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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Around 7:30 p.m. on Monday, October 29, 2012, Superstorm Sandyða post-tropical 

cyclone that mixed with an intense low-pressure systemðmade landfall near Brigantine, 

New Jersey. It would become the second costliest storm in United States history,
1
 

responsible for 65 billion dollars in damage and 159 deaths
2
 across 24 U.S. states, 

causing particularly severe damage to New York City (NYC) and New Jersey.  

Within hours of Sandyôs landfall, members from the Occupy Wall Street movementða 

planned social movement comprised of social activists who protested income inequality 

in the United Statesðused social media to tap the wider Occupy network for volunteers 

and aid. Overnight, a volunteer army of young, educated, tech-savvy individuals with 

time and a desire to help others emerged. In the days, weeks, and months that followed, 

ñOccupy Sandyò became one of the leading humanitarian groups providing relief to 

survivors across New York City and New Jersey. At its peak, it had grown to an 

estimated 60,000 volunteers
3
ðmore than four times the number deployed by the 

American Red Cross.
4 
 

Unlike traditional disaster response organizations, there were no appointed leaders, no 

bureaucracy, no regulations to follow, no pre-defined mission, charter, or strategic plan.  

There was just relief.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this task is to produce case studies on natural and man-made incidents of 

global consequence, such as Superstorm Sandy, focusing on efforts that improve 

community resilience. Our primary purpose in conducting a case study on Occupy Sandy 

is to provide the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) with a basic understanding of 

an emerging type of grassroots relief collective so that it might enable government to 

work in a unity of effort with such groups when the next disaster strikes.
5
  

                                                 
1
 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, National Weather Service, Service Assessment: 

Hurricane/Post-Tropical Cyclone Sandy (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, October 22-

29, 2012), 10. 

2
 ñBillion Dollar Events,ò National Climatic Data Center, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration, accessed September 17, 2013, http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/billions/events.  

3
 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Hurricane Sandy: Youthful Energy and Idealism 

Tackles Real World Disaster Response, Lessons Learned Information Sharing report (Washington, DC: 

FEMA, August 22, 2013). 

4
 ñRed Cross Recovery Efforts to Help Sandy Survivors,ò American Red Cross, first published December 

19, 2012, accessed September 2, 2013, http://www.redcross.org/news/article/Red-Cross-Recovery-

Efforts-to-Help-Sandy-Survivors. 

5
 As social media becomes widely used by citizens during emergency response, grassroots movements 

comprised of unaffiliated volunteers like Occupy Sandy will likely play a growing role in future disasters. 

Since Superstorm Sandy, similar collectives using horizontal organizing and social media have sprung up 

in Oklahoma following the May 2012 tornados and in Boulder, Colorado, after recent historic flooding.  

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/billions/events
http://www.redcross.org/news/article/Red-Cross-Recovery-Efforts-to-Help-Sandy-Survivors
http://www.redcross.org/news/article/Red-Cross-Recovery-Efforts-to-Help-Sandy-Survivors
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Objectives 

This case study analyzes the formation, operations, and impact of Occupy Sandy during 

and after Superstorm Sandy. It answers the following questions: 

1. What led to the rapid emergence of Occupy Sandy? 

2. What was the scope of service Occupy Sandy provided? 

3. How did Occupy Sandy choose what services to provide? 

4. How was Occupy Sandy governed and managed?  

5. What philosophical principles influenced Occupy Sandy? 

6. How did Occupy Sandy use technology and social media? 

7. What is the state of Occupy Sandy today? 

Approach 

We drew our findings and recommendations from the following sources:  

¶ interviews with Occupy Sandy members and representatives from disaster relief 

entities that worked closely with Occupy Sandy during the response and recovery 

efforts following Superstorm Sandy;
6
 

¶ open-source literature, including primary source material accessible through 

Occupy websites and social media platforms; 

¶ contact with 35 relief organizations;  

¶ site visits to Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, and the New Jersey shore; and 

¶ attendance at borough long-term recovery meetings, New York-based resilience 

roundtables, and an NYC Mayoral candidate debate in Brighton Beach, New 

York. 

Findings 

The scope of Occupy Sandyôs efforts should be taken in the context of the total response 

and recovery effort to Superstorm Sandy. Multiple public and private organizations at the 

neighborhood, local, state, regional, and federal level conducted massive efforts. 

However, it is clear from our research that the Occupy movement complemented these 

efforts and in some cases filled critical gaps. We can learn lessons from Occupy Sandyôs 

successes to ensure a ready and resilient nation.  

