Volunteer Hosting Network

An Overview

The Joplin LTRC and Rebuild appreciates your interest in exploring the possibility of hosting volunteers to help your community recover from the tornado disaster of May 22, 2011. A well run Volunteer Hosting Network (VHN) site is essential to successful disaster recovery.

The following guidelines are being offered to help you discern your sense of call to the ministry of hosting. And to evaluate your commitment and capacity to carry out all the necessary dimensions of hosting. While every disaster is unique, VHN sites face many common planning, organizing, managing, and care challenges. We stand ready to support your discernment process, to train and help implement the elements of hosting as you feel the need.

For the volunteers a fruitful work experience is essential and, if they are to put their best gifts to use in Joplin, you will want to plan carefully. Volunteers want to come to a site where people welcome them and provide a real opportunity to help Joplin rebuild itself. They want to spend their days in well-planned work and to have opportunities to meet and minister with the people of the Joplin. A volunteer does not want to experience a wasting of their time because the work is not well coordinated. It is always better to keep the teams busy rather than let them sit, even for short periods of time.

The secrets to success for a VHN is hard work, dedicated volunteers, close attention to details, and strong interpersonal relationships between the VHN coordinators, staff, community and the home owners.

To become a VHN requires serious discernment on their part and the commitment it demands. Burnout comes easily in this type of ministry. Therefore a VHN should make every effort to bring everyone involved on board before making a commitment to the task. It is crucial to include as many people as possible in the daily duties of hosting volunteers so that people can enjoy the many blessings of hospitality ministry without overworking any one coordinator or organizer.

How to Become a Volunteer Housing Network Site

Determine the needs by getting involved with the Long Term Recovery Committee (LTRC) and Rebuild Joplin.

One of the first steps for a VHN is to take an active part in its community’s LTRC and Rebuild Joplin. These group’s aims are to meet people’s unmet needs after they have suffered damage to their houses. The LTRC partners with the VHN and the families that have unmet needs and help evaluate the needs for rebuilding in the Joplin.

Discern VHN’s Capacity to Host

Each site should assess a sense of call and commitment to LTR. If it is affirmed it should appoint a committee to assess need and capacity, as well as to present a proposal to its congregation. Following are suggested questions that need to be answered along with some information about possible approaches to the decisions that need to be made:

1) Personnel needs: Volunteers for managing the VHN

2) Financial Support of VHN ministry

3) Lodging arrangements for Volunteer Teams

4) Food, if applicable, for Volunteers

5) Logistical details of managing VHN site

6) Tools and building, if applicable

7) Hospitality for Volunteers including interaction with host church

8) Emotional and spiritual care for volunteers, for hosts and training volunteers

9) Record keeping

10) Relationships with church, neighborhood and community

What to consider in assessing needs and site’s capacity

Personnel Needs: VHN site volunteers for managing the VHN

Early in the process the VNH site needs to assess personnel needed to help run and staff the site. People working at the VHN site will need training in disaster recovery and managing a hosting site. It is important that people will commit to the project for the long run.

VHN site manager/host team: Hosts will communicate with Rebuild Joplin personnel on all reservation details and will welcome and orient groups upon their arrival on how to serve in the midst of a disaster recovery situation (i.e. explain the stages of recovery and describe where the community is in relation to the recovery in Joplin), encourage volunteers to listen to survivors’ stories and provide other information/orientation as needed.

The VHN site host will also orient volunteers to the hosting location facilities and the community. The host will distribute site rules, develop, maintain and distribute contact information, emergency procedures, and other

important information. The host acts as liaison between the volunteer work team and Rebuild Joplin during the week and will be on hand to think the volunteers and say goodbye at the end of the week. The host will be on call to the team(s) throughout the week, should questions or needs arise.

The host should be available if/when meals are being prepared (morning and evening) not to do the actual cooking but to assist the volunteers in finding both food items and cooking utensils. Also, it would be great if host were at the site in the afternoon when the teams return from the worksite to greet them, check on how their day went, listen to their stories about how their day went, and see if there are any non-work related needs to be addressed. Volunteers appreciate interacting with their hosts.

The host should provide teams with an emergency contact number, preferably a cell phone, which would allow them to contact the hosting team in case of an emergency. There should be someone to answer this phone 24/7 while volunteers are present.

Emotional and Spiritual Caregivers: During the work days, volunteers often interact directly with survivors and listen to their stories. This Ministry of Presence is a very important part of the Volunteers’ mission. Often as a way of dealing with their feelings about the Survivor’s experiences, Volunteers need a chance to tell their stories of the day. Volunteer Team Leaders hopefully will plan their own informal debriefing at the end of the day. In addition, it is very helpful if hosts are available and prepared to listen to Volunteers’ stories of special moments from the day.

Sometimes, volunteers become emotional about survivors’ experiences. It is common for volunteers to become upset when it is time to leave because they feel they have not done enough. These are all typical reactions. Be

prepared for this possibility. One way to help is to address this issue at the beginning of the team’s visit.

