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CHAPTER 1

Being There

 

I could never have imagined that my first day in a disaster zone would include strapping on scuba gear and exploring one of the world’s top diving destinations. There was concern that the tsunami had destroyed the coral reefs off Bang Tao, a significant tourist attraction for the village. Someone needed to find out how the reefs had fared, so I volunteered. We’re all certified scuba divers in my family, so, for me, assessing the reefs for damage from the tsunami seemed worthwhile. That’s where I intended to connect before I met Mike and the team at the Bang Tao base.

As it turned out, I didn’t go diving. Once on base, I decided that I could make a bigger impact on land. I became Uncle Dave, the gray-haired advisor and go-between linking our sweaty, scruffy crew of volunteers and potential donors.

I decided to make Bang Tao my base, so I moved from the Meridien to the Laguna Phuket, a five-hotel complex managed by Andaman Resorts. The Laguna had high-speed Internet and, as part of their contribution to the tsunami relief effort, the resort management offered to let me stay at no cost. (This allowed me to add the money I would have paid for accommodations at the Meridien into my general donation pot.) Living in the hotel gave me access to a community of expatriates, as well as European and American tourists who had been vacationing in the area when the tsunami hit. Those connections dovetailed nicely with Mike Cegielski’s local network that identified specific needs in the village.

Many of the local community’s needs might never have made it onto the radar screen of large aid organizations, even though they were no less urgent and important. Take fishing boats, for example, which are necessary to Bang Tao’s economy as a fishing village. The long-tailed fishing boats—big, heavy-hulled crafts with boat-length steering shafts that drive their propellers at one end and have four-cylinder automobile engines welded at the other—are sea-going vessels and expensive to build. The combination of hull, shaft, motor, and fishing nets totals $5,000 per boat; forty-three boats were destroyed in Bang Tao alone. Learning of the scope of the damage, I wondered, What will happen to these people?

Through the expat community, I met a British couple that had been sailing around the world when the tsunami struck. They were trying to identify ways to help. Ditto for a Dutch guy who had married a Thai woman and retired to Bang Tao. His wife spoke English and Thai and helped share the story of one fisherman and his family. The British couple communicated the fisherman’s story to the Royal Thames Yacht Club, where they were members; the Dutch guy shared it with sailing friends in Amsterdam. Each community jump-started a series of cocktail parties—sailors love any excuse to drink and socialize—to raise the funds needed to begin replacing the fishing boats of Bang Tao.

Meanwhile, volunteers from all over the world were pouring into Phuket. One of these volunteers, with exactly the right skills at the right time, ended up in Bang Tao. Darius Monsef, a whiz at designing and building websites, really wanted to take part in the physical labor of clearing and rebuilding the village. It quickly became obvious that he could make more of an impact sitting at a laptop. He and other volunteers handily built a website for the Bang Tao Recovery Project, complete with stories from villagers plus photographs. Thanks to Pete Kirkwood, an American working in a nearby village, we were able to link with a 501(c)(3) banking account to collect tax-deductible donations from people around the world. From Bang Tao, we expanded into several villages, and Pete suggested what became our new name: HandsOn Thailand. Our website proclaimed, “We’re here helping!” HandsOn became a beacon for those who wanted to do something more than write a check, and they followed our beacon to Bang Tao.
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Fisherman whose daughter was lost during the tsunami; he named his new boat after her.

SUV

I soon learned that SUV has an entirely different definition in the philanthropic community: spontaneous unaffiliated volunteer. HandsOn attracted SUVs who may not have been part of an official aid group, but were not really unaffiliated. Each person I met connected easily to person after person after person. Our little network was expanding exponentially as people heard about what we were doing and told their friends. By the end of my first week in Bang Tao, we had twenty volunteers on site, and we expected twenty more to arrive the following week. I thought, If this were a venture-backed business, growing from twenty to forty people in a year, it would be considered high-growth. This is happening in one week!