                                                 
6
 We interviewed representatives from FEMA, the American Red Cross, NYC Office of Emergency 

Management, members of NYC long-term recovery groups, New York Disaster Interfaith Services, 

National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (NVOAD), Washington, DC VOAD, World Cares 

Center, CrisesCleanup.org, the U.S. Resilience System, and others. 



The Resilient Social Network 

3 

We divide major findings from this study into two sections: Occupy Sandy success 

drivers and limitations of traditional relief efforts. We bring attention to these issues as 

part of the effort to continuously improve the field of emergency management.  

Occupy Sandy Success Drivers 

1. The horizontal structure of Occupy Sandy enabled the response functionality to 

be agile.  

2. Occupy Sandy used social media as the primary means to attract and mobilize a 

large volunteer corps, identify real-time community needs, and share 

information. Open-source software tools were used to coordinate rapid relief 

services. 

3. Occupy Sandy leveraged the Occupy Wall Street infrastructure to emerge within 

days of the storm. 

4. Occupy Sandy leveraged existing community infrastructure to address needs, 

establish trust relationships, and build local capacity.  

5. Transparent practices increased trust among Occupy Sandy members and the 

general public. 

Limitations of Traditional Relief Efforts 

1. Emergent grassroots entities, such as Occupy Sandy, were not sufficiently 

integrated into FEMAôs Whole Community approach. 

2. Disaster relief entities (e.g., local, state, federal, NGO, unaffiliated entities) 

lacked a common operating picture to coordinate response efforts during and 

after Superstorm Sandy.
7
 

3. CERT training materials do not address how to use social media to help 

communities prepare for and respond to disasters. 

4. FEMA VALs were constrained by factors that limited their ability to build 

community resilience. 

Recommendations 

Certain actions can be taken to minimize the extent of unmet needs and to improve relief 

structures before the next disaster occurs. Based on our analysis of Occupy Sandy and its 

role as a grassroots network, we have identified several considerations for the broader 

DHS response community. We recommend the following: 

1. Determine how FEMA can coordinate response activities and capabilities with 

grassroots entities operating at the local level as a way to further operationalize 

                                                 
7
 Please see appendix A for a proposed solution to this limitation.  
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the Whole Community approach to prepare for, respond to, and recover from 

disasters. 

2. Develop capability requirements to increase information sharing across all 

entities responding to a disaster, including VOADs and emergent relief entities, 

so the collective can achieve a high degree of shared awareness and 

understanding of available information. 

3. Include guidelines on how to use social media to prepare for and respond to 

disasters in CERT training materials.
8
  

4. Conduct research on the FEMA VAL program to determine whether it 

adequately aligns with the Whole Community approach (e.g., if the program is 

adequately resourced for large disasters, and what improvements need to be 

made to achieve mission success).
9
 

                                                 
8
 Most studies on the use of social media in disasters have focused on surveillance (e.g., monitoring Twitter 

feeds to identify trends) or persuasion (e.g., advertising what to do during an emergency). Studies should 

be conducted to determine how communities can collect data responsibly (evidence-based data) to 

identify mission critical gaps.  

9
 The FEMA VAL programôs mission should incorporate the following principles of community resilience: 

(1) keep locus of control within the community, (2) provide the type of aid that will empower the 

community to help itself, and (3) support local value chains. Locus of control means control of decision-

making about addressing mission critical functions remains with community members. Community 

capacity building means lessening the communityôs reliance on dependency aid by investing in 

community infrastructure and systems with low overhead costs. Support local value chains by injecting 

resources into community value systems to strengthen the social, ecological, and infrastructure resilience 

system. 
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PROJECT OVERVIEW  

Introduction  

The purpose of this task is to produce case studies on natural and man-made incidents of 

global consequence, such as Superstorm Sandy. Our primary purpose in conducting a 

case study on this particular storm is to provide the Department of Homeland Security 

(DHS) with a basic understanding of a grassroots disaster relief network that emerged in 

the wake of Superstorm Sandy: Occupy Sandy.  

Recent examples from history
10

 have led us to believe that networks of capable 

unaffiliated volunteers,
11

 like Occupy Sandy, can emerge after disasters. Our goal is to 

inform DHS about the capabilities of such networks so that it might enable government to 

work with them in a unity of effort when the next disaster strikes. 

