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process.

• Supporting free mental health services to the families and 

• Promoting preparedness and resiliency in the community 
by recruiting and training local disaster responders.

• Working closely with partner agencies as a key contributor in 
the long term recovery process for West.

Over the past twelve months, the Red Cross has worked closely with 

Thanks to the generosity of donors from across Texas and around the 
country, the Red Cross announced an additional $295,000 in funding 
to the long term recovery. As part of the long term recovery process in 
West, the American Red Cross is:

• Providing resources for demolition services to 6 families 
whose homes were destroyed, allowing them to begin the 
rebuilding 

A Look at Long Term Recovery 

One year ago, an explosion at a fertilizer plant devastated the 
close-knit community of West, Texas. Known for its deep Texas 
roots and Czech heritage, the town of West has proven its 
resilience and strength as the residents heal and rebuild after 
experiencing the unthinkable.

The disaster claimed the lives of 15 people, injured more than 
200 others, and impacted more than 340 homes. Red Cross 
disaster workers were on the ground in West less than two 
hours after the explosion, helping provide immediate needs like 
shelter, food, water and emotional support. 

A Look Back

Fertilizer Plant Explosion

In addition to convening a Joint Assistance Center where residents
could get help from more than 30 local agencies, the Red Cross 
distributed clean -up supplies, comfort kits and hot meals  in the
affected neighborhoods as residents returned to their homes.

Thousands of firefighters and first responders paid their 
respects to the fallen by attending the West memorial service 
in Waco with President Obama. 

With two days’ notice, the Red Cross partnered with the 
Southern Baptist Convention and other local churches to 
serve more than 5,000 meals to the visitors attending the 
memorial. 

The Red Cross also arranged temporary housing for many of 
the visiting firefighters and first responders. 
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Staying ‘West Strong’ with Support from Red Cross

In the immediate aftermath of the tragedy, more than 
200 Red Cross disaster workers deployed to the small 
Texas town to deliver help and hope in the face of 
tragedy. Nearly 30 of those workers were mental 
health volunteers, licensed counselors who give their 
time to provide emotional guidance when it’s needed 
most. 

Nearly one year later, while great strides have been 
made on the road to recovery, mental health remains 
a major focus of the recovery efforts.

Pat Grajkowski, a fifteen year Red Cross volunteer, 
managed the mental health volunteers during the 
West response and spent weeks on the ground in the 
aftermath of the disaster. She said the community 
was in shock and experiencing emotional stress due 
to the unexpected devastation in their town, so Red 
Cross mental health volunteers acted quickly to 
deliver reassurance and hope to the residents.

“They feel like they’re going crazy, so we reassure 
them that what they are experiencing is a typical 
reaction to an abnormal situation,” Grajkowski said. 
“They will come back to feeling better, but it’s going 
to take a period of time.”

Last fall, thanks to the generosity of donors from 
across the country, the Red Cross was able to dedicate 
an additional $295,000 to the long term recovery of 
West.

In addition to supporting home demolition and 
repair, that funding is designated to mental health-
to provide reimbursements to local counselors in the 
community who deliver one-on-one support to the 
residents.

“There was a great sense of community among the 
people in West. They are very resilient. There was an 
outpouring from many different agencies to come 
over and help people,” said Grajkowski.

Dr. James Ellor is with the Medical Reserve Core in 
McClennon County, where West is located. He has 
worked hand in hand with the Red Cross to identify 
and meet the ongoing need for counseling in West. 
Up to three times per week, Dr. Ellor delivers coun-
seling in a special trailer provided by the Red Cross.

“What we are finding is that as much as 20 percent of 
the community is still feeling what I would call 
symptoms of major trauma,” Dr. Ellor said.

The funding from Red Cross has allowed more 
counselors to provide mental health services at no 
cost to the community, greatly increasing the capac-
ity for emotional and spiritual support as the one 
year anniversary approaches.
 
“Red Cross is there every day—in the form of a 
trailer, in the form of the money to support counsel-
ing,” said Dr. Ellor. “As long as there are people who 
need counseling, there will be counselors coming in, 
and they are all folks who are supported by your 
funds.”

Red Cross volunteer Pat Grajkowski said that during 
the time she spent in West, she could feel the sense 
of community and resilience. The residents were 
driven to pull together and help one another, she 
said.

“I know they are going to make it. I know they are 
going to rebuild. They are strong.”

Red Cross Mental Health Volunteer Pat 
Grajkowski spent weeks helping families in West
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Heart of Texas Chapter Executive Mark Felton (left) with Central Texas Regional 
CEO Marty McKellips  (center) and North Texas Regional CEO (right) TD Smyers
at the West memorial event in Waco, Texas.

A Message from Chapter
Executive, Mark Felton
The past twelve months have been incredibly diffi-
cult, yet the people of West have proven to be resil-
ient time and time again. 

From the residents who persevered through the 
unthinkable and the first responders who helped in 
the immediate aftermath, to the Red Cross volun-
teers who came in from around the nation to help, I 
have witnessed what it means to be ‘West Strong’. 

This community has been through so much together 
and I know they will continue to push forward 
together.

The Red Cross is grateful to the donors who give 
their support to our lifesaving mission. They are the 
ones who enable us to provide long-term support 
where it is needed most. Their gift to the Red Cross 
continues to give to the people of West.

Mark Felton
Executive Director
Heart of Texas Chapter
American Red Cross

Response by the Numbers
A year ago, a fertilizer plant explosion devastated the commu-
nity of West, Texas, and the American Red Cross gave shelter, 
food, water, relief supplies and other support to families and 
first responders– thanks to the generosity of our donors. In 
the weeks after the explosion, the Red Cross:

• Served 48,983 meals and snacks

• Handed out 19,887 relief items including comfort   
                 kits and clean up supplies

• Mobilized 231 workers and volunteers

• Provided 3,392 health and mental contacts

• Providing lodging for 289 first responders

• Met one-on-one with 373 families to guide them
                 towards available resources and tools to help them
                  get back on their feet

You can help people affected by disasters like this one, as well as countless other emergencies in our community by making a donation to American Red 
Cross Disaster Relief. To make a donation to your local chapter, visit redcross.org or call (800) 928-4271. 