Luckily, I’d experienced challenging times in the growth of a company. I began my career at IBM but then joined a very small company and helped grow it to more than four thousand employees. I was aware that many risks might not work out, but some would. I believe that you shouldn’t shy away from making a risky move, but you shouldn’t put all of your assets against it either. If it fails, you’ve tried and you can still recover. For thirty-five years, decision-making in the face of uncertainty had been my job. Now, it seemed that my entire career had prepared me for this moment.

As HandsOn Thailand expanded in scope, we also expanded in credibility. Nonetheless, our real street cred derived from the simple fact that we were there. You can’t establish trust with people you don’t know over the phone or via email. You must do it face-to-face. And you must use a language they understand. I’m not talking about English or Thai or French or Dutch. I’m talking about corporate-speak and volunteer-speak. I was fluent in both.

Since I was a volunteer, and I had experience being there, I understood others’ motivations. I identified with the willingness to do whatever seemed most useful in the moment. Flexibility like this is a consistent characteristic among our volunteers. Perhaps more significantly, my gray hair inspired trust both from enthusiastic but inexperienced volunteers looking for a little guidance and potential donors searching for a project aligned to their hearts and wallets. That’s how we ended up forging a link between a tiny fishing village in Thailand and a high-end American ski resort in Utah.

When the managing director of the Stein Eriksen Lodge at Deer Valley, one of the most luxurious ski resorts in the US, raised tsunami relief funds from clients, friends, and neighbors in the Park City area, he contacted the Amanpuri, a super-lux peer resort in Phuket, to ask where to donate the funds. Because it was such a large sum—$60,000—he planned to travel to Thailand to evaluate their recommendation in person.

The Amanpuri folks had heard about HandsOn from their colleagues at Andaman Resorts and recommended our project to the lodge’s director. Our guys had worked up a sleek PowerPoint presentation, printed some handouts, and organized a tour. The Stein Eriksen director saw an organization with a passionate and committed volunteer staff from all over the world and an American corporate style. He donated the entire $60,000 to us, knowing the money would be used effectively.

Big victories and innumerable smaller wins gave HandsOn the motivation to continue and the confidence that we were doing the right things the right way. Frankly, we could have been easily overwhelmed by a tsunami of despair. Often, it was easier to tackle the debris left behind by the waves than confront the shards of shattered lives—but sometimes you just couldn’t avoid them.

Being There

One evening, a volunteer approached me. A Thai woman had come to her with a list of the things her few remaining family members needed, including a flashlight, hand puppets, and crayons. The woman had lost thirty-nine relatives in the tsunami. Imagining that poor woman’s situation, I was overcome with a flood of emotions. I had to walk away because I didn’t want to weep in front of this young volunteer, and I knew I was going to burst into tears. I grabbed the keys to our shared truck, hunted down a working ATM, withdrew $500 in Thai baht, and asked the volunteer to pass it on to the woman.

I’m normally an extremely pragmatic person with a very keen awareness of human reactions to money and power. But in Bang Tao, I found myself experiencing a wonderful suspension of cynicism. Every day, I focused on looking for the action that addressed a problem in the very real-world situation and then moved on to tackling the next problem. It was refreshing, but it was something much more, too. There was a sense of a secret being revealed—a secret breathtaking in its utter simplicity. When you show up to do good, people are motivated to help you. As Canadian clergyman Basil King famously said, “Go at it boldly, and you’ll find unexpected forces closing round you and coming to your aid.”
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A youngster finds reasons to smile despite injuries.

The way you prove your credibility is by being there. I cancelled my flight home twice before finally returning to Boston in mid-February. It was only three weeks after I had arrived in Thailand, but it seemed like a lifetime. The David who got off the plane at Logan Airport was a much different person than the one who landed in Phuket. From the beginning of my experience in Bang Tao, I’d accepted that our project was fundamentally transitional in nature. Our mission, as we eventually defined it, was to be on the ground providing immediate, essential support while larger organizations and the government prepared to bring their own capabilities to bear. But the commitment, effort, and pure compassion of our group and its supporters—some 323 people donated a total of more than $100,000 to our website—resonated for me long afterward, as powerful as it had been unexpected.

