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Executive Summary

When disaster strikes, nonprofit organizations are critical first responders. Our region relies on nonprofits to
rush to the aid of victims and their families in the aftermath of disaster. We also rely on nonprofits to provide
ongoing support and services as the community recovers from a catastrophic event. For the National Capital
Region (NCR) to respond effectively to a large-scale emergency, its nonprofit sector must be fully prepared and integrated
into local and regional preparedness, response, and recovery plans.

Project Results
This project has fostered unmatched levels of communication, cooperation, and coordination among key 
nonprofits in the region. The accomplishments in case management coordination, volunteer coordination,
financial donations management, and in-kind donations management, as well as improved cross-sector coordi-
nation, will enable the region’s nonprofit sector to respond to emergencies more effectively than ever before. 

Key accomplishments include:
• Better on-the-ground coordination between service providers.

• Created a cooperative Case Management Model that has been accepted by five major social service
agencies, creating the “NCR Disaster Case Management Cooperative.” 

• Established standards for participation in and activation of the Cooperative, along with standards and
forms to ensure client confidentiality and acceptance of data-sharing guidelines among members.

• The NCR has been approved as a pilot site for testing and rollout of national Coordinated Assistance
Network (CAN). According to the CAN steering committee, the NCR has one of the nation’s most
advanced disaster case management programs. 

• Strengthened referral capabilities by agreement with the Greater Washington 2-1-1 Work Group.

• Created a training plan for case managers and intake specialists.

• Improved ability to mobilize and manage volunteer assistance.
• Adopted a Mutual Aid Agreement for volunteer centers in the region, who have agreed on the 

procedures to be used to conduct proactive, ongoing needs assessment with service providers during
disaster response and recovery. 

• The volunteer centers also agreed to principles of increased coordination with government partners.

• Established plans for how volunteer centers will scale up to meet needs during a major disaster,
including steps for activation of the Mutual Aid Agreement and communications plan.

• Achieved increased regional cooperation across VOADs, with guidelines for coordinated response.

• Developed up-to-date directories of Northern Virginia, Maryland, and DC VOAD members and
resources.

• Clearer standards for soliciting and handling monetary donations.
• Established principles for increased transparency to gain and maintain the trust of donors.

• Created media guidelines for coordinated and consistent messaging to support the principles.

• Developed a framework for identification and coordination of community needs.

• Enhanced plans for managing in-kind donations.
• Established plan for agencies and donors to integrate in-kind donations management into other

regional preparedness plans.
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• Outlined a communications plan for public
education about in-kind donations.

• Developed principles for regional coordina-
tion for in-kind donation warehousing and 
distribution.

• Stronger relationships with business and 
government.
• Project leaders met with public and private-

sector leaders to foster buy-in, coordination,
and cooperation. As a result, a much 
higher level of regional coordination and
cooperation now exists between nonprofits,
governments (including emergency manage-
ment), and the private sector. 

• In particular, representation within the
region’s Emergency Preparedness Council,
the Greater Washington Board of Trade
Emergency Preparedness Task Force, and the
Greater Washington 2-1-1 Working Group
helped align the efforts of the nonprofit 
sector with other regional efforts.

Background
The nature and magnitude of the 9/11 terrorist
attacks heightened awareness of the importance of 
nonprofits to communities’ response abilities for
large-scale emergencies. As a result, the NCR’s Urban
Area Homeland Security Strategy includes engaging 
“the public nonprofit community to identify and
coordinate their roles in support of regional response
and recovery.” 

While the region’s nonprofit sector responded 
effectively to recent emergencies – including 9/11,
2001’s anthrax scare, and Hurricane Isabel – the 
sector was not fully prepared to respond to larger
scale catastrophes. What if an emergency five times
larger than the Pentagon attack occurred, such as the
devastation New York City experienced on 9/11, with
thousands of casualties? 

It was clear the sector must do more to prepare for 
a large-scale event. With a grant from the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security’s Urban Areas
Security Initiative, the Nonprofit Roundtable of
Greater Washington has worked with 19 contracted
partners – 17 nonprofits and two government agen-
cies that coordinate with nonprofits – to strengthen
the sector’s response capacity for future emergencies.

Two planning coordinators were hired to manage the
process: Charles Blake, senior director of Emergency
and International Services for the American Red
Cross of the National Capital Area, and Elliot
Harkavy, an emergency preparedness consultant.
With their support, the 19 partners came together to
build the sector’s emergency response capacity
through regional coordination.

The nonprofit sector fulfills many critical functions
during disaster response and recovery to successfully
rebuild lives and communities. This project began by
establishing four working groups to address essential
nonprofit roles for regional emergencies: providing
case management, coordinating volunteers, managing
financial donations, and managing in-kind donations.
Ultimately, these functions are interrelated and must
be integrated. The process involved extensive interac-
tion between the partners, both within and between
working groups, and the results reflect a major time
and effort investment over a year of work sessions. 

Creating regional NCR plans requires coordinating
efforts across state/district lines with many jurisdic-
tions. Furthermore, most nonprofits have unique
services reflecting their locality and constituents.
Therefore, while planning regional solutions, the
working groups also found ways to accommodate a
variety of missions and roles. In addition, planning
cannot anticipate all specifics of disasters, so plans
must be flexible to allow for controlling the chaos.

The working groups were faced with the daunting
task of considering all these factors while striving to
arrive at regional, workable solutions. Each working
group rose to the challenge, as documented by the
achievements in this report.

The remainder of this report describes those achieve-
ments in greater detail, providing context for the 
particular challenges surrounding each functional
area, and showing how significant progress has 
been made. Above all, the project partners have
demonstrated they can to work together when the
worst happens – and, just as importantly, before it
happens – to respond to the National Capital
Region’s most urgent needs. 
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American Red Cross of the National Capital Area 
Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Washington
Family and Child Services of Washington, D.C., Inc.
Jewish Social Services Agency
Northern Virginia Family Service

With assistance from:
Safe Horizon
United Way of the National Capital Area 
Greater Washington 2-1-1 Work Group

Service Provision Working Group

section 1
Coordinating Case Management

Background
Every day, nonprofits throughout the National Capital Region ( NCR) provide a social safety net that serves
our region’s most vulnerable residents. When a disaster occurs, the need for such services suddenly spikes 
and the safety net must take on new dimensions. From meeting immediate needs such as food and shelter to
providing long-term assistance as people endeavor to put their lives back together, human services agencies
must scale up to respond to the people affected by a disaster. Many of these clients will be new to these 
agencies or this type of assistance. Furthermore, traumatized individuals may require services from many
agencies, and ideally, they should be able to find the help they need through a single contact point. 

Just such a situation resulted after the 9/11 attack on the Pentagon. After the attack, financial donations
poured in from across the country ($22 million from over 12,000 donors) to The Community Foundation
for the National Capital Region (CFNCR) for the Survivor’s Fund Project to provide long-term assistance 
to those injured by the event physically and/or emotionally, including families of the deceased, American
Airlines personnel, and first responders. CFNCR selected Northern Virginia Family Service (NVFS) to 
collaborate with them to develop and implement the program. 

The mission of the Survivor’s Fund Project is to provide recovery support through two primary means: 
intensive case management and financial assistance. The case management aspect of the program is based, in
part, on the experience of human service providers following the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. Several key
lessons were learned from that event, which claimed 168 lives. Those lessons included the importance of 
recognizing long-term recovery needs, addressing survivors’ mental health needs, ensuring that the work is
client-centered, and taking care of the caretakers. 

Project Description
The key challenge facing human services nonprofits was how to take proven models and lessons learned to
develop a scalable system across several organizations in the event of a larger disaster. To address this need,
the Service Provision Working Group was formed to establish a common vision for coordinating case 
management services. 

A key principle of the working group was to supplement and not supplant other emergency planning and
coordination processes, such as those of the region’s VOADs (Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster), 
to which several working group members also belong. (The important role of VOADs is discussed in 
Section 3 of this report). In particular, the focus of the working group was on long-term social services case
management. Building on lessons learned from 9/11 by both NVFS and the New York United Services
Group, the working group has made significant progress on procedures and systems that for coordinated,
region-wide disaster case management.
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This section will describe the work of the Service
Provision Working Group, focusing on the following
key accomplishments:

Established a case management model and
participation standards defining how services
will be provided to disaster victims. The 
five nonprofits that form the working group
have signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) agreeing to adopt 
the model and form the National Capital
Region Disaster Case Management
Cooperative (the Cooperative or CMC).

Established standards for participation in 
and activation of the Cooperative, which 
have been adopted by the five participating
agencies.

The NCR has been approved as a pilot 
site for testing and rollout of the national
Coordinated Assistance Network (CAN),
including a technology tool for case 
management that has been accepted by the
Cooperative. The Cooperative is also working
with Greater Washington 2-1-1 to create a
resource database of human services available
for disaster clients.

Creation of a training plan and curriculum 
for case managers and intake specialists.

As part of this project, NVFS also created a report 
on lessons learned in the first three years of the
Survivor’s Fund Project. 

Case Management
Model

The working group has established and adopted 
a Case Management Model that makes recommenda-
tions for human services system improvements based
on experiences following the attacks of September 11,
2001. Drawing directly from the lessons learned 
during the response to the 9/11 tragedies in the 
NCR and New York City, the intent of this model is
to provide guidance for the coordinated response 
of social services organizations in the event of a
future disaster large enough to require inter-agency
coordination. 

The members of the working group have signed a
Memorandum of Understanding agreeing to adopt
this model for providing case management services 
to victims of disaster in the NCR. By doing so, they
have become the founding members of the Disaster
Case Management Cooperative (the Cooperative 
or CMC). The signatory agencies also agree that 
this plan is an operational guideline, and that all
agencies must be flexible and open to attempts to
accommodate any specific situations and needs 
created by the disaster. 

The integrated service recommendations in this model
address the goals of facilitating and enhancing the
coordination of service provision to people who could
be affected by a future emergency. Participating agen-
cies will remain independent service providers and will
participate in team efforts that enable clients to receive
services in a coordinated fashion. The extent of human
service needs resulting from the disaster will determine
the level of agency coordination necessary to manage
clients’ recovery effectively. The following is a brief
summary of the major components of the scaled up
case management model.

