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Ms. Charna R. Epstein is the Director of the Crisis Prevention, Resettlement and Disaster Recovery Department at Heartland Alliance for Human Needs and Human Rights headquartered in Chicago, Illinois. As part of her duties and responsibilities, she led the Chicagoland Katrina Relief Initiative which was responsible for the resettlement in greater Chicago of more than 10,000 Gulf Coast evacuees. This nationally recognized initiative received more evacuees than any site outside of the South; none of the evacuees in Chicagoland went homeless. While her work still involves various types of disaster recovery work, most recently Haitian repatriation and recovery, Ms. Epstein spends the majority of her time on disaster planning and preparedness initiatives and on refugee resettlement in Chicago. A major project currently underway involves the development of the first Chicagoland Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster/Community Organizations Active in Disaster, bringing together partners from the public, private, and non-profit sectors to collaborate and coordinate on all phases of disaster.
Ms. Epstein has been invited to speak to various groups regarding both recovery and planning work nationwide. Most recently, she presented to the American Bar Association, Traveler’s Aid International, American Red Cross, Northwestern University, and at the University of Chicago. Prior to her work in Chicago area disaster recovery, Ms. Epstein worked as a Fellow at the Region V Response and Recovery Division of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Before her work at FEMA, she did emergency work with undocumented immigrants and refugees.

Ms. Epstein’s initial interest in developing emergency systems began while volunteering with the Israeli Defense Forces. She has lived, for brief periods, in both the Middle East and Central America. In January 2008, she was awarded the Freedom From Fear Award from Heartland Alliance. In July of the same year, she was awarded the 2008 Mary Fran Myers Scholarship award from the Natural Hazards Center at the University of Colorado at Boulder. The international scholarship competition recognizes commitment to disaster research and practice and is awarded to those with the potential for making lasting contributions to reducing disaster vulnerability.

In 2005, Ms. Epstein received an M.A. in social service administration from the University of Chicago, where she studied public policy and management, with a focus on emergency planning and management. While a graduate student at the University of Chicago, she was the recipient of two competitive and merit-based scholarship awards: the Pearl J.L. Axelrod and Edith Abbot awards. In 2009, she received an M.S. from the University of Chicago in threat and response management. She received a bachelor’s degree with high honors from Brandeis University and worked as a teacher for a period of time.
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