Case Study Objectives  

This case study analyzes the formation, operations, and impact of a grassroots disaster 

relief network called Occupy Sandy during and after Superstorm Sandy. The case study 

answers the following questions: 

1. What led to the rapid emergence of Occupy Sandy? 

2. What was the scope of service Occupy Sandy provided? 

3. How did Occupy Sandy choose what services to provide? 

4. How was Occupy Sandy governed and managed?  

5. What philosophical principles influenced Occupy Sandy? 

6. How did Occupy Sandy use technology and social media? 

7. What is the state of Occupy Sandy today? 

Scope  

This case study is a bottom-up account of the Occupy Sandy relief movement. This report 

is not meant to be an encyclopedic account of the movement; there were far too many 

                                                 
10

 As social media becomes widely used by citizens during emergency response, grassroots movements 

comprised of unaffiliated volunteers like Occupy Sandy will likely play a growing role in future disasters. 

Similar collectives using horizontal organizing and social media have sprung up in Oklahoma following 

the May 2012 tornados and in Boulder, Colorado, after recent historic flooding. 

11
 For years, the emergency management community has classified volunteers as ñaffiliatedò and 

ñunaffiliated.ò Together, these two groups make up the army that provides response and recovery 

capabilities. However, they are very different. Affiliated volunteers are those connected in some fashion 

to an existing hierarchical nongovernmental organization (NGO) or faith-based organization (FBO). Non-

affiliated (or also called ñunaffiliatedò) volunteers refer to those volunteers not operating under the 

auspices of an NGO or FBO known to FEMA.  
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people and activities involved to compile the complete story. Rather, here we attempt to 

present DHS with a high-level summary of what Occupy Sandy is and, in examining 

various aspects of the social movement, suggest what might be learned from it.  

This scope of this case study is bounded by the following parameters: 

¶ Grassroots disaster response networks. We examined only Occupy Sandy. We 

did not look at other such networks, emergent response groups, voluntary 

organizations (faith-based and secular), non-profits, or governmental 

organizations that provided relief following Superstorm Sandy. However, we 

would like to acknowledge the many individuals and organizations that provided 

considerable contributions to the health and security of New York City and New 

Jersey residents in the wake of Superstorm Sandy. Some partnered with Occupy 

Sandy to provide aid; many did not. But all provided much-needed assistance. 

Our focus on Occupy Sandy is not meant to understate the positive contributions 

of these relief organizations.  

¶ Superstorm Sandy. We only examined the role of Occupy Sandy in the wake of 

Superstorm Sandy. We also make brief mention of a core group of Occupy Sandy 

members who provided strategic advice to the Operation Oklahoma Relief effort 

following the recent tornadoes in Oklahoma and to Boulder Flood Relief after 

recent historic flooding in Colorado. These examples illustrate the potential 

application of strategies used by the movement that might be useful for future 

disasters.  

¶ Time. The majority of our focus centers around the occurrences related to Occupy 

Sandy from October 29, 2012, to August 2013; however, research further back in 

time was necessary to trace Occupy Sandyôs relationship to the Occupy Wall 

Street movement.  

Methodology  

Occupy Sandy is a difficult research subject for many of the same reasons it succeeded in 

helping so many communities in New York and New Jersey: its membership and 

infrastructure are fluid, it has no elected leaders, and it conducted autonomous relief 

activities across a large geographic area. It is a social movement, not so much a tangible 

group, and so we sought to capture a wide variety of perceptions about the networkð

both internal perspectives from Occupy Sandy group members and external perspectives 

from relief officials who worked with them, as well as academics who study them.  

We based our findings and recommendations on the following activities: 

¶ reviewing open-source literature, including primary-source material from Occupy 

websites 

¶ contacting 35 relief organizations 

¶ interviewing 27 individuals involved in the Sandy response, including nine core 

members of Occupy Sandy 
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¶ visiting sites in Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn, and the New Jersey shore 

¶ attending borough long-term recovery meetings, New York-based resilience 

roundtables, and a NYC mayoral candidate debate in Brighton Beach, New York 

The case study was developed with considerable input from Occupy Sandy members and 

representatives from organizations that worked closely with Occupy Sandy during the 

response and recovery efforts following Superstorm Sandy. These included 

representatives from the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the 

American Red Cross, NYC Office of Emergency Management, members of NYC long-

term recovery groups, New York Disaster Interfaith Services, National Voluntary 

Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD), World Cares Center, CrisesCleanup.org, the 

U.S. Resilience System, and representatives from local relief organizations that 

responded to Superstorm Sandy. We also interviewed published academics who study the 

Occupy movement.  