Staff: The centerpiece of this model is a network of
case managers who are trained in the assistance and
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Types of Disaster
Emergency preparedness requires communities to “expect the
unexpected.” Plans must be flexible enough to accommodate
any potential disaster. However, some types of disaster are
more common and more likely than others because of geogra-
phy and other factors. By looking at past disaster response and
recovery efforts for different types of disaster, planners can
anticipate community needs and develop plans that will work
in a wide range of emergency situations. While only the most
severe incidents would results in the activation of the
Cooperative, types of disaster that might affect the NCR
include:
• Fires (most common)
• Building collapses
• Water main breaks
• Weather emergencies (winter and summer)
• Coastal storms
• Hurricanes
• Nuclear accidents
• Technological accidents
• Pestilence (e.g., West Nile Virus)
• Terrorism
• Tornadoes
• Earthquakes
• Mass transportation accidents
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benefits available across a range of private, nonprofit
and public agencies. All clients will be served by a
case management team consisting of a primary case
manager and two secondary case managers. The pri-
mary case manager will have greater experience and
training to handle the more intensive issues, while
the secondary case managers will focus mainly on the
more basic issues. Each team will have the support 
of a “program associate” who will be responsible for
researching and developing resources and collateral
contacts to ease the burden on the case managers.
This team approach shall provide consistency and
increased access for the clients in addition to support
for the case managers.

Training: Pre-disaster training is essential for the 
success of this model. NVFS has compiled a training
manual for administrative policies and forms. This
manual will be utilized in combination with a 
curriculum (described in 1D) specifically created to
train staff on issues including basic case management
skills, disaster mental health skills and staff self-care.
The training model includes the use of “readiness
teams” composed of staff from each participating
agency who will be trained as trainers prior to a 
disaster, and then responsible for the implementation
of training modules to train large numbers of staff
when scaling up becomes necessary.

Financial distribution: It is unpredictable whether
there will be the same level of donations and funds
available to service agencies and clients again in the
same manner as after 9/11. However, in the event
that there are direct financial benefits and services
available for clients on a large scale, the implementa-
tion of a distribution committee to oversee the
process will be a starting point, with scalability
depending on the scope of the given disaster. The
working group recommends that agencies consider
creating a list of basic needs that are prevalent in a
majority of client cases. The purpose of this list
would be to provide a baseline for “pre-approval” of
financial assistance up to a certain limit, subject to
documented proof of the client’s connection to the
stated disaster. This would save time spent by the 
distribution committee on case presentations and
approvals, and would streamline the application
process for clients.

Client mental health support: It is essential to 
promote awareness of mental health issues for all
case management clients, regardless of whether the
services are provided directly by staff from a partici-
pating agency or the client is referred out for services.
Initial assessments by case managers may reveal 
that clients have mental health needs beyond what
the staff is trained to and/or expected to address.
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Referrals will be made to mental health professionals
from a list of resources that will be compiled 
pre-disaster, and which will be supplemented and
updated on a regular basis.

Supervision of staff: The working group recommends
a structure of weekly individual supervision for
case managers and program associates, regular case
conferences for all staff and supervisors, and consul-
tation with a grief and trauma expert, as needed. To
maintain the feasibility of this structure, it is impor-
tant to ensure that supervisors have adequate support
(administrative, number of responsibilities, sufficient
supervisor to staff ratio) to be able to provide quality,
focused supervision on a regular basis.

Staff self-care: A key lesson from 9/11 and
Oklahoma City is that it is vital for staff to be sup-
ported by consistent clinical supervision, as described
above, and through regular “self-care” events and
assistance to help prevent “burnout” and vicarious
traumatization. This is an important consideration
for the needs of staff that are performing the work
either directly with clients, as well as in support roles. 

Documents and recordkeeping: The working group
recommends that recordkeeping should follow 
standard professional requirements (NASW, APA,
ACA) regarding documentation of client contacts. 
A comprehensive list of all documents from intake 
to case closing is detailed in the working group’s 
documentation of the plan. The working group also
recommends that a pre-disaster decision be made by
agencies about keeping hard copies of client notes
versus entering directly in a database.

Participation and
Activation

The founding members of the Cooperative constitute
the executive committee, which will be responsible
for building a core of participating agencies. Agencies
wishing to join the Disaster Case Management
Cooperative may apply to the executive committee 
at any time by completing a participating agency 
survey. The executive committee will determine,
based on the survey, whether the agencies qualify as
members of the Cooperative. 

In the event of a catastrophic incident, members of
the Cooperative will be contacted to provide more
detailed information about capacity, ability to mobi-
lize staff, and their agency’s capacity for participating
in a regional response.

In order to participate fully in the Cooperative, the
five founding agencies have agreed to the following
guidelines, which will also apply to any other agen-
cies wishing to participate: 

Each agency must:
• Be a nonprofit social service agency.

• Have adequate technology resources to commu-
nicate with other agencies electronically and 
to access a shared database and other internet-
based tools.

• Be willing and able to commit time, energy, 
and resources to becoming part of a coordinated
system.
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Ordinary Responses to an
Extraordinary Event
As part of their training, case managers will learn to recognize
typical physical and mental responses to disaster that can 
manifest immediately after the event or over the long term.
These responses include:
• Disbelief
• Nightmares
• Startle reactions
• Guilt
• Sleep disturbances
• Disorientation
• Numbness
• Difficulty concentrating
• Feeling overwhelmed
• Shock
• Apathy/depression
• Irritability
• Muscle tremors
• Restlessness
• Difficulty making decisions
• Fatigue
• Fear
• Moodiness
• Withdrawal
• Amnesia
• Anxiety
• Gastrointestinal distress

1d
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During the recovery phase, each agency is 
expected to:
• Participate in a shared database of disaster-affect-

ed clients that will coordinate relevant client
information with other member agencies. This
involves the signing of a detailed confidentiality
agreement.

• Ask clients to sign a release of information.

• Provide information on the skills of case 
management staff (e.g., social work experience,
language skills, or educational degree).

• Send all case management staff to relevant 
trainings.

• Designate an appropriate high-level staff 
representative to attend operational committee
meetings, e.g., case management and technology
committee meetings, and to other meetings as
decided by the members of the Cooperative.

• Provide access to information/updates/data on
case management activities and agency programs/
policies as needed by the Cooperative.

• Where feasible and appropriate, train other 
network agencies on guidelines/services and 
allow case managers from other agencies to 
access these services directly on behalf of clients.

• Ensure that case managers have access to the
applications and guidelines of other agencies 
and other programs providing assistance to 
disaster victims, and are able to help clients fill
out applications, and to access services and
benefits for which they may be eligible.

• Provide reports to the Cooperative as necessary.

In return for the above participation, each agency
will receive:
• Access to all network technology tools, including

training and basic support.

• High-quality staff trainings with up-to-date 
information on available assistance and support
in effectively performing case management.

• Additional and frequent access to shared 
information through e-mails and meetings.

• New clients that are in line with the agency’s
guidelines.

• Placement/links to the agency’s website on the
Cooperative’s website, and the opportunity, when
appropriate, to include information in network
communications.

• The ability to be a part of, and actively contribute
to, a new model of coordinated service.

In addition to these guidelines, the Cooperative has
also developed specific standards of participation
members must agree to, an application packet and
procedures for organizations wishing to join the
Cooperative, and standards and forms to ensure
client confidentiality and acceptance of data-sharing
standards. 

The Cooperative has also developed an activation plan
that outlines procedures to initiate the Cooperative
following a major disaster event. Following a major
disaster event that appears to reach the threshold of
activation, the participating agencies will determine
the need to activate the Cooperative.
• The American Red Cross for the National

Capital Area shall serve as the Cooperative’s
coordinating agency.

• Any participating agency may call for a meeting
(conference call) to discuss the need to activate
the Cooperative.

• The decision to activate the Cooperative will be
based on a consensus of the committee.

• It will not be necessary for all participating 
agencies to begin casework efforts immediately in
order to agree to activate the Cooperative. 

• Upon activation, the governance committee and
the distribution committee shall meet on an
appropriate schedule to meet the needs of the
disaster response.

The activation plan is based on the following
assumptions:
• The plan will be activated to facilitate long-term

casework and assistance to clients following a
major disaster incident in the NCR. This 
long-term effort will begin after the emergency
response phase of the disaster response.

• Participation of appropriate agencies is voluntary,
but is based on a set of agreed-upon standards
and policies.
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• This plan cannot anticipate every contingency 
for every type of disaster. Some procedural 
decisions must be left until the time of activation
and be based on the needs of the disaster 
incident, the resources available, and the 
participating agencies. When possible, this plan
may identify these procedural decision points
and suggest an option.

• At a minimum, this activation plan will be
reviewed annually by the participating agencies’
representatives and distributed to all member
agencies and other appropriate organizations.

It is anticipated that the needs of the disaster 
operation will require decisions to modify and 
specify the methods of cooperation and case 
management. To facilitate these decisions, the 
following general policies and resources are agreed
upon in advance:
• A contact list of agency staff and appropriate

community representatives shall be maintained
and updated regularly.

• Client eligibility criteria for case management
services by each agency shall be collected 
centrally for appropriate referrals and tracking. 

• The Coordinated Assistance Network (CAN) 
software and technology (described below) will 
be deployed to provide centralized coordination
among participating agencies.

• The 2-1-1 Directory of Services (described below)
will be used for resource identification and client
referral.

• A single hotline will be established to offer
clients one point of entry into the network of
agencies providing assistance. Each agency will
assist in the public awareness of this central 
hotline using the agreed upon standardized 
language. The establishment of this hotline 
will not prevent an individual agency from 
establishing and promoting its own method of
client contact and fundraising.

In addition to the executive committee, which is
responsible for maintaining the ongoing activities of
the Cooperative, the activation plan also calls for the
creation of a governance committee after a disaster
event to provide oversight and guidance for the
Cooperative. The governance committee is author-
ized to establish additional subcommittees to carry

out the activities of the Cooperative. These subcom-
mittees should include a distribution committee to
oversee the allocation of funds for assistance based
on casework performed by the member agencies’ 
case management teams.

This activation plan cannot identify and preplan 
all steps necessary to accomplish the goal of 
coordinating agency assistance to a large client 
population following a major disaster event. There
remain several decisions that must be made, taking
into account the size and scope of the specific 
disaster event. These decisions include, but are not
limited to:
• Fund administration: The establishment of a 

disaster-specific community fund to generate
donations and distribute those funds to 
participating agencies, or, identification of 
other funding sources appropriate to the needs 
of long-term casework applications.

• Assistance levels: The appropriate scale and
scope of financial assistance must be determined
based on the type of disaster, its affect on the
clients, and the amount of available funds.

• Schedule of committee meetings.

• Pre-approved assistance: Some types of assistance
can be pre-identified and a standardized level of
assistance established, giving authority to the case
management system to provide such assistance
without oversight committee approval.

