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NeighborWorks® America is partnering with Freddie Mac, the National Consumer Law Center (NCLC), the Community College Foundation, and more than 20 other nonprofit organizations throughout the regions hardest hit by hurricanes Katrina and Rita to provide online disaster relief for homeowners.  The HomeHelp Express is a fleet of two modern, 40-foot buses outfitted with computer workstations, Internet access, and hands-on counseling assistance on a wide range of personal financial issues.  The “eBuses” will be traveling to neighborhoods devastated by Katrina and Rita in Louisiana and Mississippi to offer these free resources to homeowners.

Towards this effort, NeighborWorks® America will facilitate and coordinate the volunteer efforts of staff members from NeighborWorks® organizations who wish to contribute towards recovery efforts.  This handout offers introductory answers to frequently asked questions about logistical issues related to volunteering on the HomeHelp Express.

Answers to Frequently Asked Questions about Logistics for Staff Members of NeighborWorks® Organizations Who Volunteer:
What type of information should I expect to be providing to homeowners?

Volunteers will be educating and informing Gulf Coast borrowers about a wide range of personal financial issues, including mortgage relief, property insurance claims and protection from scam artists.  The HomeHelp Express is equipped with the latest in satellite and computer technology, so that volunteers can provide visitors with:

· One-on-one mortgage or insurance counseling;

· Access to online tools, including the websites of the nation’s top mortgage lenders

· Information about property insurance, mortgage relief, predatory lending, fraud prevention, home repair and rebuild guidelines, and government assistance for storm victims

· Information about local community-based organizations and government agencies

Volunteers will be able access much of this information from links that are on the “splash” screens loaded onto the eBus computers.  In addition, fact sheets developed by NCLC and Freddie Mac will be available to eBus visitors, covering such topics as home repairs, home title scams, mortgage obligations, buying mobile homes, and insurance scams.  Several copies of Surviving Debt by NCLC will also be available for eBus visitors to peruse.

What other responsibilities should I expect to have onsite?

For every shift served, volunteers will need to track services provided using the “eBus Event Tally” form obtained from the eBus driver.  The form should be returned to the eBus driver at the end of a shift.  In addition, volunteers must check in weekly with Fred Zeytoonjian, Hurricane Response Coordinator for NeighborWorks® America, at fzeytoonjian@nw.org or (202) 220-2301, or the District Field coordinator who will be designated prior to the volunteer being deployed.

How do I obtain an assignment?

The needs and assignments will be identified by the HomeHelp Express Program Coordinators employed by the Community College Foundation in collaboration with local community partners. These needs will specify the skills required, location and duration of assignments.  Volunteers can check upcoming scheduled locations in Mississippi at http://www.communityconnect.org/calendars/fmms/events.asp or in Louisiana at http://www.communityconnect.org/calendars/fmla/events.asp. Volunteer assignments will be coordinated by Christi Baker, a consultant to NeighborWorks America®.  Her contact information is christi@chryscon.com or (415) 651-4236 x113.  Typically, assignments will be finalized the month before deployment.  Written approval from the Executive Director of the NeighborWorks® organization is required before an employee is deployed to volunteer assignment.

What are the hours for a typical workday?

The eBuses do not maintain normal business hours. Workweeks generally run from Monday through Friday or Tuesday through Saturday, and each workday’s “event” could last up to six hours.  Normally, the hours are based on an assessment of the needs of the location by local community partners.  For example, if the eBus is scheduled to be in a location where most of the residents are working during normal business hours, the workday might run from 3:00 to 7:00 p.m.  Alternatively, if the eBus is schedule to be in a location where more people are available during the day, the workday might run from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.  Volunteers are expected to arrive at the site of the eBus at least one half hour before the start of the workday’s event.

What kind of local conditions should I expect to find?

Conditions vary by location.  In general, residents are grateful for the assistance provided on the eBuses.  In some locations, however, residents might be frustrated because they are in remote areas and have immediate needs for services that are not provided on the eBuses (money, clothing).  It is important that volunteers remain respectful and patient with residents.  Some people may want to “vent” before requesting the services they need.  Also, some people may not automatically walk onto the bus, so volunteers should be prepared to walk out into the crowds in attendance at an event and encourage residents to take advantage of the eBus services.