Interviews followed a similar question-and-answer format but were structured to allow 

deeper conversations on particular subjects. All of the interviews followed the same 

method and lasted on average about 90 minutes. Some interviews were conducted over 

the phone and others were conducted in-person in New York City and New Jersey.  

We attribute the opinions expressed herein solely to the individual; they do not represent 

the organizations for which they work, those of the Homeland Security Studies and 

Analysis Institute (HSSAI), or of DHS. Due to the sensitive nature of the subject, 

interview subjects were guaranteed non-attribution in this report. For that reason, 

attributions are vague but provide necessary context for the reader.  

Constraints  

The following constraints were present when conducting this study: 

¶ Due to occurrences beyond the control of the task team, research for this case 

study was conducted over a relatively short time period: June to August, 2013. 

¶ We reached out to many individuals and organizations in hopes of discussing 

Occupy Sandy; most were willing to speak quite candidly, but many respectfully 

declined our request.  

¶ Relatively little time has passed since the emergence and work of Occupy Sandy. 

Activities may still be taking place at the time of this reportôs publication that 

could add further clarity to the movementôs historical record.  

Organization of This Report 

There are four main sections to this report: 

¶ Section one provides background information on emergent response groups and 

the disaster process in the United States following major disasters.  
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¶ Section two is a case study of Occupy Sandy, a grassroots disaster relief network 

that formed in the wake of Superstorm Sandy. 

¶ Section three provides DHS personnel, principally decision makers and operators 

who may have to work with emergent response groups or grassroots disaster relief 

networks following a disaster, with synthesized findings from the case study. 

¶ Section four offers recommendations to DHS as a basis for action.  

We also offer five substantive appendices. The first is a white paper on a concept for an 

integrative, real-time crises management tool. The second is an analysis on the use of 

social media during and following Hurricane Katrina. The third is an example of a 

service matrix used by responders during Superstorm Sandy. Additional appendices 

include a primer on legal liability and spontaneous volunteerism and a profile on a 

grassroots relief organization called Common Ground Relief that emerged in the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 
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I NTRODUCTION TO EMERGENT RESPONSE GROUPS 

AND THE DISASTER PROCESS 

Overview of Emergent Response Groups  

Individuals gathering together to assist communities in need following a disaster is not a 

new phenomenon. The historical record on what is known as ñspontaneous citizen aidò 

dates back to the 1917 Halifax explosion, which decimated the cities of Halifax and 

Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. The explosion occurred when a Norwegian freighter collided 

with a French ship carrying munitions in the Narrows, a straight connecting Halifax 

Harbor to the Bedford Basin. The explosion caused almost 2,000 deaths and 9,000 

injuries.
12

 American, British, and Canadian sailors worked with civilians to transport the 

injured to shore by boat.
13

  

More recent examples of spontaneous aid include: 

¶ Between 630,000 and 1.3 million people assisted relief efforts following the 1995 

earthquake in Kobe, Japan.
14

 

¶ Owners of private vessels teamed up with the U.S. Coast Guard to evacuate 

between 500,000 and 1 million people from Manhattan on September 11, 2001.
15

 

¶ Commercial ferries were the first to reach passengers of the downed US Airways 

Flight 1589 that crashed into the Hudson River on January 15, 2009.
16

 

Groups of volunteers that self-organize spontaneously to address perceived needs are 

known as ñemergent response groups.ò They are groups with no preexisting membership, 

tasks, roles, or expertise that can be specified before an event occurs.
17

 A major 

distinction between these groups and traditional response organizations, such as FEMA 

                                                 
12

 Joseph Scanlon, ñSource of Threat and Source of Assistance: The Maritime Aspects of the 1917 Halifax 

Explosion,ò The Northern Mariner, no.4 (October 2000): 1. 

13
 Ibid. 

14
 Kathleen Tierney, Emergency Response: Lessons Learned from the Kobe Earthquake (Newark, 

Delaware: University of Delaware Disaster Research Center, 1997). 

15
 James Kendra, ñCreativity in Emergency Response After The World Trade Center Attack,ò Preliminary 

Paper #324 (Newark, Delaware: University of Delaware Disaster Research Center, 2002), 8. 

16
 Ashley Kindergan, ñYoung Captain Reacts Like óSeasoned Pro,ôò NorthJersey.com, January 16, 2009, 

accessed September 6, 2013, http://www.northjersey.com/breakingnews/ferrycaptain011609.html. 