• Public communications: Standard public 
awareness language and messages should be
adopted and used by all participating agencies.

Technology Tools: CAN
and 2-1-1

Two important technologies are required to support
coordinated disaster case management in the NCR: a
client-information database and a resources database.

In its report on lessons learned from the Survivor’s
Fund Project, NVFS describes how early in that proj-
ect, staff used multiple unrelated databases for client
tracking and referral, making overarching case 
management extremely difficult. Furthermore, none
of the existing software packages met the project’s
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unique needs. During the second year, the project
contracted with a local IT consulting firm to develop
a custom database to meet the project’s complete
data needs and integrate all the functions into one
system, and the resulting database was implemented
during the third year of the project.

The experience of NVFS is indicative of how technol-
ogy is essential to coordinated case management after
a disaster. The value of a comprehensive database
only becomes greater when a large-scale disaster
requires that case management be shared across 
multiple agencies. The goal of a client-information
database is to support coordinated services while 
protecting victim confidentiality. Such a database
allows case managers to track information so as to
facilitate referrals, reduce inadvertent duplication or
fraud, and improve accountability. 

After exploring multiple options, the Cooperative has
decided to participate in the Coordinated Assistance
Network (CAN) system that is under development by
a number of national organizations. This national
group is developing a disaster victims database that
could be deployed anywhere in the country during a
disaster. The NCR has been approved as a pilot site
for testing and rollout. The Cooperative’s work to
date has already exceeded the expectations of the
national CAN steering committee, with the NCR
demonstrating one of the most advanced disaster
case management programs in the nation.

The Cooperative will be creating a long-term working
plan for implementation of CAN, including the pilot
project and preparing for the potential use of the
CAN system in the event of an actual large-scale 
disaster in the NCR.

A database of referral resources is the other key 
technology tool that can enable coordinated case
management. The resources database envisioned by
the working group would include information on
nonprofit and governmental services available
throughout the NCR. Currently, there is no single
comprehensive resources database for the region, but
instead separate databases for Northern Virginia, the
District of Columbia, and (still under development)
suburban Maryland. A regional resources database
would be important for many purposes, including
not just serving disaster victims but primarily 
supporting information and referral systems (such 
as 2-1-1) and provision of day-to-day services.

To this end, the Cooperative is coordinating with 
the Greater Washington 2-1-1 Work Group, which
was convened by the Nonprofit Roundtable of
Greater Washington (with the United Way of the
National Capital Area and The Community
Foundation for the National Capital Region as active
members). The 2-1-1 Work Group is developing a
cross-jurisdictional information and referral database
for the region that would provide comprehensive
information on agencies, allowing case managers to
connect their clients with the services they need in
the most efficient manner possible. This database 
will be available for disaster services, 2-1-1 informa-
tion and referral, and other purposes. 

Training 
Plan 

Proper training is an essential component both 
for the successful implementation of the Case
Management Model outlined above and to ensure
high quality client service delivery. Cooperative
members agreed that a “train-the-trainer” model
should be developed in an effort to avoid training
large numbers of existing staff who may leave an
agency before being called upon to serve victims of a
disaster. It also facilitates preparing to scale up if a
large number of new case managers need to be hired
and trained quickly in the aftermath of a disaster. 

This model will produce a cadre of trained staff
employed by the participating agencies in the
Cooperative who will be available to train existing
case managers at participating agencies on an 
ongoing basis (“pre-disaster”) and newly hired staff
that may be recruited in large numbers after a 
large-scale event (“post-disaster”). Cooperative 
members have agreed that each participating agency
will attempt to identify a minimum of three staff at
their agency that will be trained to be trainers.
Candidates for training from each agency should be
highly skilled direct services or supervisory staff, with
an existing training background, or other agency 
staff with qualifying experience. 

These staff will form a training committee under the
supervision of selected members of the Cooperative.
This committee will be responsible for planning 
and facilitating the specific case manager trainings –
identifying space and other resources, finalizing 
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training curricula, updating resources, and so forth.
This committee will also attend occasional “refresher”
trainings and updates as directed by the members of
the Cooperative.

Outside consultants and agencies with an expertise 
in a specific area may be used to initially train the
trainers. Once the team of trainers is trained, the
expectation is that they will be sufficiently prepared
to train the case managers on most topics. There may
be an ongoing need to use an outside expert or 
consultant to facilitate the case manager training 
for a specific module if the topic is identified as
something that requires expertise at a level that 
the Trainers cannot duplicate. All members of the
Cooperative will identify what local resources are
available. For instance, outside agencies and organiza-
tions in the nonprofit, private and governmental 
sectors may be willing to donate time to provide this
type of training. The possibility of videotaping expert
trainers on identified topics is also being explored.

The Cooperative has identified six core “training
modules.” These topics are not intended to be an
exhaustive list, but rather, to encompass a working
outline of essential training topics identified at 
the time of the signing of the MOU. Specific 
components from each module can be mixed and
matched with others, to create a tailored training
agenda to meet the needs of the case managers at 
any given time. 

• Introductory materials and “The Big Picture”
• The disaster cycle
• Framework: the NCR Disaster Case Management

Cooperative
• Skill building
• Networking and resource sharing
• Role plays and exercises

A sample PowerPoint presentation and additional
handouts and curricula for topics pertaining to the
skill building module were developed by the working
group, and the remaining curricula for each topic 
will be developed in the future as part of the 
implementation phase of this training plan.

Conclusion
The Cooperative recognizes that fully achieving its
vision will take considerable time and ongoing effort.
However, by establishing and adopting a Case
Management Model, as well as determining the 
standards, procedures, and technology needed to
implement that model, it has set the stage for better
on-the-ground coordination among service providers
during and after a regional emergency. 

Clearly, the technology tools identified and adopted
by the Cooperative are critical components in execut-
ing coordinated case management. Members of the
Cooperative are engaged in ongoing discussions with
the CAN steering committee about the feasibility 
of this real time deployment, roll-out and activation
capabilities, training of users on the CAN system,
configurations to the system based on local and 
disaster-driven needs, and drafting participation
agreements for current and future partners. Similar
discussions are also under way with the Greater
Washington 2-1-1 Working Group. The Cooperative
will continue to seek further ways these core tech-
nologies could be used improve service coordination
for disaster victims.

Finally, training for case managers and other social
services staff throughout the region will be key to
preparing for a disaster, executing the Cooperative’s
plans, and using the chosen technology tools.
Implementation of the training plan and the creation
of a more detailed curriculum will be continued in
the next stage of the Cooperative’s implementation
process.
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Alexandria Volunteer Bureau
Arlington Volunteer Office
Greater DC Cares
Montgomery County Volunteer Center
Prince George’s Volunteer Center
Voluntary Action Center of the Prince William Area
Volunteer Fairfax

DC VOAD
Maryland VOAD
Northern Virginia VOAD

Volunteer Center Coordination 
Working Group

section 2 
Coordinating Volunteers

Background
While volunteer centers typically work independently to serve their local communities and constituents, dur-
ing an emergency, they may be called into action in coordination with Emergency Operations Centers and
service agencies, including Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD) members and Citizen Corps
programs. 

One of the key lessons learned from the 9/11 attack on the Pentagon is that when a regional disaster occurs,
region-wide volunteer management cooperation and coordination will be critical to successful response and
recovery. To that end, volunteer centers can fulfill several important roles. Before any disasters occur, as part
of ongoing emergency preparedness, volunteer centers can work to increase the number of trained, affiliated
volunteers. The time to train a useful volunteer is before the disaster, not after, when resources must be 
keenly focused on direct response and recovery efforts. 

While the goal is to train volunteers prior to an emergency, there will always be a surge of unaffiliated 
volunteers who step forward to help after a disaster. During disaster response and recovery, volunteer centers
can assist nonprofits and government agencies in making the most effective use of all volunteers. In particular,
volunteer centers can manage this surge of unaffiliated volunteers. This is critical because the poor manage-
ment of spontaneous volunteers can potentially exacerbate the disaster's impact. Volunteers who flock to a
disaster site can overwhelm first responders, clog the response effort, create safety hazards, or even create
security hazards. 

By organizing volunteers and deploying them when and where they are needed most, volunteer centers can
ensure that rescue/recovery operations are not adversely affected by an influx of unaffiliated volunteers, while
still allowing concerned individuals to express sympathy and provide tangible support to their communities
through volunteerism.

Project Description
As part of this project, seven volunteer centers in the region have come together to form the Volunteer
Center Coordination Working Group. Each volunteer center plays a unique role in its jurisdiction’s response
and recovery in the event of a disaster. For example, some centers operate as nonprofits, while others are gov-
ernment agencies. Some volunteer centers manage their Citizen Corps Council, while others' roles with their
Councils are still developing. Some are in direct and frequent contact and coordination with their local
Office of Emergency Management (OEM), while others have limited contact with their OEM. These unique

VOAD Working Group
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roles have proved challenging in the development of
a seamless plan for the volunteer mobilization of the
region. However, the seven centers have developed
plans that can be shaped to fit each jurisdiction and
each disaster while developing strong relationships
with each other for support. 

At the same time, the three regional Voluntary
Organizations Active in Disaster (VOADs) have iden-
tified opportunities and plans for coordination and
collaboration for future regional incidents. Local
VOAD agencies may be represented by the DC,
Northern Virginia and/or Maryland VOADs. (Note:
The Northern Virginia VOAD is a regional VOAD
that is also part of a larger Virginia State VOAD).

As a result of the efforts of both these volunteer-ori-
ented working groups, the region is now better pre-
pared to mobilize and manage volunteer assistance
during an emergency. This section will describe the
work of the Volunteer Center Coordination Working
Group and the VOAD Working Group, focusing on
the following key accomplishments:

Mutual Aid Agreement between seven volun-
teer centers serving the National Capital
Region.

Plans for how volunteer centers will scale up
to meet needs during a major disaster, includ-
ing steps for activation of the Mutual Aid
Agreement and a communications plan.

Procedures to be used by volunteer centers to
conduct proactive, ongoing needs assessment
with service providers during disaster
response and recovery. 

Principles for strengthening volunteer center
coordination with government.

Increased regional coordination and coopera-
tion across VOADs in the region, with guide-
lines for coordinated response created in part-
nership with the National VOAD.

Development of up-to-date directories of
Northern Virginia, Maryland, and DC VOAD
members and resources. 

