity among volunteers, especially from younger generations
and underrepresented neighborhoods
Continued investment in equipment, technology, and outreach
Culture shift where preparedness is perceived as everyone's
responsibility 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Meteorologist John Scalzi of WWSB ABC7 provided a strong
foundation for the event. Through stories, science, and a dash of
humor, he helped us think more deeply about how we prepare
for hurricanes and why it matters.

John shared a compelling story about his friend “Dave”, a well-
educated Florida resident who believed that hurricane
evacuations were overblown until Hurricane Milton taught him
otherwise. This tale served as a powerful example of confirmation
bias, that human tendency to believe we’re right and ignore
evidence to the contrary. It’s a challenge many face when trying
to inspire preparedness in our neighbors and communities.

With graphics and current data, John also showed how warming
Gulf waters are fueling the rapid intensification of hurricanes,
something we can no longer afford to underestimate.

KEYNOTE BY JOHN SCALZI,
METEOROLOGIST
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Education & Preparedness Role
Educate neighbors on how to
prepare, respond, and recover.
Raise awareness and motivate others
to take preparedness seriously.
Serve as a trusted voice in the
community before, during, and after
emergencies.
Support community outreach, public
events, and evacuation planning.
Help demystify disaster response and
promote a culture of readiness.

Inclusive & Structured Response
CERT is open to all—regardless of
age, background, or ability.
Offers a centralized and structured
approach to emergency and non-
emergency support.
Bring communication tools like
radios and FirstNet.
Professional, trained, and connected
—ready to serve in both personal and
community crises.

BREAKFAST 
OF (DISASTER)
CHAMPIONS
DISCUSSION

Question 1: Why are CERTs
Vital to Communities?

Local Well-trained Entities
Trained local volunteers—“everyday
people” with specialized skills.
Are perceived to be underutilized,
but have the capacity to make a big
difference.
Serve as the “first responders to the
first responders,” providing
immediate support during crises.
Increase capacity for local
governments by offering boots-on-
the-ground assistance, especially
pre-impact and in the early
aftermath of disasters.

Local Knowledge & Situational
Awareness

Teams understand their
community's layout, risks, and
needs.
Provide real-time intel and
situational awareness, making
responses more effective.

Attendees at each table discussed this
and reported out on their discussions.
Common themes were quickly noticed
about the responses, including the
pride that the CERT community takes
in adding value to their communities. 
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Question 2: If you had a magic wand, what would you do to
strengthen CERT teams, preparedness, and resiliency?

Communication (Internal + External)
Improve communication within CERT teams, between teams, and with first
responders and emergency management (EM).

Establishing a “middleman” role to bridge CERT and EM
Dedicated communication channels
Use of radios, drones, and other tools

Coordination & Collaboration
Emphasis on inter-team coordination and cross-agency collaboration.
Desire for stronger working relationships between CERT, emergency officials,
and community stakeholders (e.g., HOAs, property managers).

Recruitment & Retention
Attract more volunteers (aiming for 10% of the community).
Engage younger generations to combat aging team rosters.
Overcome community apathy, resistance to volunteering, and the “Dave”
mentality (people who don’t take preparedness seriously).

Community Awareness & Engagement
Calls to “get the word out” and increase community visibility of CERT.
Highlighted the importance of embedding CERT teams in vulnerable
communities and making them a priority for local leadership (e.g., HOAs).

Training & Exercises
Hands-on training and group drills.
Mobile training units to bring education directly to the community.
Consistent and realistic preparedness exercises.

Underlying Barriers
Complacency and apathy in communities
Lack of visibility or perceived value of CERT
Generational turnover and resistance to change

Conversations at each table became more animated with this question. During the
report-out, information shared encompassed the following. Themes emerged,
including: communication, coordination and collaboration, recruitment and
retention, community awareness and engagement, training and exercises, and
resources and tools. 
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 Communication & Outreach
Focus on improving visibility, coordination, and awareness across CERTs,
communities, and public agencies. 
Create a central database of CERT teams and leaders and better utilization of
social media outreach, or use of QR codes/Post-it notes for door-to-door
awareness. 
Include CERTs in community newsletters and news broadcasts.
Improve communication between CERTs, COADs, LTRGs, and the public.
Greater communication via meetings, websites, and shared platforms.  
Create centralized directories or platforms (e.g., websites, Facebook groups)
to know where CERT teams are and what communities need them.
Increase publicity for CERT through local media, newsletters, and public
events.
Invite local first responders (fire, EMS) and emergency managers into CERT
conversations.

