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Background 
 

The Fired Up Sisters, our women’s support group, is made up of a 
group of women who lost their homes in October 2007 by three 
wildfires in the San Diego, California region.  The fires were fueled by 
the Santa Ana winds, which move from the mountains to the ocean 
during that time of the year.  The burning started in the inland, back 
country and quickly spread into populated areas.  Burning stopped 
several days later, but not until over 1,000 homes, ranches, and rich 
agricultural vegetation had been destroyed. 
 Soon after the fires occurred, it was recognized that many survivors 
were severely underinsured and needed help in numerous areas. 
One of the fire survivors, Renee Van Heel of Rancho Bernardo, 
California, organized a women’s support group to help other 
survivors get through the maze of insurance, rebuilding, and 
personal problems that had to be addressed.   A major concern was 
keeping the family unit intact. The wildfires challenged the family 
structure at different life stages. 
 

Fired Up Sisters Established 
 

The women’s support group formed and we became known as the 
Fired Up Sisters (FUS).  Our founding focus was to facilitate recovery 
for 2007 fire families.   
Our current mission is to "pay forward" the community assistance 
received to other natural disaster survivors.  FUS does this through:  
• Staying connected to each other, community leaders, charitable 

foundations, and donation organizations, so that we can quickly 
respond to the next event. 

• Seeking out geographically local survivors, inviting them to the 
group and sharing experiences and resources. 

• Sharing a recipe for recovery with other communities, with 
support, and this handbook outlining our path. 

  
“The 2007 Firestorm changed our lives, brought us together, and 
strengthened our resolve. It is our goal to turn life's lemons into 
something sweet.” 
Our organization provided information to members on rebuilding 
resources, securing financial grants, furnishings, clothing, and 
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emotional support to the family.  We believe that the success of the 
organization is due to the fact that all of the members suffered a 
loss.   We bonded and vowed to rebuild our homes, maintain our 
marriages, provide a healthy family structure and assist members 
less fortunate.  We “made lemonade out of lemons.”  We are 
ordinary women who have managed to accomplish extraordinary 
things.  Several years later, our group, now called the Fired Up 
Sisters of Southern California, still exists. Our current focus is to “Pay 
it Forward”.  

Paying It Forward 
 

We, as Fired Up Sisters Southern California, recognize that ours was 
not a unique situation and disasters will continue to devastate this 
country.  Surviving a disaster is never easy.  But we learned that it 
can be easier if we survive it together.   For this reason, we would 
like to share our knowledge on how to start a similar group in your 
area.  Fired Up Sisters were helped in our efforts by the experience 
of a previous women’s support group, Burn Out Sisters, a 2003 San 
Diego fire survivor group, who met with us to offer support and “Pay 
It Forward”.  Fired Up Sisters Southern California offers the same 
support to you.  This handbook has been prepared to share with you 
our knowledge and experience.  The handbook is divided into two 
sections.  The first section is how to start the support group and the 
second section is how to start a donation warehouse operation.  The 
members of Fired Up Sisters Southern California wish you the best of 
luck and much success.  
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PART ONE:  STARTING A WOMEN’S SUPPORT GROUP 

1. Organization 
 

1.1. The key to starting a women’s support organization is finding 
one or more energetic persons who can lead meetings and 
organize the group.   

- The challenge of the group is unique.   Everyone has been 
through a disaster and has raw emotions.  The group leaders 
need to be able to recognize and bolster the emotions of all 
different types of members. 

- Energetic, positive, caring:  These are all descriptions of the type 
of persons who are critical to starting the group.  A support 
person, not directly impacted by the disaster, is beneficial. 

1.2. Once established with several members, a more formal 
organization can be formed.  This might include: 

- A secretary to record meeting notes. 
- A treasurer to maintain financial records. 
- A “donations” coordinator. 
- An activities or social director. 
- A meeting coordinator.  
- An information coordinator (directory, website, emails, etc.). 
- And a person responsible for any other activity which the group 

finds appropriate. 
If the group decides that it wants to become a nonprofit organization 
or if it wants to receive grants or donations from other organizations, 
there are more extensive organizational requirements.   Reference 
Part Two sections 11-15 in this handbook. 
 