Mutual Aid 
Agreement

The Volunteer Center Coordination Working Group
arrived at a Mutual Aid Agreement Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) that establishes a common
vision of providing unaffiliated/spontaneous volun-
teer assistance in times of emergency and the proce-
dures by which the group will administer such aid.
The purpose of the agreement as outlined in the
MOU is threefold:
• To enable volunteer centers to identify and devel-

op resources that may be shared during disasters.

• To strengthen mutual aid and support mecha-
nisms among volunteer centers.

• To build the capacity of volunteer centers during
disasters.

The agreement also assumes that the volunteer centers
will follow the direction and leadership of their home
jurisdictions during disaster, that they will meet the
needs of their home jurisdictions as their first priority,
and that they will share resources under the terms of
the agreement if such resources are available.

Given the purposes and assumptions outlined above,
by signing the Mutual Aid Agreement, the seven vol-
unteer centers agreed to three provisions. 

First, they agreed to participate in all emergency com-
munications plans and protocols established by the
volunteer centers. This provision of the MOU stipu-
lates that the volunteer centers will:
• Establish internal communication procedures for

communications with other volunteer centers
during disasters.

• Establish internal communications procedures for
contacting volunteers.

• Maintain communications logs for emergency
requests and response.

• Participate in sharing information with other vol-
unteer centers through common database systems
or other mechanisms adopted by the regional
volunteer centers.

• Develop and maintain a region-wide communica-
tions plan and procedural manual in times of dis-
aster, and provide support to each other in accor-
dance with the plan and manual.
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Second, the volunteer centers agreed to develop and
maintain relationships with partner organizations
active in disaster. This includes seeking representation
in VOADs and membership in local Citizen Corps
Councils (if applicable). In addition, each center will
maintain close working relationships with its jurisdic-
tion's American Red Cross office and emergency
management agency.

Finally, the MOU states that by signing, each organi-
zation reaffirms its commitment to collaboration and
cooperation by and between the other volunteer cen-
ters of the National Capital Region. The MOU also
contains an indemnification clause and provisions for
termination of the agreement. 

Scaling Up: Activation
and Communications

Each volunteer center has a distinct role in its juris-
diction’s disaster plan as well as varying levels of
capacity limits depending upon staff, technology
availability, and the type of disaster affecting the
region. The Mutual Aid Agreement is not intended
to overshadow the role the volunteer centers play
within the emergency planning of their own jurisdic-
tions and roles they play in the recovery of their own
community. The focus of the group is to develop a
system of support among the volunteer centers of the
NCR and to develop plans that support a coordinat-
ed effort on the part of nonprofits throughout the
region. Furthermore, the agreement exists to supple-
ment, not supplant, other emergency planning and
coordination processes.

To be sure the volunteer centers participating in the
Mutual Aid Agreement will able to meet the needs of
their respective communities and the region as a
whole, the working group established the following
sequence of events when a disaster occurs:
• Volunteer centers will begin establishing their

response based upon the individual volunteer
center response plan and the agreements estab-
lished within their respective jurisdictions.

• Volunteer centers will utilize a general public
statement as agreed upon.

• Volunteer centers will convene via conference call
to determine full activation or partial activation
of mutual aid.

• Standards and timeline for activation will be
established.

• Meetings and recurrence will be determined.

• Deactivation criteria will be determined.

It is expected that spontaneous volunteers may begin
calling any and all volunteer centers. Accordingly, the
volunteer centers will adhere to the following guide-
lines for managing volunteers when the Mutual Aid
Agreement is activated:
• Non-lead volunteer centers will intake and

process all volunteers that contact them.

• Unless there are specific volunteer opportunities
available within the non-lead volunteer center’s
jurisdiction or specific requests are made by their
nonprofit partners, it is understood that the non-
lead center will hold the volunteers processed
until requests are made within the affected area. 

• Non-lead volunteer centers should not instruct
volunteers to go to the scene or to the lead vol-
unteer center’s office.

• During the conference call or similar communi-
cation between volunteer centers, non-lead cen-
ters will be instructed in what ways the lead vol-
unteer center needs assistance.

• The non-lead volunteer centers will then instruct
their volunteers-in-waiting on when and how to
access the volunteer mobilization center of the
affected jurisdiction. These volunteers will then
become the volunteers of the lead volunteer cen-
ter and will be the responsibility and liability of
that center/jurisdiction.

Another key component of scaling up to deal with
disaster is how the volunteer centers will communi-
cate with each other, their nonprofit partners, and the
general public. 

The working group developed a communications plan
to outline a simple procedure to contact other volunteer
centers as part of the Mutual Aid agreement, and to
allow volunteer centers to come together to identify
issues and make recommendations for solving problems.
The plan also supports the creation of a uniform 
message that will represent the interests of the volunteer
centers, their respective jurisdictions, nonprofit partners,
and volunteers that is consistent with and agreeable 
to the local offices of emergency management.
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The Metro Coalition of Volunteer Centers meets on
a regular basis. Volunteer centers will use this time to
update one another on emergency response and
recovery programs and needs assessment conducted
in their jurisdictions. Additionally, members will
maintain a current contact list for each volunteer cen-
ter representative and an alternate to be used to call
upon members to activate mutual aid in the event of
a disaster. 

It is assumed that all volunteer centers in the metro-
politan area will be either directly or indirectly affect-
ed by regional disasters. Volunteer centers will recom-
mend that a standard message be used upon the
onset of the emergency or disaster to direct potential
volunteers to the appropriate volunteer center, until
more specific instructions are developed. Volunteer
centers will then provide specific information on
their website or phone about their community’s
response and recovery effort.

After the volunteer centers are able to hold a confer-
ence call, the lead volunteer center (which is the cen-
ter serving the jurisdiction affected by the disaster
[multiple centers may serve as lead only when multi-
ple jurisdictions are affected]) will recommend a
more specific message regarding need for and use of
volunteers in that jurisdiction. This message will be
collectively shared with the media and potential vol-
unteers in accordance with local public information
policies and procedures. 

Additionally, the plan stipulates that volunteers
should not be recruited to respond to the disaster by
another volunteer center, unless specifically requested
by the lead volunteer center. If volunteers contact a
non-lead center to assist, only basic intake informa-
tion will be obtained. However, a non-lead volunteer
center may choose to mobilize a recruitment and

intake system in order to respond to the directive of
its office of emergency management or to aid the
recovery efforts within its own community.

The plan also outlines the following guidelines for
internal communication among volunteer centers: 
• Each volunteer center will mobilize to meet the

needs of their community in response to direc-
tions from their local emergency management
authorities. 

• Communication between volunteer centers
should be established as soon as logistically possi-
ble, but within 24 hours of the disaster. The pres-
ident of the Metro Coalition of Volunteer
Centers (or an appointee) will convene a confer-
ence call and use the emergency contact list to
provide call-in information to the group.

• A memorandum of understanding will be estab-
lished with an organization (such as the Points of
Light Foundation or the Metropolitan
Washington Council of Governments) to set up a
conference call. 

In addition, volunteer centers will ensure that mes-
sages are consistent with directions from their local
public information officers and/or offices of emer-
gency management. Finally, volunteer centers will
continue to communicate through the recovery
phase and while activation of mutual aid is in effect. 

Needs Assessment
Procedures

The seven volunteer centers have developed the fol-
lowing process for determining the volunteer needs
of the local nonprofit community, VOADS, and gov-

Steering Volunteers in the Right Direction
Immediately following a disaster, the volunteer centers will agree upon a standard, shared message until more specific instructions
can be developed. The communications plan includes the following sample message:

“During the current emergency, (insert volunteer center name here), in collaboration with other members of the Washington DC
Metro Coalition of Volunteer Centers, requests that anyone interested in volunteering contact their local volunteer center by phone or
website, or call 1-800-VOLUNTEER (1-800-865-8683) to be connected to the volunteer center nearest where you live. Please do not
go to the scene of the disaster since that could slow down or hinder rescue operations. Your local volunteer center will tell you
where, when and if your assistance is needed. We urge everyone to attend to the needs of your family and neighbors first and follow
the instructions of your local emergency management agency.”

1d



vo
lu

n
teers

The Nonprofit Roundtable of Greater Washington 17

ernment response agencies during disaster response
and recovery. Each jurisdiction will implement this
process in accordance with its county’s emergency
response system. 

In the event of an emergency or disaster in the NCR
that requires the operation of a volunteer reception
center or volunteer mobilization center for unaffiliat-
ed volunteers, the volunteer centers will:
• Alert all nonprofits, VOADs, Citizen Corps

Councils (if applicable), and the lead emergency
volunteer management agency of their jurisdic-
tion (if applicable) that the volunteer center has
activated its volunteer reception center or volun-
teer mobilization center.

• Activate the Mutual Aid Agreement, if necessary,
and alert the others participating in the agree-
ment of this development.

• Educate and/or coordinate with emergency part-
ners, nonprofits, and government agencies on
how the volunteer center can assist them in times
of emergency or disaster, how to contact the vol-
unteer center for spontaneous volunteers, how
these volunteers can best be used, and the
process by which requests for these volunteers are
made. 

• Fill out a “Need for Volunteers” request form on
behalf of the nonprofit or agency making the
request.

During the recovery phase of an emergency or disas-
ter, the volunteer centers will continue to keep all
nonprofits, VOAD(s), Citizen Corps Councils, and
the lead emergency volunteer management agency of
each jurisdiction apprised of the availability of spon-
taneous volunteers and the process by which to best
support these groups in volunteer placement.

Coordination with
Government

In the event of an emergency or disaster in the NCR,
it is imperative for emergency management agencies
and other government organizations to be aware of
the capabilities of the region’s volunteer centers. In
particular, officials should know that volunteer cen-
ters can establish volunteer reception centers and vol-
unteer mobilization centers to respond to the surge

of spontaneous volunteers and to supply nonprofits
and government agencies with volunteers.

Accordingly, the working group developed the fol-
lowing principals for strengthening coordination with
these government groups before, during and after an
incident in the NCR. In preparation for an emer-
gency or disaster, volunteer centers will:
• Communicate regularly with their local office of

emergency management.

• Engage in the activities and meetings of their
local VOAD.

• Maintain strong communication with their local
Citizen Corps Council (where applicable).

• Educate and/or coordinate with emergency part-
ners, nonprofits, and government agencies on how
the volunteer center can assist them in times of
emergency or disaster, how to contact the volun-
teer center for spontaneous volunteers, how these
volunteers can best be used, and the process by
which requests for volunteers are made. 

• Update the other volunteer centers on any
changes to the policies or procedures in times of
disaster of their jurisdiction’s office of emergency
management.