I wasn’t the only one who felt that way. In June 2005, I received an email from Darius Monsef, the HandsOn website whiz. “That was the greatest thing I’ve ever done in my life,” he wrote about our work in Bang Tao. “Can we do it again?’ Two months later, Hurricane Katrina slammed into the Gulf Coast.


[image: figure]

CHAPTER 2

From Bang Tao to Biloxi

 

I was planning to go to Darfur when Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast of the United States.

In June 2005, as the genocide and refugee crisis in Darfur, in western Sudan, was unfolding, Darius Monsef called and asked, “Could we do it again?” We’d only been back from Bang Tao for a few months.

We discussed what had drawn so many dedicated volunteers, and I opined that the tsunami was, at that time, the worst disaster in the world. We speculated the refugee crisis in Darfur might now warrant that superlative. Our experience in Thailand and the recognition for what we had achieved there gave me confidence that we could raise money for just about any crisis, as long as we could offer a real solution to a real problem. We started making plans.

Back in Boston, I met with Dr. Larry Ronan, a staff physician at Massachusetts General Hospital who also works with a global emergency medical response group. As we discussed Darfur, an idea came to me. There were about seventy nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) helping in Darfur, but travel in and out of the area was dangerous. What if we could operate a no-charge charter service from safe, nearby airports using Internet-based planning to fill empty seats? Darius and I planned to accompany Dr. Ronan when he visited Darfur in early November. Meanwhile, Dick Clinton, a burly cop from Tennessee and fellow Bang Tao alumnus, had been in touch and added himself to our Darfur group on the basis that he could “cover our backs.”

Mother Nature Changes Our Plans

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina crashed into the Gulf Coast with winds of more than 125 miles per hour and a storm surge of over 25 feet. More than one million people in the region were displaced by the storm, which the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) later called, “the single most catastrophic natural disaster in US history.” It is also the costliest hurricane in US history; FEMA’s estimate for the total damage came to $108 billion.

Darius, Dick, and I decided Katrina would drown out any fund-raising interest in our Darfur efforts. We tabled our trip to Sudan, committing to get to Darfur sometime in the future, and decided to respond to Katrina using the lessons we had learned in Thailand. We chose to take a three-pronged approach, based on our personal strengths and networks.

Dick started calling law enforcement contacts anywhere in the impacted area and eventually wangled an invitation from a Lieutenant he knew in the Gulfport, Mississippi, Police Department to stay in his home. This gave us access to their ad hoc emergency operations center,. Darius updated the HandsOnThailand website for a US response, including information for donors and volunteers. And I got us incorporated, applied for 501(c)(3) status, and set up checking accounts and an online donation portal. We officially launched on September 6, 2005.

One potential glitch arose: Darius wanted to jump in full-time but he had bills to cover. He had been a hero in Bang Tao, and I realized that our Katrina response had a better chance of succeeding if he could commit to being on-site full-time for the next few months. I agreed to pay him $1,000 a month. (Our compensation systems have evolved since then; we now pay key people a salary.) With the basic arrangements taken care of, we flew to Mississippi. We arrived in Gulfport, where we met Dick and some early volunteers, on September 7, 2005.


I think the reason All Hands has been successful is that David and I and the people who started it—we were all business entrepreneurs, and All Hands’ success was about efficiency and scale. We cared about the people we were helping, but we came to it with a business mind. What I enjoyed was the logistics of it. I rarely got to clean someone’s house and shake their hand and make the emotional connections. I was handling the logistics of twelve rental cars and forty college kids, and running the company from day to day. It just happened to be really meaningful work.

—Darius Monsef



HandsOn USA was ready to go. Now we just had to figure out how we could help and where we could be most useful. To many, Katrina was synonymous with New Orleans. New Orleans was in the news every day—and the devastation there was epic. Levees had failed. Eighty percent of the city had flooded. FEMA later calculated that seventy percent of New Orleans’s housing was damaged, leaving hundreds of thousands of people homeless and in dire need of food, water, and shelter.