2. Recruiting Members 
 

After a disaster, survivors may be difficult to identify, because most 
of them will have relocated. The following are suggestions to help 
you find prospective members. 
- Spread the word at community gatherings (especially those 

related to disaster recovery). 
- Seek assistance from local churches in spreading the word. 
- Word of mouth: Notify neighbors and friends to assist. 
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- Ask the local newspaper or journal to insert a press release 
announcing the formation of a women’s disaster support group 
and include the meeting time and place. 

- Ask the local newspaper to frequently include articles about the 
disaster recovery and support activities.  They are more likely to 
do this if you give them a written article to print. 
 

3. Why Belong to a Group?  
And Why a Woman’s Support Group? 

 
3.1 There are many advantages to belonging to a women’s support 

group after a disaster: 
- Share a community of interest 
- Provide mutual support 
- Acquaint neighbors with each other 
- Keep aware of rebuilding efforts in your neighborhood. 
- Share referrals on builders, trades or sources for rebuilding. 
- Connect with others using the same insurance company. 
- Learn which stores are giving disaster relief discounts. 
- Learn about free “giveaways”. 
- Learn how to get through the maze of “red tape” while 

rebuilding. 
 
3.2 There are many advantages to a women only support group 

versus a general recovery support group: 
-  With their primary concern being the well being and happiness 

of their families, a support group comprised of only women 
allows the person to speak openly about their concerns, 
challenges, and opportunities. 

- A disaster puts an inordinate stress on a marital relationship 
(disasters are known to have caused divorces), a women only 
group allows a woman the opportunity to vent and to learn that 
other people face the same or more difficult challenges. 

- Most recovery support groups are mixed groups; a women only 
group allows the person to have an activity all to themselves. 

- Sharing tears and laughter make bonds that hold the group 
together. 
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4. Limited or Non-Participation 
 

Many people may not want to be part of a group for various reasons. 
- They may not want to rebuild or stay in the area. 
- They may feel too traumatized to make decisions.   
- They may not need help. 
- They may not feel   comfortable opening up to strangers 
- They may be too busy working and rebuilding. 
- They may want to “move on” and put the disaster behind them. 
- They may assume that the group is only some kind of “group 

therapy” and are not interested in getting involved or exposing 
their personal feelings, pain and suffering. 

If this is the case, give them a number to contact if their situation 
changes.   It is not unusual that once a group is formed they may 
want to be included.  Keep them on the mailing list, so that they are 
aware of activities and may participate in the future. 
 

5. Getting Started 
 

Gathering a few women together as an emotional support group is 
the first step. 
- Start with local donations for a meeting place and refreshments. 
- Partner with a local long-term recovery program, if one is 

available. 
- Possibly write a grant to receive financial support to include 

meeting locations, refreshments, supplies, as well as counseling 
services.  (Don’t worry about spending too much time on writing 
a grant). 

- Look for counseling services (chaplains from area churches, Red 
Cross psychological service volunteers, local mental health 
support group providers, county mental health agency) 
 

6. Schedule Meetings 
 

Once you have a list of prospective members, book a meeting 
location. 
- Churches, community rooms or libraries are good sources for 

providing free meeting rooms. 
- Ensure that you have adequate seating. 
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- Write an agenda!   This helps you to cover all discussion items 
and ensure that you have adequate time for everything on your 
agenda. 

- Prepare a list of the names of the prospective members and 
include both old and current addresses and contact number(s).   

- Schedule a speaker:  One that would present interesting 
information to these women according to their stage of 
recovery.  

- Meeting frequency:  Can be set based on your situation.  As an 
example, our group began meeting weekly and evolved to 
monthly meetings.    Our group also alternated night and day 
meetings.  
 