VOAD 
Coordination 

When disaster occurs, VOADs (Voluntary
Organizations Active in Disaster) play a critical role.
VOADs are not direct service providers; instead, they
are membership organizations that coordinate plan-
ning efforts of many voluntary organizations within a
geographic area that respond to disasters. VOADs
exist, by definition, to increase coordination, cooper-
ation, collaboration, and communication among
nonprofits in order to ensure the availability of serv-
ices during disaster response and recovery efforts. In
the NCR, the Maryland VOAD, Northern Virginia
VOAD, and the DC VOAD fulfill this important
role. These three groups, which represent more than
100 voluntary organizations in the region, formed
the VOAD Working Group. In coordination with
National VOAD, they developed the following prin-
ciples, to which all three VOADs have agreed.
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• The NCR VOADs acknowledge the autonomy of
the other regional partners and will respect the
operational guidelines of each.

• Each VOAD will be responsible for the creation
of a response plan specific to its organization.

• The region’s VOADs will be activated and will
implement their respective response plans in the
event of a disaster in accordance with their
respective state/district office of emergency 
planning.

• In the event of a large-scale disaster, National
VOAD will initiate local calls with FEMA to
include representatives of the three VOADs or
convene regional calls of member organizations.
National VOAD will provide additional support
by bringing specific needs to the attention of
national organizations with no regional represen-
tation in order to enable them to integrate their
resources into the response and recovery efforts. 

• Communications amongst the VOAD partners
will be initiated on a case-by-case basis and as
needed during a disaster situation.

• Each VOAD will provide updated information
on member organizations and contact informa-
tion to the appropriate point of contact within
partner VOADs annually. 

• The VOADs will communicate on a quarterly basis,
providing updates and information as needed.

These principles serve to strengthen existing mutual
aid and support mechanisms among the regional
VOADs. 

VOAD 
Directories

To further aid emergency planning and response
efforts, each of the three regional VOADS developed
up-to-date member directories. These directories
include detailed summaries of each member organi-
zation, including contact information, mission, serv-
ices provided, staff, resources, and current collabora-
tions. In addition, each directory includes a capabili-
ties matrix indicating each member organization’s
response and recovery abilities. 

These directories, which will be updated annually and
shared with the partner VOADs, serve to centralize
critical information in a consistent format. They out-
line the scope of VOAD services by showing which
groups have the capacity and expertise to respond to
various disaster-related needs and provide contact
information for those in need of VOAD services.

Conclusion
Moving forward, the region’s volunteer centers and
VOADs will continue to develop tools and systems
to ensure that the plans described above can be car-
ried out. Next steps will likely include: 
• Development of tools and resource kits to 

implement spontaneous volunteer mobilization
centers.

• Refinement of individual VOAD plans, as well 
as the refinement of how these individual plans
will feed into and support the NCR VOAD 
principles of coordination.

• Inclusion of volunteer management in NCR
exercises.

• Increased coordination across and with Citizen
Corps Councils and Citizen Corps programs,
where appropriate.

A major disaster can require hundreds or even thou-
sands of volunteers. The Mutual Aid Agreement
among the seven volunteer centers and the VOAD
principles of coordination agreed to by the three
regional VOADs represent significant progress in the
region’s ability to mobilize and manage large numbers
of volunteers. By articulating and agreeing to specific
steps for coordination during response and recovery,
the participating organizations have laid the ground-
work for unprecedented levels of cooperation the next
time the region is faced with a major disaster. 
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section 3
Managing Financial Donations

Background
Fundraising for disasters involves special challenges. After a disaster, it is common for a large amount of
money to be raised in a short time. Furthermore, there is typically a strong sense of urgency on the part of
everyone involved, and financial needs continue to emerge as the impact of the disaster plays out over time.
To further complicate matters, funds come from many sources and flow through many channels. 

Sadly, there is the very real danger that unscrupulous operators will try to profit from a disaster by taking
advantage of the outpouring of public generosity. Another danger – which was played out on a national 
level after 9/11 – is that people will give through an appropriate, trusted channel but may not fully under-
stand how their donation will be used. Maintaining the trust of individual donors is essential not only to
fundraising for the disaster recovery effort at hand, but to all future fundraising efforts. 

Fortunately, effective communication and coordination around financial donations can reduce the potential
for mishandling and misperceptions. In addition, effective coordination of financial donations across the 
sector can help the recovery process go more smoothly. For instance, after the 9/11 Pentagon attack, 
coordination among funders in the National Capital Region (NCR) helped facilitate funding by national
organizations, which typically look to local funders for guidance on where and how to invest funds. 

Project Description
As part of this project, the Financial Donations Management Working Group was convened to improve
financial donations management during disasters. The working group, which was comprised of many 
organizations with broad expertise in fundraising and experience in the 9/11 Pentagon attack, came together
to examine the issues and develop guidelines for their own organizations to follow and for others to follow
on a voluntary basis. The Community Foundation for the National Capital Region served as the lead 
organization on this portion of the project, and the working group also consulted with representatives from
the region’s major fundraising organizations, VOADs, local and state governments, business community, and
other working groups as needed.

Given the broad spectrum of organizations that may raise funds in a disaster, it was determined that it would
be impossible and inappropriate to construct a plan that could be mandated to all potential fundraisers.
Rather, the working group developed a series of voluntary principles and plans that fundraisers could accept
to show that they are operating in the best interest of the NCR community and to support transparent 
communication to donors, effective coordination among fundraisers and with other entities responding 
(government and business), and strategic targeting of donations to the area of greatest need.

American Red Cross of the National Capital Area
The Community Foundation for the National Capital Region
DC Emergency Management Agency
Interfaith Conference of Metropolitan Washington
Maryland Emergency Management Agency
Nonprofit Roundtable of Greater Washington

Survivors’ Fund
TouchDC
Virginia Department of Emergency Management
Washington Regional Association of Grantmakers
United Way of the National Capital Region

Financial Donations Management Working Group
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This section will describe the work of the Financial
Donations Management Working Group, focusing on
the following key accomplishments:

Principles for increased transparency to gain
and maintain the trust of donors making
financial contributions.

Guidelines for communications to promote
coordinated and consistent messaging related
to financial donations.

Framework for identification and coordination
of community needs.

Principles for
Transparency

Transparency is a simple but powerful proposition.
When people donate money, they do so out of a
strong desire to make a difference. But they also 
have expectations and motivations that may not
be evident to the organization accepting their 

donations. Similarly, organizations engaged in
fundraising in response to a disaster are seeking to
help those in need and they bring experience and
knowledge about responding to needs that may 
not be evident to donors. 

By striving towards clearer communication and
greater transparency with donors, nonprofit 
organizations can reduce the likelihood that they 
will inadvertently undermine the trust donors have
placed in them. At the same time, donors can be
confident that their donations are being used 
appropriately and effectively.

Transparency is even more essential when it comes to
fundraising in a disaster – and often harder to insure
given the sudden spike in financial need and the
resulting surge of donations. To address this situation,
the Financial Donations Management Working
Group established 16 principles of transparency.
These principles, which have been adopted by many
of the members of the working group, are designed
to gain and maintain donor trust. In addition, by
adhering to these principles, organizations will help
donors understand and choose among the various
opportunities for giving in the wake of a disaster.

The principles may be adopted by entities raising
funds to redistribute or re-grant to individuals or
organizations, as well as to disaster relief and 
recovery organizations that are raising funds to 
support their own direct service activities and/or to
redistribute or re-grant.

The first seven principles focus on how funds can
and will be used. Organizations adopting the 
principles of transparency agree to:
1. State the disaster for which financial donations

to support relief and/or recovery efforts are
being raised.

2. State the purposes of their specific disaster 
related fundraising efforts, including whether it
is to provide (1) immediate relief and disaster
assistance (i.e. stabilization); (2) long-term 
recovery assistance (physical rebuilding and/or
social recovery); and/or (3) assist in preparing
for, preventing, and/or lessening the effects of
future disasters. 

3. State how the entity will make funds available
to eligible individuals and/or organizations 
(i.e., by providing services directly; re-granting
or passing through funds; or a combination of
service provision and re-granting).

4. Identify the categories of potential beneficiaries
eligible to receive funds or services from 
the dollars raised as part of this particular
fundraising effort.

5. Explain how the funds raised may be used by
those receiving funds or services from the entity.

6. Specify any special restrictions on the acceptance
or use of funds (e.g. geographic boundaries;
citizenship or immigration status requirements
of individuals receiving direct cash or other
assistance from the fund, etc.).

7. Clearly indicate whether or not donors can 
designate their contribution for a specific 
purpose. If donor designation is possible, the
organization will give donors a list of purposes/
uses from which to choose and agree to use the
contribution for that purpose/use. Entities will
not allow donors to earmark contributions for 
a given individual or family or restrict donations
in ways which violate any applicable laws or 
regulations.
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A Donor Bill of Rights
PHILANTHROPY is based on voluntary action for the common good. It is a tradition
of giving and sharing that is primary to the quality of life. To assure that philanthropy
merits the respect and trust of the general public, and that donors and prospective donors
can have full confidence in the not-for-profit organizations and causes they are asked to
support, we declare that all donors have these rights:

I. 
To be informed of the organization’s mission, of the

way the organization intends to use donated resources,
and of its capacity to use donations effectively for their

intended purposes.

II. 
To be informed of the identity of those serving on the
organization’s governing board, and to expect the

board to exercise prudent judgment 
in its stewardship responsibilities.

III. 
To have access to the organization’s most 

recent financial statements.

IV. 
To be assured their gifts will be used for the 

purposes for which they were given.

V. 
To receive appropriate acknowledgement 

and recognition.

VI. 
To be assured that information about their 
donations is handled with respect and with 

confidentiality to the extent provided by law.

VII. 
To expect that all relationships with individuals repre-
senting organizations of interest to the donor will be

professional in nature.

VIII. 
To be informed whether those seeking 

donations are volunteers, employees of the 
organization or hired solicitors.

IX. 
To have the opportunity for their names to 

be deleted from mailing lists that an 
organization may intend to share.

X. 
To feel free to ask questions when making 

a donation and to receive prompt, truthful 
and forthright answers.

DEVELOPED BY
American Association of Fund Raising Counsel (AAFRC)

Association for Healthcare Philanthropy (AHP)
Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE)

Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP)

ENDORSED BY
(In Formation)

Independent Sector
National Catholic Development Conference (NCDC)

National Committee on Planned Giving (NCPG)
Council for Resource Development (CRD)

United Way of America
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The next three principles focus on accountability.
Organizations adopting the principles of 
transparency also agree to:
8. Oversee the management and disbursement of

funds including use of funds by organizations
receiving “re-grants.”

