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GUIDELINES FOR SENDING IN-KIND 
DONATIONS TO DISASTER VICTIMS 

CONTRIBUTIONS OF CASH ARE OFTEN THE BEST 
DONATION . . . 

Monetary contributions allow professional relief organizations to purchase exactly 
what is most urgently needed by disaster victims and to pay for the transportation necessary to distribute 
those supplies.  Unlike in-kind donations, cash donations entail no transport cost.  In addition, cash 
donations allow relief supplies to be purchased at locations as near to the disaster site as possible.  
Supplies, and particularly food, when purchased locally has the advantage of stimulating local 
economies, and ensuring the supplies will arrive as quickly as possible. 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has an 800 number that operates during major 
disasters that gives a partial listing of recognized relief organizations that are operating at the disaster 
site.  It is important to know the reliability of the organization you choose. 

CONFIRM THERE IS A NEED . . . 

Exactly what is needed can be confirmed by checking with a relief organization that has 
personnel working on-site at the disaster, or by calling FEMA 800 number or a state 800 

number set up specifically for a given emergency.  These organizations regularly update their information 
so it can be known what items are specifically needed and what are not.  Different disasters create 
different needs.  Earthquakes very often do not affect a food supply or necessitate large contributions of 
clothing.  The widespread assumption that all disasters create shortages of food and clothing has many 
times resulted in large collections of these items which have clogged transportation systems and placed 
undue strain on the volunteer staff at a disaster site.  Sometimes even materials in excellent condition 
may be inappropriate for cultural reasons.  Local climate and culture of the affected area must be 
considered. 

DONATE THROUGH AN ORGANIZATION . . . 

Before starting a collection of goods to send to a disaster site, it is essential to locate a reliable relief 
organization willing to receive the shipment of donated goods.  Distributing relief supplies requires 
personnel and financial resources within the affected area.  When unsolicited truckloads of items arrive 
at a disaster site there is often no place to unload the goods.  Too often, it is left in an empty lot to be 
plundered or rained on and eventually becomes part of the garbage that must be removed during the 
cleanup phase of the disaster response.  Poorly planned truckloads of supplies not meeting the needs of 
the receiving organization may end up filling vital space in warehouses. 
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