Frankly, I was intimidated by the news coming out of New Orleans. The scale of the destruction was just too big for HandsOn. I thought we should find a town that matched our capabilities, a Gulf Coast version of the Bang Tao village, where we could forge personal connections and make a difference. I’d learned in Thailand that a natural disaster isn’t confined to one town—there’s plenty of damage to go around. And while some places get major attention from the media and government and nongovernment organizations, some only get minimal support. Most, especially the smaller and/or less notable towns, get little to none.

Gulfport Seemed Like a Good Place to Start

Dick Clinton’s connection to the local police department became invaluable. Authorities have a well-founded suspicion of outsiders who show up after disasters. Are they looters? Are they scam artists who promise aid in return for “just a small down payment,” then pocket the money and disappear? However, we quickly overcame suspicion because we were staying with a local policeman, and we were working with the police at their emergency ops center. We weren’t viewed as strangers. And we were happy to show what we could do.
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The destruction across the Gulf Coast region was extreme.

The police had been on twenty-four-hour duty since the hurricane hit, and they were stretched to their limit. They couldn’t even take the time to address the needs of their own families. So, we started by helping the families of the on-duty police with their needs, like removing fallen trees and tarping roofs, among other things, and in the process gained their appreciation and trust.

We knew we couldn’t make our host policeman’s home the base of our operations. We needed a place that would be large enough to shelter and feed teams of volunteers, store our equipment, and park our vehicles. A hotel seemed like the appropriate venue, as it had been in Thailand. We were operating from what we knew, because we had used an affected hotel in Bang Tao. It had been under construction when the tsunami destroyed the first floor, including the lobby and offices, but the owner let us use the rooms on the second floor. But, when a Gulfport police family connection introduced us to representatives of the Beauvoir United Methodist Church in the neighboring town of Biloxi, we realized that this was not going to be the same as last time. The church became our home for the next five months.


Biloxi was the first time we got to figure out the systems of how we would do things. Bang Tao was just mixing all the chemicals and something good came of it. Biloxi was where we figured out which chemicals to mix and how to mix them.

—Darius Monsef



An officer from the Gulfport PD accompanied us to Biloxi, lending us credibility with the Biloxi Police Department, which, in turn, gave us credibility with Biloxi’s mayor. We needed it—the National Guard was patrolling the streets demanding written proof that aid workers were legit. We typed up a letter that basically said, “We’re with a real organization, not just two guys in a truck,” and had the mayor sign it. We made stacks of copies, and carried one in each vehicle—an official “passport” of sorts. Darius designed bright-colored badges with bold print, laminated them, and strung them on lanyards for all of our volunteers to wear around their necks.

Like Bang Tao, Biloxi was big enough to absorb and provide for an influx of volunteers yet small enough that our contributions could make a significant difference. It was big enough that we could expand our operations, if necessary, but small enough that we could identify and respond to specific community needs. It was not too big, not too small but just right. In deciding to work in Biloxi, we learned to apply what we later called the Goldilocks test.
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Biloxi was one of many Gulf Coast towns to suffer major damage.

Coincidentally, the day we saw the church and agreed to make it our base, I was interviewed by National Public Radio’s Robin Young for her live news show, Here and Now. She described me as “an experienced disaster executive” on the basis of my work in Bang Tao. I was a bit taken aback by that description but, on reflection, realized it was accurate. HandsOn had the basics in place. We had a live website, 501(c)(3) status to accept donations (I had just received confirmation earlier that morning), and a base at 2113 Pass Road, Biloxi, Mississippi. Anyone who wanted to volunteer was welcome, I said on live radio. No financial contribution necessary, you just had to want to help.

It’s remarkable how little things incrementally build on other little things until the puzzle pieces magically fall into place. Our website was in good shape. We had a physical address. The NPR endorsement allayed people’s concerns. We sounded as though we knew what we were doing. And, in fact, we pretty much did. Our experience in Bang Tao enabled us to get up to speed quickly in Biloxi: We were there a little faster than other response groups, we were a little better organized, and we had a working model that let us adapt to local circumstances and kept us one step ahead. At the end of the radio interview, I invited listeners to come on down. They did.