Trained Emotional & Spiritual (E&S) Caregivers can offer training to all staff and congregation members who will be in direct contact with the teams. This will allow the staff to be sensitive to the possible emotional impact of visiting a disaster area. Everyone on the VHN staff and committee should be prepared to be an informal E&S Caregiver for the volunteers and survivors. The VHN sites’ pastoral staff may want to be involved.

Volunteers: Volunteer work teams are the backbone of a successful VHN operation. The better informed, trained and prepared they are, the more successful they will be when they arrive. Much information can be sent to team leaders before the teams leave home. This gives the teams more time to prepare for the trip and the work.

Lodging arrangement for volunteer teams

Questions to consider by VHN sites:

1. Number of people to host? Site capacity?

2. Shower availability?  Hot water capacity?

3. Restroom availability?

4. Sleeping accommodations: Beds, bunk beds, cots, floor?

5. Bedding?  Sleeping bags, etc.

6. Linens?

7. Food

8. Leisure space

9. Insurance and liability

Logistical details of managing a volunteer village

1. Transportation:  To and from the city.

2. Airport Locations near city

3. Transportation to and from sites

4. What are arrival and departure dates

Insurance requirements: It is advisable to check with your insurance provider before housing people overnight. Also determine medical insurance coverage. All VHN sites should have volunteers sign release forms. The sites should keep these forms for a couple of years after hosting in case a question arises.

Fire Safety: What are the requirements if you are housing people overnight?

Does your facility have smoke detectors in each room?

Fire codes should be considered. It may be a good idea to ask someone familiar with codes and fire safety to inspect the facilities. If you call in a Fire Marshall be prepared for some expensive recommendations.

Local Codes: It is a good idea to have someone become familiar with local building codes, zoning, etc. Know if any codes restrict or change your hosting decisions.

Parking: Ensure there iks space for volunteers to park. It may be necessary to mark spots in your parking lot for volunteers. Some volunteer teams want to bring in buses or RV’s. Parking restrictions should be made clear to teams before they arrive.

Emergencies: Prepare and post a list of emergency contacts in the community: medical (hospital and doctor), pharmacy, groceries. This list should have a number to contact the host. Have some first aid kits available for small emergencies. Each work site should have access to a phone and first aid kit.

Local amenities: Volunteers need places to go to have some fun and to purchase needed or forgotten items. Prepare a list of such things as grocery stores, gas stations, theaters, museums. Include any local points of interest the team may want to visit.

Internet access: If you have it at the site, let the volunteers know the password. If you don’t have wireless access, try to provide it. This allows the volunteers to stay in touch with loved ones at home and allows them to look up information that may save calling the site manager. If such service cannot be made available, let them know where to find it in the community.

Personal belongings: Some sites find it useful to provide a locking cabinet or closet for volunteers to leave their valuables in when they are not at the VHN site. This allows them to leave computers, etc. at the VHN site in a secure location.

Cell Phone Coverage: If there is a dead spot, tell volunteers where the best signal can be found. This applies to the VHN site as well as the work sites.

House rules: Issues such as smoking and onsite alcohol use need to be addressed in advance of the arrival of the first volunteers. These rules

need to be communicated to the volunteers before they arrive as part of their trip preparations.

Housekeeping issues should be addressed at the very beginning of the visit. Determine and communicate who will take care of the volunteers’ living quarters, you or the volunteers. Determine who will do janitorial duties such as disposing of trash, keeping the bathrooms stocked, et.

Hospitality for Volunteers:

1. Before the arrive: Ensure you have an organized system that provides teams information on local amenities, VHN sites’ rules, items they may need, forms (medical and release, etc.) and any other information that will make their visit more comfortable and better prepare them for their trip.. By communicating well before the team arrives, you increase the odds of them, and you, having a successful and rewarding week.

2. When they arrive: The host should have an orientation time the first evening of the team’s arrival. This allows the host to tell the volunteers what is expected and answer questions the team may have. It would be a good idea for other staff to have a chance to speak if they desire.

-Will you invite volunteers to share fellowship with you site church and allow the volunteers to share their work experiences with the church?

-Will you include the volunteers in a worship experience at you site church?

-Will you provide time and access to entertainment and local culture? Some VHN sites may want the teams to take one afternoon off to tour the area and enjoy local amenities.

3. During the week:
-Take a photo of each volunteer group and post on the wall.

-Keep an album of past teams and display for site church to see.

-Allow groups to give your VHN site something as a keepsake (i.e. signboard pointing to their hometown, signature wall, etc.)

-Keep the site congregation informed about the volunteers and their work.

-Invite teams to site congregational events.

-Provide a register where team members can list their names, addresses, email addresses and make comments. -List names of visitors in site church bulletin.

-Publish teams’ stories in the site church newsletter.

-On the last evening, have a special send off ceremony. It can be short and simple.

After they leave: It is always nice to send the teams a thank you note after they leave. The note can be to the sponsoring organization, the Team Leader or the individual members. An e-mail will work if you collected this information in your guest register

Emotional and Spiritual Care for Volunteers

Just as it is important for survivors to have lots of opportunities to tell their stories, to stay in touch with the important people in their lives, and to do good self care, volunteers must also tell their stories, keep in touch with family and friends, and do good self care. One responsibility of the VHN site is to provide opportunities for all of those.