7. Meeting Content and Structure 
 

During the first meetings, people may want to bond together by 
sharing their thoughts and concerns about the future.  Allow a few 
minutes for each member to briefly talk about their situation and 
find out if anyone needs immediate attention.  In such cases, it may 
be necessary to put them in contact with the Red Cross, Salvation 
Army or any agency that may be able to help.  It is not unusual for 
some members not to open up.  Assure them that it is okay and all of 
us are there for them.  Meeting topics will vary depending on how 
long it has been since the disaster occurred. Keep the meeting 
organized by doing the following: 
- Provide name tags. 
- Use an agenda to keep the meeting on schedule. 
- Have a time keeper. 
- Appoint someone to take notes. 
-  Meeting Content:  After a disaster, there are many topics that 

are important to the members: 
• Some companies or people may want to help and may offer to 

come to the meeting to talk to the members.   This includes 
organizations such as United Policyholders, CARE, the Red 
Cross or Salvation Army.  There may be meeting topics about 
dealing with insurance companies or interacting with FEMA 
(Federal Emergency Management Agency).  In some cases, 
counselors can be present at the meetings to discuss post 
traumatic stress syndrome and how to deal with home life 
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after a disaster.  When members begin to rebuild, they may be 
interested in home interior stores (such as Ethan Allen), local 
interior designers, lighting specialists, landscapers, etc.   Most 
of these organizations will offer discounts to survivors of a 
disaster. 

• The meeting content can also include upcoming events or 
topics of importance to the group.  

• It is also beneficial to make sure that members are aware of 
stores that are offering discounts to survivors of a disaster 

• It is helpful to create a positive emotion and a bond between 
the members by ending the meeting with two items: 
 

First, go around the table and ask each member a fun 
question:  They must begin with who they are, where they 
live, and anything else about their situation.   The fun 
question could be “What was your favorite Halloween 
costume?” or “What was special about your favorite 
Valentine’s Day?”  There is a set of questions available called 
“Table Topics” which are perceptive and thought provoking 
questions.  But at first, it is fun to ask silly and fun questions. 
 
Second, read a very short, but inspirational story of courage 
and success.   It is important to leave the group with a 
positive point of view.   These types of short stories can be 
found on the web, Chicken Soup books, or magazines. 
 

- Bringing refreshments (potluck) allows people to share.  Be sure 
people understand that they are welcome, even if they don’t 
have time to bring something. 

- The most important part of meeting content is to talk, share 
stories, laugh and sometimes cry. 

 
8. Schedule Activities 

 
An important aspect of the group is to organize activities for the 
whole family.   
- Types of activities depend on your area but might include things 

such as football games, fishing trips, attending parades, any 
activity that is fun for the whole family.  (These activities bring 
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families together where they can have fun and laugh after weeks 
of not having any time to even talk or say HI.)  

- There can also be men’s activities such as baseball games, or 
socials, or one day fishing trips, for example. 

- As another example, the Fired Up Sisters had framing parties, 
where all came to put notes on the boards as the house was 
framed, offering hope and reassurance to members whose 
rebuild is lagging or problem ridden. 

- As time passes and the meetings evolve, there may be regular 
“social events” planned where the group meets with their 
husbands or significant others to just have a good time. 

 
9. Communication 

 
Once a meeting schedule is established, it is important to focus on 
communication.    
9.1 What to communicate:  Meeting schedules, notes from previous 

meetings, planned activities or events, requests for volunteers or 
any other pertinent information. 

9.2 How to communicate: Today, almost everyone has email 
capability. If there is someone without email, then ask for 
volunteers to copy and mail out the communications to those 
persons. 

9.3 Email communication tools: 
- “Constant Contact” or other emailing services:   “Constant 

Contact” is a company with a business marketing tool which 
allows you to send emails to a long list of addressees at one 
time.   There is a minimal fee for this service, but it is the most 
effective.  If you want to include pictures and maps in your 
mailings, the cost may be higher.  All addressees in the email are 
blind copied, protecting their privacy.  Using a type of tool like 
this is highly recommended. 

- Yahoo Group or Google Tools:  Yahoo offers a feature called 
Yahoo group, which copies all members of a group in the same 
email.  It is a free tool.  It offers options that allow anyone in the 
group to send an email to everyone in the group.  All “TO” 
addressees in the email can be blind copied, protecting their 
privacy, while the sender is identified. Mail Chimp and Google 
mail are also free and offer similar or more flexibility. 