9. Produce public reports at least annually on the
way funds are being used and the results
achieved.

10. Make the public reports easily accessible to
donors and the public and include information
on how to receive copies of the reports on 
its website, in solicitation letters, and in commu-
nication acknowledging contributions. These
reports should include annual financial 
statements and independent audit reports. 

Principles 11 through 13 address the need for clarity
around administrative and fundraising costs.
Organizations adopting these principles agree to:
11. Clearly state how much of each dollar raised

from the public will go for program activities in
keeping with donor intent and how much for
administrative and fundraising. 

12. Use at least 80 percent of expenses for program
activities and no more than 20 percent for
administrative/fundraising expenses. If an 
organization cannot meet this standard, it must
explain why in its fundraising materials.
Furthermore, if the funds are to be re-granted, 
a clear explanation of the administrative
/fundraising expenses incurred by the grantee
should be provided. 

13. Explain what composes administrative and
fundraising costs (e.g., processing contributions
including fees charged by credit card companies
and others for handling donations, public 
information/advertising/direct mailings to solicit
contributions, acknowledgement of donor 
contributions).

The last three principles focus on sector-wide 
coordination and standards. Organizations adhering
to the principles agree to:
14. Coordinate with other efforts of the nonprofit,

government and private sectors by participating
in coordinating group(s) (or other entities to be
specified). 

15. Follow applicable U.S. Internal Revenue Service
laws and regulations.

16. Adopt the Donor Bill of Rights (see page 21).

The principles are supplemented by lists of possible
support categories and possible uses for funds, both
based on disaster response and recovery efforts in
recent history. Possible support categories include:
• Injured victims and their families (physical and

emotional injury)

• Economically affected victims and their families
(e.g., loss of house)

• Secondary victims (e.g., loss of income)

• Relief and recovery workers (e.g., medical/
emotional injuries, retraining) 

• Nonprofit entities 

• Faith-based entities 

• Business entities 

Possible fund uses include:
• Emergency relief/disaster assistance (e.g. shelter,

food, water, clothing)

• Direct cash assistance to affected individuals

• Service provision to victims and affected popula-
tions (e.g., mental health, employment/retraining,
legal, health, financial, housing, referral, and case
management)

• Education (e.g., prevention/preparedness, 
tolerance/anti-bias programs, community healing,
vocational training, and tutoring)

• Scholarship/tuition aid

• Pastoral care

• Assistance to affected nonprofits (e.g., supplement
relief/recovery activities related to physical 
facilities and infrastructure, support to meet
increased demand for services or to help make up
for lost revenue, and support to aid employees
and/or their families)

• Assistance to affected businesses (e.g., supplement
relief/recovery activities related to physical 
facilities and infrastructure, support to aid
employees and/or their families)
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• Assistance to faith-based entities (e.g., supplement
relief/recovery activities related to physical
facilities and infrastructure, support to meet

increased demand for services)

• Community rebuilding (social and physical
recovery)

• Assist in preparing for, preventing, and/or 
lessening the effects of future disasters

Because every disaster scenario results in unique needs,
these lists are not exhaustive and all organizations
adopting the principles retain the right to determine
how their funds will be used. However, these typical
categories provide an overview of the range of
responses that have taken place in recent years after
both natural and manmade disasters, and they pro-
vide a starting point for approaches in future disasters.

Communication
Guidelines

Another challenge facing the nonprofit sector after a
disaster is the need to communicate clearly with the
public about financial needs. The urgency of the 
situation and the understandable desire to respond
quickly makes it very important that donors have the
information they need to give wisely. 

To that end, the Financial Donations Management
Working Group has developed a set of guidelines
designed to promote coordinated and consistent 
messaging related to financial donations in response
to a major disaster.

The communications guidelines are intended to:
• Make it easier for the public to learn about the

range and variety of immediate and long term
community needs and the organizations that are
raising funds to help meet these needs.

• Make it easier for organizations to get their mes-
sage out to potential donors quickly and in ways
which reduce fundraising management costs.

• Facilitate a faster and more effective response by
the nonprofit sector to a major disaster.

• Demonstrate collaboration by philanthropic and
nonprofit leaders along with government and
business.

• Leverage efforts of public emergency management/
preparedness officials.

• Help to assure coordination of messaging across
the public, nonprofit, business and philanthropic
sectors, taking advantage of existing public- and
private-sector vehicles.

With these purposes in mind, the communications
guidelines address four key areas related to public
relations and communications: guiding principles,
key messages, how messages will be reviewed and 
disseminated, and the implementation process – how
the plan will be put into action during a disaster.

To begin with, the guidelines establish the following
key principles:
• The plan largely addresses outreach that is regional

in nature (i.e., affecting multiple NCR jurisdictions
and/or larger than one jurisdiction can handle); if
an incident is more localized, then the relevant
local resources should be utilized.

• Messages related to the need for financial 
donations should be coordinated and consistent
whether they come from government, business,
the nonprofit sector, or the philanthropic sector.

• Outreach should leverage existing vehicles and
processes, both in terms of the communications
channels that are utilized and the charitable 
entities that are promoted to donors.

• In promoting financial donations to charitable
entities, donors will be given information to 
help them understand and choose among the 
various opportunities for giving, including both
nonprofit and government-sponsored efforts.
Organizations following the principles of trans-
parency (outlined above) will be recognized as
such, and emphasis will be on local entities 
and established groups with experience related to
disaster response and recovery or in meeting the
unique needs of the affected population.

The guidelines go on to outline key messages about
financial donations that can be used to educate 
the public prior to a major disaster, during or 
immediately after a disaster, and during the 
longer-term recovery phase. These messages include
“giving is a critical part of community healing” and
“financial support is the most important gift you 
can give.” See the sidebar on page 25 for an overview
of key messages.
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In addition to outlining key messages, the communi-
cations guidelines also describe general mechanisms
for reviewing messages and disseminating informa-
tion. In order to assure and facilitate accurate and
consistent messaging, messages and information
should be disseminated through the physical and 
virtual joint information centers that are established
in response to a disaster by appropriate government
offices (e.g., state/local/federal emergency manage-
ment). Information will also be channeled through
regional Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster
(VOADs), nonprofit sector representatives, business
associations, and faith-based organizations. 

The plan also calls for general media outreach to
make it easy for the media to access information for
their stories and to tell potential donors about giving
and volunteer opportunities. Established websites are
another key outlet for providing consistent general
information and messages related to volunteering, 
in-kind and financial donations. Finally, information
about financial needs will be disseminated through
existing telephone based systems (e.g., call-in numbers
such as 2-1-1, other existing 800 numbers, and special
hotlines established by government entities). To 
support these communication efforts, the communi-
cations guidelines include a list of contact informa-
tion for more than 80 organizations in the region.

Finally, the communications guidelines describe an
implementation process to help ensure consistent
messaging within the nonprofit sector and between
the nonprofit sector and government on financial
donations. 

Primary responsibility for coordinating these efforts is
intended to rest with the Metropolitan Washington
Council of Governments (COG), both through 
the Regional Emergency Support Function (R-ESF)
committees and the Greater Washington Task Force
on Nonprofit Emergency Preparedness. Key R-ESF
committees that will need to be involved in the
process may include, but are not limited to:
• R-ESF 5 – Emergency Management
• R-ESF 6 – Mass Care, Housing & Human

Services
• R-ESF 8 – Emergency Health and Medical

Services
• R-ESF 14 – Public Information
• R-ESF 15 –Volunteer and Donations

Management

Coordination may be supported through COG’s
Regional Incident Communication and Coordination
System, a system for alert messages and conference
bridges designed to provide critical communication
and coordination services to regional decision makers
during a major incident in the NCR.

The capacity of these entities to play this coordinat-
ing role must be clarified and strengthened over time,
given the responsibilities for many participants on
these committees to play an active role in response
efforts. The ultimate lead will most likely be a 
combination of either the R-ESF 6 Committee or 
the Greater Washington Nonprofit Emergency
Preparedness taskforce. Currently, the American 
Red Cross of the National Capital Area and the
Community Foundation chair these committees. 
The plan anticipates that within the ESF committees,
the chairs of each committee will take responsibility
for the following:
• Initiating communication with representatives

from the organizations described above. 

• Reviewing the general education messages for
their usability and revising accordingly. In 
addition, these groups will develop specific 
disaster messages related to the incident and the
responding organizations.

• Sharing these messages with the other key 
stakeholders in the public and private sectors.

• Working with stakeholders – including federal,
state, and local emergency management officials
– to disseminate these messages in ways so that
they are coordinated and consistent whether 
they come from government, business, and the
nonprofit or philanthropic sector.

In addition, such a coordinating group may have 
lead responsibility for the ongoing coordination of
public messages and communication plans from 
the nonprofit sector that includes both pre-disaster
public education and post-disaster messages.  
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Financial Donations:
Key Messages

Giving is a critical part of community healing. As you
and your family prepare for possible disasters, consider how
you can help our community respond and heal. Your gift will
make a difference.

Financial support is the most important gift you can
give. It provides agencies the flexibility they need to serve
those most affected.

Remember disaster recovery is a long process. Needs
remain well past the initial emergency relief operations.
Almost four years after 9/11 we still need funds to help some
victims with vocational retraining, mental health services, on-
going medical costs and basic living expenses.

Learn about organizations to whom you are thinking
about contributing. Existing organizations are usually the
most able to move quickly and effectively to help with disas-
ter recovery and short-term relief efforts. Many organizations
have their own websites that provide program information
and financial information, or you can go to other websites
such as www.TouchDC.org, usafreedomcorps.gov, and others
to learn about groups that help with disaster relief and recov-
ery. Financial information for individual organizations can be
found on websites such as www.networkforgood.org or
www.guidestar.org. In addition, state and local emergency
management organizations and Voluntary Organizations
Active in Disasters (VOADs) are excellent sources of informa-
tion about needs and responding groups.

Remember that organizations raising funds have certain
responsibilities and donors giving funds have certain
rights. For example, organizations that agree to the
Principles of Transparency (above) and that are raising funds
for relief and recovery from specific disasters should clearly:

• State the purposes of their fundraising effort, how the
funds raised will be used, and indicate whether and how
donors can designate their contribution for a specific
purpose.

• Use contributions for stated purposes.

• Provide oversight over the management and 
disbursement of funds.

• Produce easily accessible public reports at least annually
on the way funds are being used and the results
achieved.

• Clearly state how much of each dollar raised from the
public will go for program activities and how much for
administrative and fundraising.