Among those who responded were people who would become key to the success of the organization over the coming years, either as volunteers who metamorphosed into staffers or stalwart volunteers who showed up time and time again. Marc Young, Jeremey Horan, Bill Driscoll, and Stefanie Chang were each a key part of our Biloxi response, and each rose to key leadership roles with All Hands over the next several years. They were part of forming our culture and helping us stay grounded and connected to both the volunteers and the communities we served. Sue Glassnor is representative of what has become a powerful “alumni pool” of folks who are ready to answer the call whenever AHV announces a new project.

Jeremey Horan’s experience is especially emblematic of many volunteers’ initial experience with All Hands.


I donated money to the Red Cross and made some inquiries to Habitat for Humanity and the Salvation Army about actually volunteering, but I received “you have to take these classes, then you’ll be put on an eligibility list” or “we’re not responding at this time” emails, or I didn’t hear anything at all. It was a very disheartening experience, because the news was telling the story of the devastation these families and communities were experiencing, and for the first time in my life, I felt overwhelmingly compelled to be involved.

Then, I read a blog by a guy traveling across the country who stumbled across the base camp in Biloxi. He basically said, “Here’s a group of people doing incredible stuff. They’ll take anybody and everybody who wants to do something.”

The morning I learned about them, I went to their website and found that all you needed to do was tell them when you wanted to come and how long you wanted to stay for. I was working at an advertising agency in New York. I consolidated my remaining vacation days, booked a plane ticket, and set up a week-long trip to volunteer. My friends thought I was a little nuts. When I showed them the website, they said, “This doesn’t seem real.”

A volunteer came to the airport to pick me up. The only information I was given was that he’d be wearing a HandsOn USA T-shirt. He was a very dirty, older gentleman. We drove off to the base in Biloxi, this giant annex to a church, with sleep spaces on the floor and dozens of tents out back. A crowd of people was winding down for the day, but there was a positive energy to the place and I thought, “Let’s do this.” I got the rundown and hit the ground running the next day.

The week went by so incredibly fast. Two days before I was supposed to leave, I thought I had only scratched the surface of what I wanted to do. I emailed my boss to ask if I could stay for another week of unpaid leave. At the end of that week, the same feeling crept up: I’m not really done, I want to stick around. I sent another email to my boss. He said, “We can make it work, but if you’re not back at work by next Monday, you don’t have a job to come back to.”

When I went back to New York, I spent the next six months thinking, “What am I doing here?” I had felt more productive, more connected, more fulfilled in the three weeks I spent in Biloxi than I had in three years of working for the agency. I thought, I don’t want to do this anymore.

I gave notice in July 2006, just after my twenty-fifth birthday. Two days later, I flew to Indonesia to volunteer for the HandsOn earthquake relief project in Jogjakarta.

—Jeremey Horan



Within weeks of our arrival in Biloxi, our expected group of fifty volunteers had quadrupled to more than two hundred. We never looked back.
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CHAPTER 3

Building Networks of Trust

 

When you bring a group of volunteers together, you never know what you’ll encounter. The greatest challenge to an organization whose success depends on attracting committed volunteers is to make each and every individual feel that their contributions are productive and appreciated. Every now and then, an opportunity will crop up to highlight a special skill that you’d never dream would be applicable in the midst of a disaster (such as experience with photo retouching, which was a huge bonus in our later work in Japan). For the most part, you want volunteers who are putting in long hours of sweaty, smelly work day after day to feel not just productive but exponentially productive, whether they’re building a school or mucking out a flooded house.

There’s a delicate balance between what needs to be done and what volunteers want to do. Sure, there’s a shared purpose to help the community. But what holds everything in balance—and what keeps volunteers coming back to do more—is trust between the organization and the volunteers. The organization carries on the conversations with community leaders, gathers local feedback, and chooses what tasks will be pursued. The volunteers must trust that those decisions are well made. In the case of HandsOn, both cohorts had to learn to trust each other. We had to learn how to reinforce the threads of trust between us in order to weave a robust and tight network we could all rely on, even when—especially when—the going got tough. It wasn’t easy, as we learned in Bang Tao.

