
Before You Go: Important Points To 
Consider 
It is important that volunteer groups have an 
assigned role with a recognized organization or 
agency before traveling to the Gulf Coast region 
to help in disaster relief. 

The continued difficult conditions in states affect­
ed by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita are likely to 
make your volunteers’ experience challenging and 
demanding. It is important, therefore, that you 
consider all aspects of your trip so that you main­
tain your own—and others participants’—person­
al health and safety.  

In the beginning, several volunteer groups includ­
ing the American Red Cross (www.redcross.org) 
were involved in an immediate coordinated volun­
teer response effort. Those efforts were coordinat­
ed through the National Voluntary Organizations 
Active in Disaster (NVOAD), as well as through 
FEMA’s Voluntary Agency Liaison. The Red Cross 
continues to recruit and train new volunteers who 
are willing to travel to disaster areas for specific 
short-term assignments or who can assist in local 
operations. Over the months, other organizations 
have created a presence in the region, and local 
and regional relief and reconstructioin agencies 
have established projects that manage, deploy, 
house, and feed volunteer groups. 

Be prepared for challenging conditions: 

• Lodging: sleeping in shelters, churches, 
campgrounds, and other group situations 
will be common. 

• Power and electricity are still out in many 
areas of New Orleans and the Gulf area, 
compromising refrigeration and air condi­
tioning. 

• Water supplies for drinking are returning, but 
bottled water is needed in many areas. 

• Fresh food is returning, but special dietary 
needs may be difficult to meet. 

• Access to medical care may be limited. 

• Weather, especially in the summer and fall, 

will be hot and humid, with swarms of mos­
quitoes and other biting insects. 

• Emotional stress may still be high, working 
conditions sometimes difficult. 

• Travel to work assignments may involve long 
distances; public transportation options are 
limited, but improving. 

Health and Safety Issues 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) cautions 
volunteers that health and safety are critical 
issues to be aware of in the hurricane restoration 
and rebuilding. 

The CDC website has important health and safety 
information that volunteers should consider 
before traveling to the Gulf Coast. These include: 

•	 What you should know about vaccines and 
immunizations: Some host organizations may 
require immunizations, and we recommend 
that you have up-to-date tetanus, influenza 
and Hepatitis A vaccinations. 

•	 How to protect yourself against illness and 
injury: Tips and reminders about preventing 
carbon monoxide poisoning, animal and 
insect bites, infections, etc. 

•	 How to keep food and water safe. 

•	 Mental health resources for coping with dis­
asters: General strategies for promoting 
mental health and resilience based on expe­
riences in prior disasters. 

Risk Management and Insurance 

Safety is a major concern for those who are tak­
ing groups to help with hurricane relief. It is 
important that trip leaders and your institution 
are aware of liability in the event that injuries or 
mishaps occur.  Make sure to contact risk man­
agement experts on your campus or with your 
organization who can guide you in making deci­
sions about the trip. 
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It may be necessary to purchase insurance for the 
members of the group who are traveling to and 
working in the Gulf. Insurance agents in your 
locality may be able to provide coverage for your 
trip at a reasonable price. You may want to 
include a share of insurance expenses in the stu­
dents’ costs for the trip. 

Remember: Having insurance does not replace 
caution and common sense. Constantly challenge 
yourself and others to be safe while traveling to, 
and serving, in the disaster area. 
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