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Strong enough to be
Taos disaster-relief volunteers turn the pandemic tide
by Haven Lindsey
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EC COAD (Enchanted Circle Community Organization Active in Disasters) was formed within days of COVID-19 announcement in March 2020.
Included in this weekly consortium of committed community members are, left to right, Sonya Struck, Lisa O’Brien, AnJanette Brush, Sandy Crowther,
Erin Sanborn, Chyna Dixon, April Prout-Ralph, Jill Cline, Cheri Lyon and Darlene Vigil. Not pictured: Lindsey Pfaff Bain, Rasa Lila O'Donnell, Kristina
Ortez, Anita Bringas, Kaela Gillum, Colleen Shaunessey, Linda Calhoun, Gayle Martinez, Teresa Swayne, Marjorie Luckey, Karina Armijo, Liana
Bayles, and many others who are working in different initiatives like 100% Community, COVID Medical Task Force, Food Systems Group and more.
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the history of disasters
and emergency
THROUGHOUT
situations, we’ve
witnessed humans –
rather than fracture from a situation – grow stronger.
During the California wildfires, the floods in Texas or the aftermath
of Sept. 11, it is unlikely that First Responders, neighbors and
volunteers helping save lives, stopped to ask those they were helping
who they voted for in the last election or what their religion is or where
they were born.
In times of strife, the things we often allow to divide and limit us are
suddenly not as important as being safe, having food and shelter, and
taking care of one another. In some ways, disastrous situations make
way for opportunities to not only respond to an emergency, but to also
strengthen ties.
In early March 2020, when Gov. Lujan Grisham began to inform her
constituents that every community needed to prepare for what was
likely to become a deadly and pervasive pandemic, a small group of
community leaders came together for an initial meeting.
Like most Americans, Taos Community Foundation Director Lisa
O’Brien, Holy Cross Emergency Manager David Elliot, Kit Carson
Electric Cooperative Business & Organization Development Manager
Erin Sanborn, KCEC Chief Executive Officer Luís Reyes, and Town
of Taos Marketing Tourism Director Karina Armijo had no idea what
to expect. Yet with disaster looming, all agreed there was no time
for lengthy participant searches, mission statements or weighing
agenda items.
Within a matter of days, the group went from the seeming innocence
of pre-pandemic life to an ‘All hands on deck!’ mindset to prepare
and protect the community for the unwelcome arrival of COVID-19.
Within days, the Enchanted Circle Community Organization Active in

Disasters (COAD) was formed with the goal to put the community first
and solve unmet needs.
The initial meeting quickly expanded into a weekly COAD
consortium of a growing number of committed community leaders,
public service employees and passionate volunteers. But this wasn’t
like most community, town or government groups showing up with
individual or organizational agendas to do their part (and only their
part). Agendas and biases were checked at the virtual door as the
group, effectively led by everyone and no one, emerged with a collective
sense of cohesion, compassion and support for their community.
As is often the case during disasters and times of strife, humility held
a large seat at the COAD table. With uncertainty being the only sure
thing, the group discussed ways to identify and solve the unmet needs
of their community. Meanwhile, in the background, along with the rest
of us, the lives of the members were being disrupted in unprecedented
ways.
Children were at home trying to do remote schoolwork and adapt to
the new rules of isolation and social distancing, elderly family members
were frightened and confused, even family pets had to adjust to the new
routine of everyone being at home.
Stores were shuttered, lines were long, layoffs common and stress
was high – the dedicated COAD members were not immune to some
of the very problems they were trying to solve. Each member brought
their knowledge, resources and strengths – and as they discovered, one
of those strengths was the ability to be vulnerable.
Perhaps it is due to the presence of vulnerability that the COAD
has been able to achieve new levels of success, communication and
collaboration in a short amount of time. It can be impossible to hide or
sugarcoat the challenges of a pandemic when the dog is barking, a child is
crying, a spouse or partner walks into the room frustrated, or the sounds
of broken glass can be heard hitting the tile floor in the background.

The striking vulnerabilities of humanity were front and center as
everyone learned to juggle their own set of stressors and support one another
while never venturing from their focus to put their community first

.
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‘Agendas and biases were checked at the virtual
door as the group, effectively led by everyone and
no one, emerged with a collective sense of cohesion,
compassion and support for their community.
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Left to right,
EC COAD
members
Sandy
Crowther,
April
Prout-Ralph,
Jill Cline and
AnJanette
Brush.