The number of people requesting services also varies by location.  Normally, there are a limited number of residents accessing eBus services, unless the HomeHelp Express is parked near a FEMA trailer site, as these sites tend to be located in remote areas with limited access to other services.

For how long can I volunteer?

Staff from NeighborWorks® organizations may volunteer for a maximum of one month at a time. (Longer assignments may be permissible in the future).  This will help to ensure that staff can be effective, experience a minimum of stress and minimize disruption of their “regular” duties.

For how long do the HomeHelp Express buses intend to be in service?

The program was launched in December 2005 and is planned to be offered for at least six months.
What if I want to leave my assignment earlier than planned?

Any volunteer who wishes to return earlier than his/her planned assignment may do promptly do so without any repercussions.

Is any training needed before volunteering?

Volunteers must participate in any training required by the assignment.  Active CPR/First Aid certification is preferred and may be required based on location of volunteer assignments in concert with CDC and Red Cross guidelines. Additional training may be required for specific volunteer assignments (crisis counseling, etc.).
Will I be compensated for volunteering?

NeighborWorks® America will not provide compensation to the volunteers.  NeighborWorks® organizations will need to determine whether they will provide compensation and benefits to their staff members during their volunteer assignments.

How do I make arrangements for lodging and transportation?

Volunteers will need to arrange for their own lodging, transportation to and from the volunteer site, and any necessary local transportation while at the site.  With so much of the local population displaced by the hurricanes and so many work crews in certain areas, lodging may be difficult to obtain.  Consultant, Christi Baker at christi@chryscon.com or (415) 651-4236 x113, is available to help volunteers find places to stay.  Depending on lodging availability, volunteers might be staying at a distance far away from the site of the eBus, and thus, will need to arrange for local transportation like a rental car.

Will I reimbursed for my expenses?

NeighborWorks® organizations will need to determine which, if any, travel expenses incurred by its employees as a result of their volunteer assignment will be reimbursed by their NWO.  Covered travel expenses could include transportation to and from the volunteer site, lodging, meals, and transportation while at the site (i.e., car rental). The NWOs providing volunteers may apply for expendable grants in order to provide some reimbursement for travel expenses for the volunteers by submitting requests to Ava Wright, NeighborWorks( America, at awright@nw.org.

Are there any health and safety concerns?

Volunteers must follow the health and safety guidelines set by the CDC & the Red Cross.  This includes any required inoculations or medical visits or services.  Before volunteers are deployed, the NWO needs to certify to Hurricane Response Coordinator for NeighborWorks® America, Fred Zeytoonjian at fzeytoonjian@nw.org or (202) 220-2301, that the volunteer meets the requirements as designated by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the Red Cross. 

It is recommended that volunteers be assessed by a healthcare professional at least 4-6 weeks before travel so recommended vaccines can be completed and provide maximum benefit. These recommendations apply even if travel is imminent. All volunteers with a history of incomplete or lapsed routine, “childhood” immunization schedules should be brought up-to-date for these vaccines.  Both Tetanus/diphtheria (Td) Tetanus and diphtheria toxoid (receipt of primary series, and Td booster within 10 years); and Hepatitis B vaccine series for persons who may be exposed to blood and body fluids.  For more information on health recommendations for volunteers by the CDC, see http://www.cdc.gov/travel/other/hurricane/hurricane_relief_workers.htm
Are there any psychological or emotional concerns?

Because of the tremendous loss of life, serious injuries, missing and separated families, and destruction of whole areas, volunteers should recognize that the situations they encounter may be extremely stressful.  For mental health resources, see http://www.bt.cdc.gov/masstrauma/copingpub.asp.

What should I do if I am injured or involved in an accident onsite?

If a volunteer is involved in an accident or is injured while engaged in work associated with volunteer assignments, he/she must be report the accident or injury to their NWO within 24 hours.  Volunteers from NWOs are not covered by NeighborWorks® America’s workers compensation policy.  Property accidents (car rentals, computer, etc):  must be reported to the Rebuilding Communities Project Manager within 24 hours.
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