17
 The original cite is from T.E. Drabek and D. McEntire 2003 and Tierney et al 2001: Drabek, Thomas E., 

and David A. McEntire. ñEmergent phenomena and the sociology of disaster: lessons, trends and 

opportunities from the research literature.ò Disaster Prevention and Management 12, no. 2 (2003): 97-

112. They are cited by Ann Majchrzak, Sirkka L. Jarvenpaa, and Andrea B. Hollingshead, ñCoordinating 

Expertise Among Emergent Groups Responding to Disasters,ò Organization Science 18, no 1 (January ï 

February 2007): 147. 

http://www.northjersey.com/breakingnews/ferrycaptain011609.html
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or the American Red Cross, is that they do not exist before a disaster.
18

 According to the 

academics who coined the term, T. Drabek and D. McEntire, these groups form inter-

organizational networks after a disaster which attempt to fill important societal functions 

made evident by an extreme event.
19

 Essentially, they try to solve problems not 

adequately addressed by traditional response organizations.
20

 Typically, these groups 

have taken on three major activities during response: damage assessment, operations, and 

coordination.
21

 According to E.L. Quarantelli, several factors must be present for such 

groups to emerge: a supportive social climate, relevant social relationships before a crisis, 

and resources which include people, materials, and knowledge.
22

 These groups are more 

likely to form when formal response organizations do not meet the needs of disaster 

victims and when the core competencies of the emergent network match the needs of the 

population at risk or in need.
23

  

Traditionally, such emergent groups leveraged preexisting relationships with neighbors, 

local friends, and members of community organizations. With the advent of social media 

and portable communication devices, these groups form through, and come to rely 

heavily upon, online social connections through social media platforms like Facebook 

and Twitter (please see appendix C for a discussion on social media use and Hurricane 

Katrina). Typically, such groups leverage their experiences, informational resources, and 

existing networks to augment established resources to achieve their goals or fulfill their 

responsibilities.
24

  

These groups often consist of individuals who do not have a response mission; therefore, 

they have no formal organizational structure, resource streams, or chartered 

responsibilities as traditional response organizations, such as FEMA and the American 

                                                 
18

 Majchrzak, Jarvenpaa, and Hollingshead, ñCoordinating Expertise Among Emergent Groups Responding 

to Disasters,ò 147. 

19
 T.E. Drabek and D. McEntire, ñEmergent Phenomena and Multiorganizational Coordination in Disasters: 

Lessons from Research Literature,ò International Journal of Mass Emergencies Disasters 20, no. 2 

(2002): 197-224; Laura S. Fernandez, Joseph A. Bargera, and Johan R. van Dorp, ñSpontaneous 

Volunteer Response to Disasters: The Benefits and Consequences of Good Intentions,ò Journal of 

Emergency Management 4, no. 5 (September-October 2006): 58. 

20
 Kathleen Carley and John R. Harrald, Organizing for Response: Comparing Practice, Plan and Theory, 

QR61 (Boulder: Natural Hazards Research and Applications Center, University of Colorado, 1993), 23-

92. From Fernandez, Bargera, and van Dorp, ñSpontaneous Volunteer Response to Disasters,ò 59.  

21
 R.A. Stallings and E.L. Quarantelli, ñEmergent Citizen Groups and Emergency Management,ò Public 

Administrative Review 45, special issue: ñEmergency Management: A Challenge for Public 

Administration,ò (1985): 93-100. From Fernandez, Bargera, and van Dorp, ñSpontaneous Volunteer 

Response to Disasters,ò 59. 

22
 Quarantelli, Enrico L., and Russell R. Dynes. ñResponse to social crisis and disaster.ò Annual review of 

sociology 3 (1977): 23-49. From Fernandez, Bargera, and van Dorp, ñSpontaneous Volunteer Response 

to Disasters,ò 60.  

23
 Fernandez, Bargera, and van Dorp, ñSpontaneous Volunteer Response to Disasters,ò 60. 

24
 James Kendra, ñCreativity in Emergency Response After The World Trade Center Attack,ò 11. 
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Red Cross, do.
25

 The groups tend to be nebulous in nature, with unclear and fluid 

boundaries concerning the work that they will perform. The membership of emergent 

response groups fluctuates widely depending on the availability and interest of those 

volunteering.
26

 Thus, it is often difficult to reliably estimate the number of members in an 

emergent response group, as the organizational structure of these groups tends to be very 

fluid.  