© Copyright held by Fired Up Sisters Southern California 2015 
11 

 

- A stand-alone email, blind copied to all members:   This is the 
least effective but easiest way of communicating.   Some email 
carriers limit the number of addressees which would then 
require multiple “sends” of each email.  

- Social media:  See section 12 where Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram and other social media tools are discussed.    

 
10. Directory 

 
Ask someone to volunteer to coordinate a directory of members. 
 
10.1 The purpose of the directory is to allow members of the 

organization to contact each other.  Privacy is a very important 
factor.  It must be made clear that participation in the directory 
is optional.   Information included is optional (meaning that 
members have the option to include one element such as a 
phone number but exclude an email address as an example).   
Most important, members must give their permission to be in 
the directory.   

10.2 A directory is a simple listing of all members with their name, 
address (current physical address and address of the lost 
property), phone numbers (home and cell), email addresses 
Facebook address or other pertinent information.  

The directory can be distributed to members as needed as a hard 
copy or through email. 
It is important for members to know that their email addresses or 
physical addresses will not be sold or used for any other purpose. 
It is important to protect this list and only share it with members as 
it could be abused by businesses who want to target people who 
have lost their homes or other undesirable parties. 
 

11. Website   
 

As the organization grows, one of the members may have website 
building experience and can volunteer to build a simple website.  If 
there is no one in the organization with prior experience, it is an 
opportunity for someone to learn something simple and fun. 
A website can have the following components: 
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- Your mission statement (why you exist and what you want to 
achieve). 

- Short biographies of your Board of Directors or Advisory 
Committee or the “organizers” (who they are and why they 
serve) 

- Your meeting schedule:  location and times.  
- Other planned events. 
- Meeting minutes or notes 
- Referrals (Stores offering discounts, recommendations for 

services, etc.). 
- Any other information pertinent for your group. 
- Fun things such as pictures. (note that there must be permission 

to display any personal information or pictures on the website)  
A website is helpful if you apply for grants as it is a tool for potential 
donors to view your organization. 
It also allows people and businesses all over the country to reach 
those in need and communicate with the organization.  Otherwise, 
due to privacy considerations those who want to help often cannot 
reach those who need help.  
A website is helpful to reach out to new members. 
A website can be created and maintained at a minimal fee by many 
different service providers. 

 

12. Other Social Media 
 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and other social media tools are 
available to your group if they make sense and are useful to the 
group.  They may be useful tools in reaching all the members and yet 
maintain individual privacy. 
 

13. Group Evolution 
 

Over time, the group evolves.   
While you may start out as a mostly emotional support group, when 
it is learned how severely underinsured so many of the group’s 
members are, you might start pursuing other assistance.  For 
example, the group might pursue discounts from local merchants.   
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You can evolve into a buying group where you can ask local 
businesses if your group would buy from them, would they give 
everyone a 10-25% discount.  They might offer the discounts, but 
also host after-hours events with appetizers and nice raffle prizes.   
 
You may choose to associate with one of several organizations that 
work with non profits to provide corporate product donations.  You 
may receive so many donations that you need to rent warehouse 
space to distribute the donations to the members of your group.  
This is the subject of the next section. 

 
After helping all those in your area, the group may disband or evolve 
into something else such as a social organization, a book club or 
some other type of organization 
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 PART TWO:  STARTING A DONATION DISTRIBUTION AND 
WAREHOUSE OPERATION 

 
1. Overview 

Your group may collect donations of many types.   It is critical to be 
able to distribute those donations to the appropriate people as 
quickly and as efficiently as possible.   This section addresses how to 
obtain donations, how to distribute them and how to organize a 
warehouse operation if needed. 
 

2. Obtaining Donations 
The first step is to find a partner or partners who will provide 
donations.  
2.1 You can solicit donations individually from stores. 
- Scour craigslist, pickup garage sale leftovers or rummage sale 

leftovers. 
- Look for store closings and offer to buy inventory for a discount 

and/or have a special “after the last day” event for disaster 
families to shop at a discount. 

- Request donations from church groups, service groups, civic 
groups and businesses 

- Contact thrift or consignment stores, drycleaners, any place that 
gets rid of items after a certain timeframe. 