Mike Cegielski, who started what became HandsOn Thailand, had a military background; his training led him to expect people to do what he asked without his having to explain why or get buy-in. That became a problem. There was chatter in the volunteer community about his imperiousness, and some volunteers were even considering quitting. Volunteers—unaccustomed to a military way of giving and accepting orders—felt they had a right to know why we would focus on one issue versus another when there was so much need in so many different areas.

One night, I suggested that we try another way of getting buy-in from our volunteers. We hosted a one-hour happy hour for the volunteers followed by a Q and A session in which everyone could ask questions of me. It was a transitional moment—and it worked.

We shifted our operating paradigm to include transparency: Every volunteer had a right to know which tasks we were prioritizing and why. That became an intrinsic part of our operating model in Biloxi. Every evening, we would hold a meeting for everyone involved in the project. We placed a large white board front and center, listing the projects to be tackled the next day and the number of volunteers required for each one. Volunteers could select which task or team most appealed to them and how they wanted to participate. (A few years later, we updated this system to using a magnetic white board and having the volunteers put their name on magnets; they just shift the magnets instead scribbling their names.) The logistical and operational advantages to this system were easy to see: We’d always secure the correct number of volunteers for the task and every volunteer was aware of our projects. But the unexpected benefit was community building among the volunteers. People got to know each other better by swapping stories about their jobs, like ripping out muddy floorboards, or in shared tasks, like checking off supply deliveries. And we democratized the sign-ups by establishing the rule that anyone who signed up to wash dishes got first priority on the white board the next day. After volunteer sign-ups, we’d open the floor for questions and suggestions, further building a culture of transparency and community.

Some disaster response organizations have clearly delineated duties. For example, the Red Cross delivers hot meals. They arrive in a disaster area armed with the resources to drive through the area and deliver warm food—that’s a major part of what they do. Although we have a basic mandate to offer physical labor to aid in cleanup efforts (clear debris, saw downed trees, tarp and de-mold broken buildings), we are proud to be flexible and responsive in the services we offer. There are many different paths back to normal life. That’s why each disaster demands an open mind. We know that soon enough our blank slate will be covered with a to-do list of problems specific to each disaster, as well as creative solutions suggested by our volunteers.


We’re like an emergency room doctor. We try to staunch bleeding and set broken bones and stitch up wounds so that people can get back on their feet. We focus on what we can do to get people started on the road back to living a normal life. We say, “We’ve learned all these random tricks along the way and we’ll do whatever you want us to do.” We’re good at not doing things one way.

It’s naïve to think you’ll always know what you’re doing. We’ve learned constantly, and that’s all right with us. We’re not dead set at how we do things. The only thing we’ve stuck to is immediate relief before normal life kicks back in.

—Darius Monsef



Envision a community in which a third of the buildings are destroyed or severely damaged and you’ll have a sense of what Biloxi looked like in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Landmarks and familiar places had been leveled, making it difficult for our volunteers to follow a local’s directions. For example, residents would stop by our base at the church and say, “A tree crashed through our roof. We need help.” We’d ask for their address and they’d respond, “You take a right where the McDonald’s used to be.” That’s not helpful for people who don’t know where the McDonald’s used to be!
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Here is Darius installing new street signs, each with our blue hand logo.

Darius came up with a straightforward solution: rebuild the street sign system. Laying out a city map, he identified the number of signs we’d need, purchased large plastic sheets and stick-on letters, and gathered volunteers to make new street signs. In my role of “adult supervisor,” I suggested obtaining the mayor’s approval, to be sure we had municipal buy-in for our efforts. With his approval granted, we set up a modified “quilting bee,” in which volunteers cut the plastic sheets into strips and pasted on the letters for each street name. Darius had the inspired idea to add a blue HandsOn logo to each sign, subtly making our presence known and familiar. Volunteers nailed the signs to telephone poles, trees, or any other structure still standing near a street corner.