Identifying Financial
Needs

In order to ensure transparency and effective commu-
nications with respect to financial donations, it is
essential that financial needs be accurately identified.
To that end, the Financial Donations Management
Working Group has also established a framework for
identification and coordination of community
fundraising needs.

The purpose of the framework is to promote coordi-
nated methods for service providers to share informa-
tion with donors, funders, the business community,
and government about needs related to disaster relief
and recovery that occur on a regional scale. Although
the general categories of need arising out of cata-
strophic disasters are generally known, the specifics
will vary with each event and change over time. It is
important that organizations involved in emergency
preparedness plan ahead to keep each other informed
through each stage of disaster response and recovery. 

It is expected that using the framework will: 
• Educate donors, funders, the business community

and government about the range of needs in the
community following a disaster (short term and
long term), the types and amount of support
needed to address these needs, and how they can
help the community meet those needs. 

• Raise resources in a coordinated and efficient
manner to meet the identified needs.

• Inform funding decisions by organizations that
distribute funds.

• Demonstrate collaboration by philanthropic and
nonprofit leaders along with government and
business sectors.

• Leverage efforts of public emergency manage-
ment/preparedness officials. 

• Facilitate a faster and more effective response by
the nonprofit sector to a major disaster.

With these expectations in mind, the framework 
outlines the following guiding principles:
• The approach to considering service

provider/community needs will be regional in
nature; if an incident is more localized, then the
relevant local resources should be utilized.
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• Outreach to service providers will be broad but
efficient, targeting groups representing participat-
ing nonprofit organizations or collaborative 
entities, which in turn will communicate with
their membership or contacts.

• Outreach by participating organizations to those
with resources or access to organizations with
resources will be similarly broad but targeted to
intermediaries. The purpose of this outreach will
be to share information gained from the service
providers about response and recovery needs so
that the philanthropic response can be strategically
targeted to the areas/populations of greatest need.
Over time, this information sharing will also help
prevent unmet needs and facilitate a more rapid
philanthropic response to changing needs. 

To help participating resource organizations and serv-
ice providers work together to identify and meet com-
munity needs, the recommended mechanism is similar
to that outlined in the communications section, with
responsibility for coordinating these efforts intended
to rest with the Metropolitan Washington Council of
Governments R-ESF committees and the Greater
Washington Task Force on Nonprofit Emergency
Preparedness. Once again, the Regional Incident
Communication and Coordination System may play a
key role in this coordination. However, the capacity of
these entities to play this coordinating role must be
clarified and strengthened over time, given the respon-
sibilities for many participants on these committees to
play an active role in response effort. The plan antici-
pates that within these groups, the organizations repre-
sented by the chairs of each committee will take the
lead responsibility for convening representatives from
the organizations described above in order to identify
immediate and long-term needs related to the disaster. 

Finally, the framework for identifying financial needs
addresses implementation. Shortly after a disaster
occurs, the coordinating organizations will convene
via phone or in person to share information on
needs, populations, and geographic areas being affect-
ed by the event. In addition, information on finan-
cial resources and other available resources should be
shared at this time and appropriate connections and
follow-up activity identified. A schedule for ongoing
meetings and conference calls should be clarified,
with a focus on making the process as inclusive as
possible. Lastly, participants should develop appropri-
ate messaging that will feed into the broader commu-

nications outreach described in the guidelines for
communications.

Once the immediate crisis is addressed and the 
situation stabilized, the identified organizations will
convene a series of forums (the frequency and timing
will depend on the nature of the event) to learn
about ongoing community service needs and the
resources required to meet those needs. These forums
are intended to reach organizations and populations
that may not regularly be involved in disaster
response and recovery and/or have access to tradi-
tionally underserved populations or isolated groups. 

The focus of these forums will be to collect informa-
tion about changing service needs, obtain specific
recommendations on how resource organizations can
help to meet these needs, and explore opportunities
for leveraging resources. In addition, these forums
will maintain a focus on transparency and the 
communication of results. 

Conclusion
The accomplishments of the Financial Donations
Management Working Group, as described above,
have already done much to improve emergency 
preparedness in the National Capital Region. With
these plans in place, key organizations that handle
financial donations during disaster are poised to
insure greater transparency, to communicate more
effectively with the media and the public, and to
assess community needs more efficiently. 

Region-wide acceptance of the plans outlined here
will be required for maximum effectiveness and full
coordination during a disaster, and all major non-
profits that solicit and handle financial donations are
encouraged to adopt these principles and take part in
the implementation of these plans. Nothing compels
all nonprofits to participate, especially smaller local
organizations that are providing direct service to an
affected community. However, even those organiza-
tions that do not formally adopt these principles
could certainly benefit from applying the guidelines
and processes described here to disaster-related
fundraising efforts. Those nonprofits that do adhere
to these standards will enjoy better outcomes and,
most importantly, strengthen the region’s combined
ability to marshal the financial resources needed to
rebuild lives and communities after a major disaster.
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section 4
Managing In-Kind Donations

Background
Nonprofit service providers routinely say that in-kind donations can be some of the most difficult resources
to manage effectively. As physical goods accumulate, they can create a logistical nightmare, taking up storage
space and draining manpower that is needed elsewhere. Uncoordinated donating often leads to the wrong
items being donated, too many of a certain type being donated, and, most importantly, reduced efficiency in
providing needed items to survivors. From Hurricane Hugo to 9/11, there are many stories of situations
where aid workers were overwhelmed with unsolicited goods, even as pressing needs for essential supplies
remained unfulfilled. 

In examining the special challenges involved with managing in-kind donations after a disaster, the Greater
Washington Task Force on Nonprofit Emergency Preparedness identified a need for better public education
about in-kind donations. Well-meaning individuals and groups, eager to help disaster victims and rescue
workers, often collect excessive, unsolicited donations. The result can be a “disaster after the disaster.” Very
often, relief organizations are faced with sorting through an onslaught of what some workers in the field call
STUFF: “Surplus Trash Useless to Frantic Folk.” The end result of an effective in-kind donations drive should
be the collection of required goods. However, too often, this STUFF provides few usable GOODS –
“Gleanings Out Of Donated Stuff.” 

Prior to a disaster, the public needs to understand that there are systems in place to identify and solicit goods
and services, and that collecting goods indiscriminately is counterproductive to recovery efforts. After a 
disaster occurs, there needs to be ongoing, consistent communication with the public about the types of
goods that are needed and how to make donations.

Project Description
Adventist Community Services (ACS), which is widely recognized for its expertise in managing the 
warehousing and distribution of donated goods during emergencies, was asked to lead the effort to identify
specific ways to improve communication and coordination with respect to in-kind donations. The resulting
recommendations also reflect input from representatives of the American Red Cross’ Washington
Metropolitan Area Consortium and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).

This section will describe the plans developed to improve regional emergency preparedness with respect to 
in-kind donations, focusing on the following key accomplishments:

Plan for agencies and donors to integrate in-kind donations management into other regional 
emergency preparedness plans.

Communications plan for public education about in-kind donations in the event of a regional 
emergency.

Principles for regional cooperation and coordination for the warehousing and distribution of 
in-kind donations throughout the region.
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Regional Planning for 
In-kind Donations 

Successful management of in-kind donations after a
disaster depends largely on the pre-disaster planning
and preparedness undertaken by local governments
in coordination with nonprofits, businesses, and,
most importantly, the media. The Metropolitan
Washington Council of Governments (COG) was
identified in the plan as a natural organization to
provide coordination among local governments. 
In addition to including local governments in 
the process, it is recommended that nonprofit 
organizations experienced in donations management
and businesses likely to provide significant donations
of goods be included in the planning process. In
addition, local governments should strongly consider
the following actions:
• In-kind donations management should be includ-

ed in each jurisdiction’s Emergency Response
Plan. Several local governments have reported
that they have not included in-kind donations in
their ERP, and this is a critical step to creating a
regional understanding of the special challenges
associated with in-kind donations.

• Local governments should have a jurisdictional
representative on COG's R-ESF-15 committee
(Regional Emergency Support Function-15 is the
designation in COG's Regional Emergency

Coordination Plan for volunteer and donations
management).

• Local Emergency Management should consider
sending representatives to donations management
training sessions provided by their state’s
Department of Emergency Management, and/or
have them to take independent study donations
management courses offered by FEMA.
Additional in-kind Donations training 
opportunities are available through the American
Red Cross and other major disaster response
organizations.

• Local Emergency Management representatives
would also benefit greatly by becoming associate
members of either regional or state VOADs
(Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster).

Nonprofits also play a critical role in managing in-kind
donations. Some nonprofits are already trained in spe-
cific in-kind donations aspects of response and recov-
ery, and they will most likely take the lead in their
areas of expertise. However, there are many other non-
profits, including faith-based and community organi-
zations, that step forward to help after a disaster. Such
organizations need training in the general functions
and activities of response and recovery so that they do
not contribute to the “disaster after the disaster” by
randomly announcing their involvement and inadver-
tently hindering the efforts of others. 

Everyone involved in emergency preparedness should be aware
of the area's legitimate, well-established disaster response and
recovery organizations. These organizations are known to feder-
al and state authorities, and in many cases are working under
written memorandums of understanding with those authorities.
Furthermore, experienced organizations usually adhere to the
highest standards of operation, including:

• Keeping detailed records of all transactions (including pro-
cessing of donations of goods, services, and dollars).

• Readily sharing their information with federal and state
authorities.

• Maintaining the confidentiality of all survivor (client) and
volunteer information.

• Obtaining client and volunteer approval before sharing per-
sonal information with other organizations for providing
appropriate recovery support.

In the past few years, there have been many reports of nonprof-
it organizations formed immediately following a disaster. Such
start-ups often generate publicity as they promote their efforts
to collect funds and goods for disaster survivors. This phenome-
non has two major drawbacks. First of all, on rare occasions,
these newly created organizations do not have the best interest
of survivors in mind. As discussed within the financial donations
section, one untrustworthy act by a responding organization can
impact the public's trust in all the organizations. Second, even if
the endeavor is well-meaning, new organizations do not have a
proven history of experience and training. This is important
because disaster response and recovery is a special situation
that requires specialized knowledge. Operational problems -
including the collection of unsolicited goods, mishandling of
donations, or the failure to respect client confidentiality - can
result in headaches and heartaches. It is in the best interest of
disaster clients that government agencies, other nonprofits,
businesses, and the public entrust in-kind donations to estab-
lished organizations that have a track record of success.