If you are a 501(C)3 or if you are acting under the wing of a nonprofit 
charity, you can give a tax exempt donation receipt to those 
companies in return. 
2.2 Or you can join a nonprofit donation coordination company also 

known as excess inventory companies. 
- Nonprofit donation coordination companies act as a liaison 

between charities and companies with items for donation.  They 
will vet charities and identify corporations with items to donate 
for them.  

- Typically, you must be a nonprofit organization with 501(C)3 
status to qualify and there are usually fees involved. 
Some examples of these types of organizations are: 
• Good360 
• World Vision 
• NAEIR 
• Waste to Charity 
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A web search for excess inventory companies will give you a current 
listing. 

 
If you are selective about the stores you partner with, you will find 
your considerable efforts are worthwhile. 

 
How many partners can you have depends on your group.  It may be 
related to how many people can reliably pick up the donations week 
after week. 
 
In our case as an example, the Fired Up Sisters had two to three 
dedicated coordinators and ten to fifteen dedicated pick up 
volunteers for two weekly pick up stores and five stores with 
monthly or fewer pickups.   
One disaster group the Fired Up Sisters worked with had paid 
personnel to fulfill these tasks.  (Their warehouse personnel were 
paid from a grant.) 
 
Other ideas for labor include folks that need to fulfill volunteer hours 
for school or community service, or requesting volunteers from 
Volunteers of America or another similar organization. 
 

3. Vetting Donation Recipients 
3.1 It is extremely important that donation recipients are vetted.  

Vetting means to check for accuracy, authenticity, or validity of a 
person’s claim.  It means that you need to make sure that the 
member is a survivor and not a scam artist.  

3.2 Follow the rules and regulations for items you receive from an 
organization. 

- In one example, the donor required some sort of identification 
number.  In a disaster, the Red Cross assigns identification 
numbers, the FEMA (Federal Emergency Management Agency) 
assigns FEMA numbers when it is a federally declared disaster, 
and insurance companies assign claim numbers.  Donation 
recipients can also be vetted through the Red Cross CAN system 
(Coordinated Assistance Network) which is coordinated by the 
VOAD organization (Volunteer Organizations Active in Disasters).  
VOAD uses the CAN system to match potential donors with 
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vetted people in need.  It is extremely important to vet who is 
legitimate.  Scamming remains an ever constant threat. 
-  In another example, a store required blacking out bar codes 

on products so that they could not be returned for cash. 
 

4. An Example 
One example of a company that coordinates donations or also called 
an excess inventory liquidation company is Good360. 
- Good360 is an organization created to help charities receive 

donations from retail stores, corporations, and other 
organizations.   

- Its objective is the coordination of donor efforts to donate goods 
for charitable purposes and the charities that need donations.   

- Information about Good360 can be found on their website 
Good360.org 

- In order to participate in their programs, charities need to be 
vetted and registered. 

- Additionally, there are requirements regarding the use of 
products received:  (see the website for a complete list). 
 

5. Working with a Nonprofit  
Donation Coordination Company 

At the time of the writing of this document, charities could receive 
goods in three ways, for example.  
- Get products from the warehouse of one of these coordination 

companies. 
- Pick up one-time donations from somewhere in the community. 
- Partner with a local retail store and pick up goods throughout the 

year.   
For current information on partnering with one of these 
organizations, see their websites. 
 
As an example, the Good360 website does all three of the types of 
donations described above: 
- Advertises products that it has available in its warehouse for a 

nominal fee.   
- Notifies members if there is a one-time donation available locally.    
- And provides a list of all the retail stores that are available for a 

year relationship (with an annual fee).   
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If you choose to work with a nonprofit Donation Coordination 
Company, then it is advisable to have someone in your organization 
that is responsible for monitoring their website and actively pursuing 
these types of opportunities. 
 

6. Partnering with a Local Retail Store 
Many different types of retail stores want to donate their goods to 
charities.    
- After a catastrophic disaster where many homes were lost, stores 

with building supplies are highly desirable.   But other stores 
including furniture stores, clothing stores, bedding and other 
household supplies, interior decorations and even toy stores can 
be useful.    