As the streets became identified as streets again, another problem emerged: Many locals had lost their cars. Volunteer Scott Erickson suggested we provide them with bicycles. I agreed to fund half the cost if he would kick in the other half; we committed $2,500 each, securing one hundred unassembled bikes. HandsOn volunteers put them together—complete with a blue HandsOn sticker—and the East Biloxi Recovery Center, an organization with which we worked closely, distributed them. Seeing these bikes on the street, allowing people to go about their daily business, was tangible evidence that we were meeting real and varied needs.


It was hard to comprehend true devastation until I saw a casino. The casinos were on these massive barges and by state law had to be surrounded by water. The storm had thrown the casino across the highway—a huge boat, five stories tall, cracked like an egg, with the innards of the casino spilling across the highway. You couldn’t believe the force that caused that to happen.

You had the sense that people had lost everything, but they didn’t look any different. I talked to a woman who had gone through the storm sitting in the rafters of her house, hoping the water wouldn’t rise any higher. We all chipped in and bought her a mattress. She broke down crying. That’s when I realized the depth of her loss: She’d been sleeping on the floor for the past three months.

—Adam Haber



During one of our nightly meetings, volunteer Helen Weatherall challenged us to look even more broadly at our mission. She mentioned that she had dropped in at the local SPCA on her way back to base in the afternoon, and they were overwhelmed and understaffed. So many Biloxians had evacuated that there wasn’t enough staff to care for all the animals. Maybe we could help? Caring for animals seemed pretty far off our disaster response remit, but I posed the opportunity anyway. The assembled volunteers responded enthusiastically and our SPCA project task was born. We even built a kennel at our base, since volunteers would often rescue an animal that had reached the end of their “kennel life.” When President Bush visited our base, two White House staffers took puppies back with them on Air Force One.

One of the most unusual but high impact volunteer proposals for assistance involved organizing and hosting the local high school homecoming dance. High school football is a big deal in Mississippi, and there’s always a big dance to mark the beginning of football season. Since most of the students had lost their homes and clothes, the dance had been cancelled. A group of HandsOn women volunteers from Pennsylvania, whose children had already celebrated homecoming, proposed asking their kids and their friends to donate their party dresses. Volunteers on site would tailor them for the local girls.

When the dresses arrived in Biloxi, HandsOn volunteers organized a sewing circle to alter the clothing. Then, we put up a tent in the church parking lot, hired a local band, and gave the kids their big dance. We honored the local traditions through innovative problem solving.


We sent people out into the field who knew it was okay to find opportunities themselves or take whatever they were passionate about and see if they could help. At the nightly meeting, crews would report what they saw, or someone would say, “I ran into someone who was trying to rescue an abandoned dog from under a house. The Humane Society said they’re really understaffed, and could we send them eight people.” I might not have seen that opportunity about the pets, but someone else did.

At one point, we were staffing the Salvation Army warehouse, clearing rubble, cutting trees, helping the Humane Society, building a wheelchair ramp to the local synagogue, and repairing the roof on a Christian church. We had no agenda except the agenda to help however we could.

–Darius Monsef



While we gave our volunteers free rein, sometimes we had to rein them in. We learned that a volunteer organization must have rules, just like any company or workplace. We had expectations of our volunteers, and when they could not meet our expectations, we had the right to enforce the rules. For example, we expect volunteers to be ready to roll at 7:30 am. I remember one volunteer who said, “I’m a volunteer, and I want to sleep in until 10.” My response was simply, “You can do that, but not here.” He chose to leave rather than conform to our schedule. (We’ve followed that rule ever since, even if we’re in Indonesia or the Philippines or places where it’s not easy to be put out on the street.) Through the process of building our organization and managing volunteers, we have established a behavior code tailored to each locale and cultural climate that all volunteers must read and sign.

The biggest confrontation we experienced in Biloxi involved a chainsaw crew. The hurricane downed thousands of trees, damaging homes and blocking recovery efforts. From our initial chainsaw workers evolved a crew of about eight guys and a few women. “The Termites,” as they dubbed themselves, were good at their work and proud of it. They began to acquire an elite status among the volunteers.