Experience Counts
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Because disaster response and recovery may be very
different from their routine activities, leaders of 
nonprofits should be educated before a disaster
occurs about the major response organizations and
how their organization can help, not hinder,
response and recovery. To ensure that unaffiliated
nonprofits find their niche after a disaster, nonprofit
leaders and staff should become familiar with the
VOAD member organizations and the services they
provide. In particular, they should look for opportu-
nities to partner with established, experienced disaster
response organizations. 

The business community is another key player, since
businesses are often major contributors of goods,
services, equipment, and personnel. Businesses
should be advised to coordinate their efforts through
established response and recovery channels. And, 
as much as possible, emergency planners should
coordinate with businesses prior to disaster to 
coordinate potential donations and partnerships.

The media must also be included in regional emer-
gency planning, as news reports have a major impact
on how the community responds after a disaster.
Because of this, the plan makes the following recom-
mendations to agencies and organizations involved
in emergency preparedness and in-kind donations:
• Raise media awareness that official press releases

from FEMA and state offices contain informa-
tion that must be presented precisely so that the
public receives accurate information about what
goods are needed and how to make donations.

• Invite media representatives to training 
events about emergency preparedness and the
management of in-kind donations.

• Include members of the media in regular VOAD
meetings to provide them with ongoing exposure
to response and recovery organizations.

• Educate the media to avoid broadcasting pleas
for help from inappropriate organizations or 
individual citizens that will only serve to clog the
delivery support system.

The media are critical because they provide the
avenue by which most people will learn about
response and recovery efforts. Effective awareness-
building among reporters and editors can tap into 
the power of the media as the most effective way to
reach the public. 

Educating the 
Public

Effective communication with the public before, 
during, and after a disaster is critical to effective 
management of in-kind donations. Once service
providers are inundated with unsolicited donations,
the damage is done. The potential problems – and 
the solutions to those problems – begin and end 
with the public.

Every disaster is unique, so the need for donated
goods varies widely. Furthermore, needs tend to shift
and fluctuate in the days and weeks following a 
disaster. Because of these variables, and because most
large organizations responding to a disaster have
their own public information offices, very often the
public hears confusing and conflicting information
about the type and amount of assistance needed. 

To counteract this, much can be done prior to a 
disaster to educate the public about in-kind dona-
tions management. In particular, individual response
organizations and government agencies should
endeavor to include in-kind donations in their 
informational materials. Additional pre-disaster 
recommendations include:
• Making in-kind donations messages a more 

significant part of media releases.

• Offering specific training modules as part of 
pre-existing community education programs. 

• Including media in emergency preparedness 
training (see section 4A).

• Targeting business and organizations with 
pre-disaster education in the form of brochures,
attendance at trade shows and conventions, and
presentations at corporate meetings.

These efforts can lay the groundwork for effective 
in-kind donations management during and after a
disaster. 

Once a disaster has occurred, the public education
plan calls for responding organizations to route 
their disaster-specific information through the Joint
Information Center (JIC). A JIC is established after a
major disaster as a combined effort of FEMA, state,
and local governments involved in disaster response
and recovery. In the National Capital Region, a
major disaster might call for a joint government 
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command system involving Maryland, Virginia, 
and the District of Columbia, as well as FEMA and
the Department of Homeland Security. In addition,
COG will provide a website to serve as a “virtual
JIC” for public information, where member 
jurisdictions and nonprofits can post event-specific
information. 

After a disaster, the best way that organizations 
can coordinate messages to the public is to attend
frequently held JIC briefings. Centralizing messages
through the JIC and “virtual JIC” allows emergency
managers, government officials, and nonprofit leaders
to deliver consistent messages to the public about
how to help. Once messages are agreed upon at the
JIC, they should be distributed through as many
channels as possible, including media outlets, 
emergency management websites, major response
organization websites, and to the public information
officers at large corporations. Information can also be
distributed quickly and accurately via local 
community organizations. 

Warehousing and
Distribution

The third component of managing in-kind donations
is to insure cooperation and coordination when the
time comes to store and distribute donated goods. 

Adventist Community Services (ACS) operates multi-
agency warehouses and distribution centers under a
memorandum of understanding with FEMA, as well
as under similar MOUs with several states. ACS has
made pre-disaster contact with many organizations 
in order to establish cooperation and coordination
around in-kind donations management. ACS is the
recognized expert in warehousing and distributing in-
kind donations during disaster, and they have effective
systems in place for managing the process. However,
for their systems to work most effectively, those
involved in response and recovery should coordinate
their efforts around in-kind donations. 

An important aspect of this is where and when to
make donations. Inbound donations should be
scheduled so that needed quantities can be delivered
on a timely schedule, allowing for a more efficient
system of collecting, warehousing, and distributing
goods. The key to making this process run smoothly
is having someone in each jurisdiction designated to

serve as the donations coordinator/manager. These
individuals can then coordinate with the designated
state-level donations management personnel and the
designated VOAD organizations that are managing
the field operations for in-kind donations. 

Conclusion
Much progress has been made in planning for the
management of in-kind donations in the event of a
future emergency. Plans are in place to educate the
public and the appropriate government partners
regarding in-kind donations, and key messages have
been established for outreach to the public in the
immediate aftermath of a disaster. In particular, these
messages should help encourage the general public to
make financial donations rather than unsolicited in-
kind donations – the message being “Cash is King” –
or to wait for specific requirements from trusted chan-
nels before collecting donated items, with the key mes-
sage being “Call – Don’t Collect.”

However, there is still more to be done. First, as 
much as possible, the nonprofit sector should plan 
for and solicit donations in advance. In-kind 
intermediaries – organizations that specialize in 
collecting and distributing in-kind donations – should
identify potential goods and services for a variety of
possible emergencies and proactively solicit donations
from public and private sector sources. This should 
be done in coordination with state and local 
governments, FEMA, and service providers. Such
planning can allow for “virtual stockpiling,” so that
when disaster strikes, needed supplies will have already
been identified and will be readily available, with a
plan already in place for storage and delivery.

In addition, more outreach needs to be done to 
government agencies to educate them about the pros
and cons of in-kind donations and the role of the 
nonprofit community in managing in-kind donations
during emergencies. This outreach should include, 
but not be limited to, sharing these plans and their
implications with government partners. Finally, cross-
sector training and exercises based on these plans
would result in better preparation while also providing
an opportunity to test and refine the systems and
guidelines for handling in-kind donations. 
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conclusion
Looking to the Future

The plans, procedures, principles, and agreements described in this report all represent significant progress in
emergency preparedness for the National Capital Region. From providing coordinated case management to
survivors, to mobilizing and managing volunteers, to marshalling financial and in-kind assistance, there is no
doubt that if a disaster were to strike tomorrow, the region would be better prepared than ever before to sup-
port an effective response and recovery effort. 

The conclusion of this project is not the end of the work. The 19 project partners have established a strong
foundation for emergency preparedness, but each working group has indicated that there is still much that
can – and should – be done.

Next Steps
This project has achieved a much higher level or regional coordination and cooperation than previously exist-
ed between nonprofits, governments (including emergency management), and the private sector. Nonprofits
involved in emergency preparedness must build on this progress and continue to strengthen their partnerships
with government and business. 

Throughout the process, project leaders have conferred with public and private sector leaders to foster buy-in,
coordination, and cooperation. In particular, project leaders have met with the Metropolitan Washington
Council of Government’s Emergency Preparedness Council, the Greater Washington Task Force on Nonprofit
Emergency Preparedness, the Board of Trade’s Emergency Preparedness Task Force, and the Greater
Washington 2-1-1 Working Group in order to align the efforts of the nonprofit sector with other regional
efforts in emergency preparedness. Furthermore, each of the working groups made a commitment to engage
their government partners in Emergency Management and, in the case of volunteer coordination, Citizen
Corps. 

These cross-sector partnerships, and more like them, are critical to creating cross-sector coordination and
ensuring that resources and knowledge are shared both pre- and post-disaster. 

Other important next steps include:
• Testing of the Coordinated Assistance Network (CAN) through the pilot program and exercises.

• Gearing up (e.g. obtaining equipment, developing portable “go kits” to establish Volunteer Mobilization
Centers, etc.) and conducting exercises to test and refine spontaneous volunteer management plans devel-
oped in this project.

• Expanding the VOAD principles of coordination into formal plans and exercises to test and refine these
plans.

• Implementing overarching volunteer coordination across the NCR, including coordination across volun-
teer centers, VOAD agencies and Citizen Corps programs.  

• Encouraging fundraising organizations to adopt the principles of transparency and other guidelines devel-
oped by the Financial Donations Management Working Group.

• Reaching out to emergency managers, businesses, and the public to further enhance understanding and
acceptance of the in-kind donations plans and principles defined by this project.
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All of the exercises and outreach efforts listed above
can be stand-alone efforts or could be undertaken in
conjunction with larger, regional exercises and out-
reach efforts. 

In addition, the sector must implement a new level
of coordination in response to the National Response
Plan, which changed the definition of ESF-6 from
“Mass Care” to “Mass Care, Housing & Human
Services.” This new level of coordination must be
established between and among appropriate agencies
(including emergency management) as well as within
local emergency response plans.

Working Together
By virtue of the work they do every day, the nonprof-
it partners in this project – and thousands more like
them – make Greater Washington a better place to
live. Nonprofits serve the region’s most vulnerable
residents. They strengthen families and neighbor-
hoods. They help people survive life’s toughest times
and overcome its most daunting challenges. 

When a disaster strikes, the nonprofit sector is
uniquely qualified to contribute to the response and
recovery effort. More than anything, better emer-
gency preparedness will allow nonprofits to do what

they already do every day: help our neighbors and
strengthen the region’s social fabric. Disasters 
always take a heavy toll, but nonprofits can do 
much to mitigate the damage and help people
rebuild their lives.

Emergency preparedness, by definition, involves
expecting the unexpected and trying to anticipate 
the unknown. The National Capital Region is still
recovering from the 9/11 attack on the Pentagon,
which touched so many lives directly and indirectly.
We collectively bear the scars of that tragic day, but
we also have learned and grown from the experience.
We know where we did well, we know where we
could have done better, and we have a good idea of
what it would take to scale up our efforts to deal with
disasters on a larger scale.

We can’t predict when or where the next disaster will
strike. We can’t know whether it will be natural or
manmade, accidental or intentional. We may or may
not have warning that disaster is imminent. We can’t
know how many people will need our help. It may
be hundreds, or thousands – or tens of thousands.
But one thing is certain: the next time we face a 
disaster, nonprofits in our region will be more pre-
pared than ever before to work together – with each
other and with partners in other sectors – to ensure
that people get the help they need. 

      