- Your members will need everything at one point in time.  First, 
they will need everything to establish a temporary household; 
they will then need everything to establish a permanent 
household.     

-  Volunteers are needed to pick up goods from the partnering 
store.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
• The pickup can be on demand (when the partnering store 

notifies you that they have goods to donate) or it can occur at 
regular intervals (multiple times a week to quarterly). 

- When volunteers pick up the donated goods, they may need to 
sort the goods and then store them at the appropriate location. 
• Sorting is especially important if you receive items of different 

sizes such as bedding.   For example, sheets can be sorted and 
identified by size. 

- If the partnering retail store requires a lot of pickups, it may be 
necessary for a volunteer to take over the coordination of the 
pickups among all the different volunteers in the organization. 
 

7. Warehousing 
If there is a partnering agreement with a company or a retail store 
that provides large bulky items, there may be a need to procure 
warehouse space.   
- Warehouse space can be solicited as a donation. 
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- The goods can be stored in “Sea-tainers” (large shipping 
containers which are rented, purchased, or borrowed) on an 
open lot.    

- Or the organization can rent warehouse space. 
7.1 Renting Warehouse space 
There are pros and cons to renting warehouse space. 
- Warehouse rental can be expensive (a lease may be involved). 
- There may be additional fees for liability insurance, electricity, 

garbage, water, and other operating costs. 
- Liability may be a concern:  Liability insurance should be 

considered and may be required. 
- Additional structures and supplies may be needed in the 

warehouse. For example, additional shelving and dividers may be 
needed at an additional expense.  They are needed to safely 
store and display the goods.  This is especially necessary for 
building supplies such as windows and doors. 

- A dolly or other device to help move large heavy objects may be 
needed. 

- Additional volunteers may be needed to organize the warehouse 
and keep it clean. 

- Overall, it costs more to rent and operate warehouse space. 
However, warehouse space allows you 
- To store bulky goods until they can be distributed to the 

survivors.  
- To adequately organize the donated goods. 
-  And it provides an excellent space for the distribution of goods. 
-  

8. Distributing the Donations 
 (COME AND GET IT – CAGI) 

Getting the donations efficiently and safely to the survivors is one of 
the primary objectives of your organization. 
 
Regardless of where the goods are located a COME AND GET IT 
(CAGI) can be organized (one day to set up and another day for the 
event and clean up).    
- The event sets a time frame and place where the survivors can 

come to select products that have been donated.   
- The event needs to be publicized adequately.  

• With emails to everyone in the organization. 
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• And flyers need to be posted in the local area stores or 
businesses to reach people who are not registered in the 
organization.  

• The event can also be publicized through an article in the 
local newspaper.   

- Judge the planned timing of the event by the amount of 
donations and the available volunteers.    

- Volunteers may be needed for the following: 
• Set up the donated goods so that people can find them. 

o (Shelving or tables or other structures are needed to 
adequately display the goods.  This is especially necessary 
for building supplies). 

• Help people find what they need. 
• Help people load the goods in their vehicles or regulate 

parking if needed. 
• Accept donations to the organization (to support the 

warehouse costs or the fees of partner memberships).  
• Clean up and dispose of packing material 

- Monetary donations can be accepted to help with the operating 
costs of the warehouse. 
• Have a sign indicating that donations are welcome. 
• Suggested donations can be indicated.   
• If you have 501(C)3 status a form can be generated to serve 

as a receipt since the donations may be tax deductible 
- It is important to collect the email address from people so that 

you can contact them in the future about future events. 
- It is important to collect an identification number (Red Cross, 

FEMA, Insurance claim, or other) to demonstrate that you are 
vetting the people receiving goods. 

- You can also have the recipient sign a receipt that they received 
the goods. 

- If there are any useable donated goods that were not used, they 
may be donated to other charities, thrift stores, or other 
nonprofit organizations if allowed by the original donor. 