That’s where the trouble began. Other volunteers wanted to join the crew but the Termites refused to include them. That led volunteers to ask, “What gives them the right to be the only ones who can handle a chainsaw?” As operations director, Darius tried to deal with the situation tactfully. The Termite leader pushed back and threatened to leave and take the rest of the gang with him. Darius told me he thought we could get our work done even if they walked, and we couldn’t afford to be held up by any “special interest” group. I told him I trusted him. Darius ordered the Termites to accept others into their crew and, sure enough, they walked out. Darius recalled:


In any community, you naturally have leaders who self-establish and step up and take a role. That’s great, but sometimes the direction they want to go is different. Because they’re leaders and feel they’re important, it’s painful to cut their role. You think, if they leave, this whole thing will fall apart. But it finally comes to a head and you decide, okay, it’s got to be done.

And, sure enough, other volunteers stepped up when the Termites left. It’s the intrinsic nature of it—there’s someone who would love to lead or has been watching from the sidelines and didn’t step up because the role was already filled. If you believe the organism will fill the vacuum, it works out.



We learned a pragmatic lesson: Gaps will be filled.

No one volunteer is more valuable than another, but some volunteers do become integral to the running of the organization. Like Darius, Marc Young became one them. Marc had run dive boats all over the world, with a primary focus in Southeast Asia, earning him the nickname “Scuba.” With his boat in dry dock storage for cyclone season, he found himself in Michigan visiting his mother when Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast.


I signed up for two weeks, but I had no idea how life-changing it would be. That happened to many people who volunteered who were looking for a different purpose to their life, but I was actually making money in the scuba-diving industry and living in paradise. I gave that up to chase disasters.

—Marc Young



Having been turned away from volunteering with the larger organizations, Marc took it upon himself to travel to Biloxi, chainsaw in hand, to pitch in. He heard about HandsOn while driving south, and joined us on September 8, 2005. He recalled, “I started off cutting trees, but soon my management experience and life experience put me into overseeing a crew of people. Then, I started helping Darius with the management of the project. There was no ownership, just a sense of, ‘Wow, we’ve got this huge task. How can we handle it?’ ”

By November, we had more than 150 volunteers at our base. Marc had business experience, management experience, and expertise in being responsible for the safety of others. We hired him as our second operations director on December 1, 2005. He stayed with HandsOn for the next seven years.

Marc recalled, “When David offered me a job at $800 a month and I said yes, his response was, ‘Really?’ He was so surprised I would give up what I was doing to be in a disaster zone. But it was actually a pretty easy decision. I’d had an amazing lifestyle. I was living in a version of some people’s paradise. I was diving every day, which I love. I got pretty self-centered.” He continued:


Fast-forward to this culture of giving, of helping people who need help, the immediate satisfaction that comes from each day being able to see the progress, even if it’s just cleaning out an irrigation canal or gutting one house. Every day, you see what your effort has helped accomplish. That’s addicting. And if you’re part of a huge bureaucracy where it’s a three-or seven-year slog to get to a goal, and, instead, you start out the day with the goal of mucking out a basement and at the end of the day the basement is mucked out, that’s a huge accomplishment. That’s addicting, too.



Our three-person management team spent time contemplating “what’s next?” Since Darius and I had first worked together in Thailand, and Marc had worked in the scuba diving business outside the US for the past seven years, we were all aware of the international needs for disaster response. It led us to conclude that we could be most effective if we could apply our newly gained expertise wherever the need arose. My research found that 75 percent of people affected by natural disasters were located within the Ring of Fire, the area of southeast Asia bordering the Pacific Ocean that includes island nations like Indonesia and the Philippines. This area would become the focus of the next projects for our new organization.

By the end of 2005, I’d realized that HandsOn must start seriously planning for the future. I’d thought of Bang Tao as a once-in-a-lifetime event for me. Hurricane Katrina presented an opportunity to start a sustainable organization. Instead of the life I’d envisioned as a retired CEO—serving on corporate boards, investing in start-up companies, spending more time with my family—I was about to enter the disaster response business.
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