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Minnesota Recovers Task Force 

During 1997’s record-breaking floods, Minnesota and North Dakota saw an outpouring of 
volunteerism.  People showed up to help from everywhere in our disaster-stricken states and 
beyond, some coming in from places like Colorado and New Jersey.  Challenges with 
coordinating these volunteers included volunteers not knowing what to expect when they 
arrived or not knowing what to wear for the work they’d be doing—as well as management of 
the sheer numbers of volunteers who arrived. 

In 1997, a network of government and private agencies drafted a plan to help coordinate the 
flow of volunteers and donated goods during a disaster.  The project was funded by the 
Minnesota Board of Innovation and Cooperation. 

A major part of that plan is to provide public information about disaster volunteerism.  The 
enclosed brochure, “More than just sandbagging; preparing to volunteer for disaster work” 
describes the wide range of tasks that need to be done in a major disaster, and encourages 
people to register and train in advance for disaster work by affiliating with private disaster relief 
agencies, church groups, ham radio clubs, etc. 

The brochures are free of charge to you and are intended to be distributed to the public by 
agencies who can give more specific referrals for disaster relief opportunities in the local area.  
They are ideal to use for: 

 volunteer training sessions; 

 recruiting volunteers in anticipation of disaster; and 

 distribution to local churches, city and county offices, volunteer centers, employers that 
have volunteer programs, and private disaster relief agencies. 

Contact local city and county emergency managers if you want to know which private disaster 
agencies are active in your area.  If you have any questions about the program, or want more 
brochures, please contact the Minnesota Division of Emergency Management. 
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Minnesota Recovers Task Force 

Local Volunteer Resources Management Plan 

Checklist 

Following is a checklist of questions you may want to think about in creating your local 
volunteer resources plan for the coordination of offers of cash, goods, and volunteer time 
during a large-scale disaster.  This is just a general guide—feel free to pick and choose the 
questions that apply in your jurisdiction, and add ones that you don’t see here. 

Overall volunteer resources coordination 

 Who can serve as a Volunteer Resources Coordinator, to be a central point of contact in 
your jurisdiction to match offers of help with the need?  Can you:  (1) appoint someone 
from your city or county staff, (2) effect mutual aid agreements with surrounding 
jurisdictions for this function, (3) effect an agreement with a private agency willing to assist 
with this function, or (4) make other arrangements? 

 Where will central coordination take place?  At the EOC?  Elsewhere? 

 When will the volunteer resources plan be activated?  National media attention and heavy 
phone activity at local agencies may be two indicators. 

 How will the Coordinator communicate with the local emergency manager? 

 Can other private relief groups that activate locally assist with central coordination? 

 Volunteerism, donated goods, and cash may arrive that your local government cannot use, 
but the offers may be useful to private relief agencies that have activated.  Do you have a 
list of items commonly needed by these organizations, so you can refer appropriate offers 
(e.g., food donations to the local food shelf)?  Make arrangements with local agencies in 
advance of a disaster. 

 When will the volunteer resources plan be deactivated?  What role, if any, will the 
Coordinator have beyond response and into the recovery phase? 

Public Information 

Effective public information will be the key to minimizing problems caused by the mismatch 
between volunteer resources you need and those you may get.  Consider the following: 

 Will you set up a local hotline to field offers of help, or is there a local information and 
referral line or other group that will take on this role? 

 If you set up a hotline, who can manage it?  (Plan to staff adequately for shift changes.) 

 Other staff will be needed depending on the magnitude of the event:  (1) operators, 
(2) supervisors, (3) other clerical help, and (4) deployment staff for matching offers with the 
need. 

 Where will the hotline be located and how will it relate to the central coordination function?  
How will offers be routed to those who can identify where the offers are needed?  (For 
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quick decision-making, it can be helpful if the Coordinator co-locates with the hotline/public 
information function.) 

 Do you have several phones that can be activated quickly for hotline operations? 

 Technology:  How will you record and relay information about offers? 

 Do you have a sample script that hotline operators can use to screen offers and be able to 
tell callers what’s needed and what’s not needed?  (To be updated often during the 
disaster.) 

 Can you prepare sample press releases to recruit volunteers for certain functions, to solicit 
certain donations, or to unsolicit certain donations (as in the “no used clothes” message)? 

Volunteer Management 

Many volunteers are likely to show up on the scene of a highly publicized disaster.  Think about: 

 What functions are you likely to need help with? 

 Can you identify groups whose affiliated volunteers can help with those functions (e.g., ham 
radio groups)? 

 Do you have a local volunteer center that can help you process offers from volunteers and 
refer them to you when needed?  Are there other relief groups that can help with the 
volunteer effort at various stages of the disaster?  Make arrangements with these 
organizations in advance of a disaster. 

 What restrictions do you have for volunteers you recruit for the jobs you need done?  Are 
there age limits?  Are there certain health requirements? 

 Who will identify and coordinate the training needs of volunteers? 

 Who can register and monitor volunteer service work? 

 Can you identify a central place where volunteer registration and deployment will take 
place? 

 Can you feed volunteers, and house them if they are on site overnight? 

 There will be offers of contracted “volunteer” help from people wanting to be paid for their 
response efforts.  Will you accept, log, and deploy those offers, or will you refuse them in 
favor of free help?  If offers are logged, how will you record them?  To whom will you refer 
the list? 

Cash Donations 

Unsolicited offers of cash are also likely to show up in your town.  Considering the large sums 
needed for response to (and recovery from) a disaster, consider: 

 Where will you refer offers of cash?  What local private agencies that activate for response 
and recovery accept money donations? 



Federal Emergency Management Agency Page 4 

 Will your unit of local government set up a fund for unsolicited money that you receive?  
(Local and state governments have usually found that they are not set up to efficiently 
assess, and disburse funds for, disaster needs of individual victims.) 

Donated Goods 

 What types of donations are you likely to need? 

 Staffing.  Will you as a local government accept, manage, and distribute the donations 
yourself, or can you find a private relief agency that will take over this function?  If you will 
manage it, can you identify staff who will do on-site coordination? 

 Staging.  Can you identify a central place where the acceptance of goods will take place? 

 Checkpoints.  Do you wish to identify key roadways where security personnel could stop 
incoming donations for acceptance or rejection?  Establishing checkpoints can keep an 
oversupply of unneeded goods from arriving at an already overburdened disaster scene. 

 Transportation.  Can you effect agreements with local truckers to transport needed items if 
neither the donor nor local government staff can transport? 

 Storage.  Can you identify a local public building or a warehouse in which to properly store 
needed donated goods until they are used?  Consider health issues.  Many donations of food 
are likely to arrive.  Do you have a clean place for those donations? 

 There will offers of “donated” goods for sale or lease from people wanting to be paid for 
their offers.  Will you accept, log, and deploy those offers; or will you refuse them in favor 
of free goods?  If offers are logged, how will you record them?  To whom will you refer the 
list? 

 You may get offers from organizations wanting to “adopt” disaster-stricken similar 
organizations in your town (e.g., school-to-school donations).  Will you involve yourself with 
those offers? 

 Is there a local organization that can relief you of unused donations when you close down 
your operations?  (Excess used clothes can sometimes be given to Goodwill, St. Vincent de 
Paul, or other local agencies.  Ask these agencies in advance of a disaster what they’ll take.) 

 