 
9. Other Donations 

Not all retail stores belong to a nonprofit partnering organization.  To 
get donations from retail stores, simply ask them.     
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Retail stores may be willing to donate goods to a charitable 
organization focused on helping the local survivors of a disaster.   
- It is helpful to have a business card and a paper with a short 

description of the organization and its mission.    
- The description can include a request for donations and an 

explanation of how they will be used.  
-  If a retail store cannot make donations, then ask if they are 

willing to give survivors a discount.   Typically, most retail stores 
will allow a 10% - 25% discount to local survivors of a disaster. 

 
10. Handling Special Donations 

Some donations require special handling.   
10.1 For example, donations of furniture, chairs and sofas, 

mattresses, appliances or other goods might need to be 
managed carefully, because there are different sizes and styles, 
which must be taken into consideration. If at all possible, 
comprise a list of requirements and ask that the donations be in 
the requested sizes.   A special procedure for this process has 
been effective for us, for example.   The procedure included the 
following steps: 

- Assign one person to manage this task.  (Based on our 
experience, more than one person in charge of this task can 
cause conflicts and confusion). 

- Develop a list of people (the requestors) who want the item that 
is being donated (size, quantity, style). 
• The list should include name, phone number, email, address, 

and FEMA number for tracking purposes. 
- After agreement from the donating company that the donation 

will be made, it may be necessary to collect funds needed for 
shipping or handling.   

- If fees are required, then funds should be obtained prior to the 
delivery.   

- The person in charge should keep the requestors informed of the 
progress of the donation.  (In some cases it can take many 
months between the request for the donation and the actual 
shipment of the donated goods). 

- Delivery of the goods should be made to an accessible 
warehouse.    
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- Requestors should be notified in advance of the date and time of 
the pickup of the item. It is most effective to ask requestors to 
pick up their item between specific and convenient times, for 
example between 2PM to 7PM.  

- For the pickup of the items, the person in charge should have 
some way of tracking that the item has been picked up by the 
requestor.   

- Two or more volunteers that can help move the item from the 
warehouse to the truck or other vehicle that is being used for 
the delivery helps speed up the process. 

- If requestors are unable to pick up, services might be made 
available to deliver for a fee. 

 
10.2 If the donation does not require a size or style consideration, 

then a more simple process works well.   
- For instance, people can be allowed to select an item based on 

drawing a number from a hat.   
• This gives everyone a turn to select the item that they desire.   
• This process can be repeated until all the items have been 

selected by the requestors.   
 

11. Summary of Organizational Requirements 
When you partner with a retail store or start a warehouse, there are 
certain organizational needs for which a designated person is 
required: 
- Coordinator:  There should be one person who manages the 

communication with the partners (coordinating organization or 
retail stores).   There might be one person per organization or 
retail store or one person might manage several retail stores.  
There should also be a backup in case that person is not available. 

- Pick up coordinator:  One person may be needed to coordinate all 
of the people who pick up products from retail stores. 

- People for pick up:  There should be several people in your 
organization (especially with pickup trucks) that can go to the 
retail stores to pick up products. 

- Event coordinator:  Someone is needed to coordinate the event 
where the collected goods are distributed to the needy. 



© Copyright held by Fired Up Sisters Southern California 2015 
22 

 

- Event publicist:  Someone is needed to arrange all the publicity 
needed for the event.   (Publicity is critical to the success of the 
event – reaching the people in need). 

- Several people are needed to work at the distribution event 
(CAGI): helping people and cleaning up. 

- Financial coordinator:  Someone needs to open a checking 
account for funds that you collect and for paying for costs that 
you incur.   This person also needs to complete the financial 
reporting requirements. 
 

12. How to Become a Not for Profit (Nonprofit) 
Organization 

If the group or group leader(s) decide that it is appropriate to 
become a nonprofit organization, then the group can obtain that 
status in two ways.  First it can apply independently to the IRS for 
501(C)3 status or it can ask another group which is already a 501(C)3 
for fiscal sponsorship.   Obtaining 501(C)3 status is described in the 
next section.  And fiscal sponsorship is described in the following 
section. 
 