Strong enough to be

vulnerable
the group said
women have had an
FROM THE ONSET
equal and equitable
voice in the COAD,
so much so that their feminine energies and nurturing, compassionate
qualities have been keys to the group’s overarching success.
According to AnJanette Brush, Taos County Commissioner, District 4,
“Women have brought a fresh energy and a voice to this group. We’re
impatient and we own it.”
Indeed, that impatience has been the catalyst to make things
happen where age-old limitations would likely have prevented that
progress prior to the pandemic. Women are natural communicators
and as the community faced a pandemic of epic proportions their
communication skills prevented a ‘left hand not knowing what the
right hand is doing’ scenario.
Emergency manager Elliot’s knowledge of other COADs and
disaster response measures has been a core component to meeting
the needs of the community. Other male leaders have also played an
integral role in funding initiatives and problem solving and continue
to do so, yet never before, they say, has the voice of the female
resonated so loudly and effectively as it has during COAD’s response
to the pandemic.
Oftentimes women run households and when they do, it is usually
by fostering a safe and loving environment with a no-nonsense, ‘pick
up your dirty socks’ approach. The matriarchal energy combines
compassionate, nurturing qualities with a common sense pragmatism
that isn’t afraid to ask, “Why not?” and certainly doesn’t abide by the,
“We’ve never done it that way before” excuse.
These are the leadership qualities women have brought to the
COAD, effectively nurturing their community with a holistic healing
style while concomitantly raising the bar to more effective and
efficient problem solving.
In one example, the group learned a growing number of senior
citizens quarantining for safety were experiencing food insecurity.

It became apparent there were two local organizations that could help
– one with a truck they weren’t utilizing and the other with access to
food and volunteers, but no way of distributing it.
With no time or patience for entertaining how things were done or
not done before the pandemic, the COAD employed their common
sense approach and within a matter of days, the previously parked truck
was loaded and volunteers were distributing food to seniors in need.
The ripple effect of those first small successes has led to larger
successes and continues to do so.
At press time, the COAD has nearly 50 active members and is
working to represent every demographic. With hope that the disaster
may soon be receding, the COAD has its eyes on the future of
economic development and preparedness.
Perhaps Taos County Commissioner, District 3, Darlene Vigil
said it best, “No one would wish this pandemic on any community,
but through the strength and resilience of the COAD, we’ve not just
survived, we’ve thrived.”

A group of the EC COAD team celebrate the Enchanted Circle’s
ability to not only survive, but actually thrive, while negotiating the
cultural and economic tsunami of the novel coronavirus pandemic
of 2020-2021. Pictured left to right are Lisa O’Brien, Sonya Struck,
Cheri Lyon, AnJanette Brush, Sandy Crowther, Chyna Dixon, April
Prout-Ralph, Jill Cline, Darlene Vigil and Erin Sanborn.
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I

I

AM INSPIRED
by the power of
collaboration our
community has
demonstrated in
addressing both the
urgent and long-term
needs of COVID-19
and beyond.

AM PROUD of our communities’
response to COVID. I have witnessed an incredible willingness
to partner and problem solve as we all
struggled to find our feet in new ways
of working.

As unfortunate as COVID has been,
it has also pushed us to find
common ground and bring our best
work to the table. I am grateful for
the relationships formed and for the
collective work we have created. Its
been a remarkable exercise in how
we continue to move forward.

T

HE PANDEMIC
has been challenging,
trying and difficult.

Yet in the midst of it all, I have
experienced the best in people
come forward, especially the
women in our community.
I am grateful for everyone in
these times.

M

Y OBLIGATION and
desire to preserve our
communities’ interest
and support vital economic and
social drivers are core to my values,
intentions, and purpose.

There is unmatched strength in
a community united, I am honored
to be part of that strength!
Devoting my time and energy
to address the unmet need in our
beautiful community is my way
of impacting meaningful change.

Chyna Dixon

Lisa M. O’Brien Erin Sanborn

Sonya Struck

WORKING LANDS

TAOS COMMUNITY FOUNDATION DIRECTOR

LOR FOUNDATION PROGRAM OFFICER

RESILIENCY INITIATIVE DIRECTOR
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KIT CARSON ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE
BUSINESS & ORGANIZATION
DEVELOPMENT MANAGER