Responses to this question were requested to be added to a comment card at each
seat. Themes emerged, including: communication and outreach, volunteer
recruitment and community engagement, training, education and capacity
building, partnerships and institutional integration, and strategic growth and
program development.
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Question 3: 
How do we expand and strengthen the CERT Ecosystem? 
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Volunteer Recruitment & Community Engagement
Develop a menu of strategies to attract, retain, and support diverse volunteers.
Offer incentives like food, events, and parties. 
Actively recruit younger and underrepresented volunteers.
Use door-to-door outreach to spark curiosity and involvement.
Education and buy-in from community members and local organizations.
Educate communities, churches and HOAs about the existence and importance of
CERT.

Training, Education & Capacity Building
Provide free training sessions and community-based courses. 
Host regional CERT meetups.
Cross-train with emergency services and other professionals.
Promote community-based peer learning and visible public drills.
Provide cross-training with other local groups and professionals.
Make drills more visible—include full demonstrations in public settings.
Share resources on grant writing, fundraising, and leadership development.

Partnerships & Institutional Integration
Foster collaboration with Fire/EMS, law enforcement, FEMA, and Emergency
Management.
Involve local responders in CERT conversations and events.
Leverage county structures and Safety Networks for CERT growth.
Encourage counties and local governments to formally embrace and support CERT
teams.
Use events and summits to bring together different stakeholders for shared planning.

Strategic Growth & Program Development
Consider long-term strategies to expand and sustain CERT teams across regions.
Identify funding sources, build program guidance.
Promote Florida CERT Association and support county initiatives.
Encourage CERT promotion at local events.
Connect CERT to COADs and Safety Networks for reach into vulnerable communities.
Build a broader regional CERT ecosystem (“network of networks”).
Host focused events in communities without CERT presence.
Develop strategies for expanding CERT’s reach through grant opportunities, public
awareness, and leadership buy-in.
Build a “network of networks” for sharing events, resources, and best practices across
counties.



A section of the CPR-R monthly newsletter is devoted to a CERT Spotlight. We
want to highlight the activities, knowledge, and actions of local CERT teams. If
your team is interested in sharing information via the CPR-R newsletter, please
email Karen Windon at kwindonTPF@gmail.com 

WHAT’S NEXT?

Maintaining communications between the Breakfast attendees is a priority. The CPR-R
team is following up on ideas submitted during and after the Breakfast, including the
development of a platform to share the great things CERTs have accomplished across
the four county region. For example, after the Breakfast, a contact on a grant writing
opportunity was shared for follow up, as well as a potential FirstNet cellular
opportunity, and ideas on CERT fundraising via community focused events. 

A day-long CERT Summit is planned for Thursday, January 29, 2026. This Summit,
hosted by The Patterson Foundation, will focus on sharing our cookies (knowledge and
experience), growing the CERT ecosystem, providing networking opportunities across
teams and between disaster entities, as well as providing practical information, tips
and tricks.

If you are interested in staying updated about this as the planning evolves, please
complete this interest form. This does not commit you to attendance, it simply ensures
you will get updates as the planning progresses.

CALL TO ACTION
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SUMMARY
CERT teams are a critical, trusted resource blending local knowledge, trained
response, and community outreach. They empower residents, extend emergency
services, and help create more resilient neighborhoods—every day, not just in
disaster.

To strengthen CERT, communities need improved communication, collaboration, and
training, backed by intentional efforts to recruit diverse volunteers, especially from
younger generations and vulnerable neighborhoods. This must be supported by
resources, technology, and consistent public engagement and education to
encourage broader participation while building a resilient, prepared culture.

The CERT community is passionate, compassionate, and ready to grow their impact
in our region.
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First
Name

Last
Name

Organization Email Phone
County(ies)
Represented

Doug Angove
Lakewood

National
CERT

Dsangove0
1@gmail.co

m

916-296-
2008

Manatee
County

Steven Ball
Bobcat Trail
CERT North

Port

sjball2112
@gmail.co

m

732-289-
4889

Sarasota
County

Xavier Berkness

Self -
Web/Commu

nications
Leader

xavier@per
c.buzz

941-353-
2400

Manatee
County

Giovanni Cantarella
University
Park CERT

giocant@g
mail.com

646-675-
5329

Manatee
County

Rick Christoff

DeSoto
County

Emergency
Management

r.christoff@
desotobocc

.com

863-993-
4831

DeSoto
County

CONTACT INFORMATION
Respondents who were willing to have their contact information shared

inside the attendee group are listed alphabetically below: 
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First
Name