13. Obtaining 501(C)3 Status 
Under the 501(C)3 section of the IRS code, a charitable organization 
is exempt from business income and property taxes.  Contributions 
to the organization are tax-deductible charitable contributions.  To 
establish this IRS status, reference the latest IRS and state guidelines.  
Obtain the appropriate forms from the IRS website. The IRS will 
provide a “Tax Determination” letter with the entities’ tax 
identification number, EIN (employer identification number). 
Choosing to obtain independent 501(C)3 status may incur additional 
time and additional costs for filing tax returns and keeping the 
appropriate records, obtaining the appropriate nonprofit liability 
insurance and other costs. 
 

14. Pursuing Fiscal Sponsorship 
Joining an organization which is already a 501(C)3 and which offers 
to provide fiscal sponsorship may be the appropriate path to follow 
to set up the organizational entity quickly and efficiently.   There are 
organizations whose charter is to mentor and nurture young 
nonprofit organizations until they are mature enough to get their 
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own independent identity.  These organizations provide support for 
tax reporting, financial accounting, insurance, and legal advice for a 
nominal fee.   These organizations will have their own requirements 
in order for your organization to be vetted. 
 

15. Fictitious Business Name (DBA: Doing Business As) 
Once the legal business entity is established, the organization can 
decide if it wants to file for a fictitious business name (DBA Doing 
Business As) or use the legal business name identified in filing as a 
corporation.   If Fiscal Sponsorship is used, then a DBA is a necessity 
since your organization cannot use the name of the fiscal sponsor.  If 
you are filing for your own legal entity, then there are pros and cons 
for obtaining a fictitious business name.    
Pros: 
A DBA has the ability to have several businesses under the same 
owner. 
It can be carried through every level of growth of the business. 
It creates brand or entity recognition. 
Some states actually require businesses to have a DBA in order to 
have a checking account and create contracts. 
Cons: 
The largest problem related to the DBA is the lack of legal protection 
for the business owner.  There are no laws that hold the owner 
faultless should legal problems occur. 
There are fees related to obtaining a fictitious business name.  The 
state may also require that the notice be published in a local 
newspaper (also for a fee). 
 
According to the US Small Business Association you must either 
operate under a DBA or under your own legal name. 
 

16. Managing the Financial Requirements 
Someone in the organization needs to take responsibility for the 
financial requirements of the organization.  (This person could be a 
volunteer or a paid person or a part of the fiscal sponsorship 
organization.)  The financial requirements include: 
- Establish a checking account 

• Monetary donations may be received from a variety of 
sources. 
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• Costs of the organization can be paid from this account 
(warehouse costs, membership costs, special purchase costs, 
supplies, etc.). 

• Many banks will provide a free checking account to a local 
charity.  (A 501(C)3 and a “DBA” (“Doing Business As”) 
documentation may be required). 

- As a 501(C)3 organization,  a P&L (Profit and Loss) and a balance 
sheet should be provided on a quarterly basis.   These 
documents account for funds received and funds spent.   A CPA 
or tax accountant should be used to submit these documents to 
the IRS. 
 

17. Managing the Insurance Requirements 
It is critical to have adequate nonprofit business insurance.   This 
includes liability insurance for the board members as well as special 
volunteer activity insurance. There may need to be insurance 
coverage for events depending on where they are held.  There are 
specialized insurance companies that offer this type of coverage for 
nonprofit organizations.  Reference their websites for approximate 
costs.  
- If the group is operating under the umbrella of another 501(C)3, 

it is important to make sure that insurance is included in the 
umbrella coverage. 

 
18. HAVE FUN 

It may sound like a warehouse donation operation is a lot of work.   
But many hands make for light work.  Helping others is a great 
reward in itself.  The need for such an operation will also lessen as 
time passes. 
- Make sure to have fun with the operation. 
- Have some t-shirts made up for members to buy and wear when 

they are working at the warehouse.   It makes them easy to 
identify.   And it solves the question of what to wear. 

- Have the cooks in your group bring some fun refreshments. 
- Always make sure you have water for everyone in the group. 
- Celebrate with a pizza at the end. 
- And be sure to take a photo of all of those exhausted but happy 

helpers. 
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19. Disclaimer 
All of the suggestions and examples described above are ideas.  You 
are free to use, implement, or adapt them.  Fired Up Sisters of 
Southern California is not liable for any use or interpretation of this 
material. 
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