Last
Name

Organization Email Phone
County(ies)
Represented

Terri Deal
Woodside

Village East

TSDCASEE
@GMAIL.C

OM

941-228-
8413

Sarasota
County

Jim
Emanuels

on
Lakewood

Ranch CERT

jimemanuel
son@lwrcer

t.org

850-396-
2695

Manatee
County

Dave Filler
Bobcat Trail

CERT

1818
coconut

palm circle
north port
FL 34288

941-716-
1859

Sarasota
County

Patrick Fuller
Charlotte

County EM

Patrick.Full
er@charlott
ecountyfl.g

ov

941-467-
4136

Charlotte
County

Joe Gargiulo
Hammock
Preserve

CERT

joegargiulo
22@hotmai

l.com

203-209-
0017

Sarasota
County

Jack Gatesy
University
Park CERT

jkgatesy@g
mail.com

941-993-
1092

Manatee
County
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First
Name

Last
Name

Organization Email Phone
County(ies)
Represented

Christina Gerken

Hope
Pathways Inc,

Long Term
Recovery

Group
Program

cgerken@h
opepathwa
ysinc.com

813-520-
9368

Manatee
County

Linda Gooen Indigo CERT
lindaggooe
n@gmail.co

m

908-295-
8457

Manatee
County

Todd Hazan Venice CERT
Toddhazan
@gmail.co

m

702-686-
5554

Sarasota
County

Gordon Holtby
Gran Paradiso

CERT

gordon.holt
by@gmail.c

om

847-612-
2571

Sarasota
County

Renée Isrel
The Patterson

Foundation
risreltpf@g
mail.com

941-920-
2604

Charlotte,
DeSoto,

Manatee,
Sarasota

Larry Johnson
River Club

CERT
lcjohnson1
@me.com

301-442-
5957

Manatee
County
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First
Name

Last
Name

Organization Email Phone
County(ies)
Represented

Heather Koester

United Way
Suncoast &

Manatee
COAD

heathermk
oester@gm

ail.com

941-539-
0621

DeSoto,
Manatee,
Sarasota

E. J. Landrith

Sarasota
County

Emergency
Management

elandrith@s
cgov.net

941-914-
2760

Sarasota
County

Steve Litschauer
Glenn Lakes

CERT

jslitschauer
@gmail.co

m

941-737-
1593

Manatee
County

Richard
MacCread

y
Gran Paradiso

Richard.Ma
cCready@g

mail.com

703-444-
3336

Sarasota
County

Brianne
Maciejows

ki

United Way
Suncoast &

Manatee
COAD

bmaciejow
ski@uwsun

coast.org

352-256-
5550

DeSoto,
Manatee,
Sarasota,

Hillsborough,
and Pinellas

Vicki Marsh
Hammock
Preserve

CERT

marshrealto
r@gmail.co

m

941-320-
0306

Sarasota
County

Molly Moore
University

Park Country
Club CERT

molly.moor
e519@gma

il.com

434-851-
3933

Manatee
County
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First
Name

Last
Name

Organization Email Phone
County(ies)
Represented

Karen Muller Indigo CERT
jkmuller85
@gmail.co

m

941-800-
7497

Manatee
County

Mike Nepi
Esplanade on
Palmer Ranch

CERT

mnepi63@
gmail.com

Sarasota
County

Tony Orfanos PRMA CERT
tony.orfano
s@gmail.co

m

847-212-
2749

Sarasota
County

Warren
"skip"

Parish
CERT/Longre

ach Project

parrish.skip
@gmail.co

m

701-303-
0900

Sarasota
County

Lourdes Ramirez
Protect Siesta

Key
Lrtask@hot

mail.com
941-266-

2601
Sarasota
County

Amanda Reuter
Hope DeSoto

LTRG

hopedesot
oed@gmail.

com

239-935-
9722

DeSoto
County
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First
Name

Last
Name

Organization Email Phone
County(ies)
Represented

Joel Richmond

Manatee
County

Emergency
Management

joel.richmo
nd@myma
natee.org

941-807-
3223

Manatee
County

Heather Smith

Florida
Department
of Health in

DeSoto
County

Heather.sm
ith@flhealt

h.gov

863-664-
0227

DeSoto
County

Sandra
Tapfuman

eyi

Sarasota
County

Emergency
Management

stapfumane
yi@scgov.n

et

941-232-
8366

Sarasota
County

Pamela Vail
Grand Palm

CERT

Dundeema
n27@gmail.

com

908-531-
2249

Sarasota
County

Leah
Verier-
Dunn

The Patterson
Foundation

lverierdunn
tpf@gmail.c

om

941-544-
8599

Sarasota
County

Karen Windon
The Patterson

Foundation

kwindonTP
F@gmail.co

m

941-720-
3035

Charlotte,
DeSoto,

Manatee,
Sarasota
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