Because of their fluid membership, it can be difficult for more established response 

groups to engage these emergent groups, as determining who their leadership is and what 

tasks they are capable of as an organization can be difficult. Often, leadership in these 

groups is determined by which individuals are available and willing to take on a role of 

responsibility to accomplish a task. As a result, the leadership within the group may 

change daily.
27

 Also, the physical location of some portion of the group on a given day 

may determine leadership. In that case, leadership may be spread over a large area with 

no clear sense of who can make decisions on behalf of the organization. Most of these 

organizations have little oversight over the activities they undertake.
28

 Though some 

emergent groups remain active in the weeks and months following a disaster, others 

dissolve quickly once the urgency lessens. This can leave promises of support and aid 

outstanding. By contrast, established organizations use established organizational 

structures and engage in routine tasks.
29

 They are often mandated to perform specific 

tasks and execute them under hierarchal governance structures with defined leaders. In 

other words, there are rules and roles to follow and decision making is centralized.
30

  

Studying the aftermath of disasters reveals that neither the hierarchical centralized 

approach nor the horizontal is a replacement for the other. However, as the importance 

and frequency of horizontal group engagements grows, it is increasingly important for 

unity of effort to build in order to deepen bridges between hierarchical institutions and 

emergent response groups.  

Disasters create disruptions in structure and conditions that can lend merit to an 

improvised response.
31

 Even when planning occurs, a disaster ñcan contribute to 

communication breakdowns, unexpected conditions, the inability to garner or verify 

timely information, and an overall difficulty in mobilizing sufficient personnel and 
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material resources in the days leading up to and immediately following the event.ò
32

 

Drabek and McEntire argue that ñthe command and control model incorrectly assumes 

that the government is the only responder; information from outside official channels is 

inaccurate; role abandonment will occur; standard operating procedures will always 

function; citizens are inept, passive, and irrational; society will break down; and ad hoc 

emergence of the kind so common in disasters is counterproductive.ò
33

 In contrast, they 

argue that communication, coordination, and resource management are more effective 

than command and control approaches.
34

 

Emergent response groups perform tasks that can vary widely as they are not working 

from a clear initial mission. How these tasks are defined and assigned tends to change 

continuously based on varying environmental conditions. As the individuals in these 

groups generally have had little to no prior training on how to conduct response work, 

they tend to learn by undertaking tasks as opposed to working from a set boundary of 

knowledge. 

Much of the work done by emergent response groups is community based. By not 

coming from the government or an established structure, these organizations are uniquely 

placed to interact with community members and to provide for needs that may fall 

outside the scope of the more established response organizations. Emergent response 

groups establish trust-based relationships within the communities they assist because they 

understand the culture, are aware of existing needs, and know how to communicate 

effectively. As the members of these groups tend to be viewed as members of the 

community by those they are helping, people in the community are more likely to turn to 

them for assistance than to a government organization. An Associated Press study of 

those who requested help following Superstorm Sandy found that about a third of people 

said they turned to their family, friends, and neighbors for help, whereas just 16 percent 

said they requested assistance from the government.
35

 

At the heart of emergent response groups is an altruistic intent. That altruism can be 

present in government responders. However, because of the rules and responsibilities 

imposed by hierarchical institutions, community members in need may perceive a 

government workerôs behavior as being shaped more by their institution than by their 

personal relationships and deep local knowledge and caring for the community.  

There is a common view that government generally has the lead on response and 

recovery efforts. Thus, while an emergent response group may be able to provide a great 

deal of assistance, their efforts may become sidelined or marginalized if they are not 

recognized by the state and the federal government. Often, emergent groups are only able 

to continue working once the government response arrives if they are embedded in or 
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working within their own community. According to Waugh and Sylves, 

ñNotwithstanding the call for a Citizenôs Corp of volunteers, there has been little 

indication that the homeland security apparatus knows how to integrate civilians into its 

operations.ò
36

  

Emergent Response Groups 2.0 

Entities that coordinate primarily through social media add a new element to spontaneous 

volunteerism and emergent response groups. At the start of an event, such organizing 

volunteers are likely unaffiliated with a traditional relief organization; as they grow, they 

coalesce and integrate horizontally through social media. Later in an event, they operate 

like a traditional affiliated organization (e.g., they offer training, conduct screening, raise 

funds, form tasking, conduct relief activities in the field, etc.).  

We posit that this type of collective does not fit the definition of an ñemergent response 

groupò because organizing members have a prior relationship with each other. We call 

this type of organizing a ñgrassroots disaster relief network.ò Another distinction can 

emerge in how the collective ultimately organizes. Such collectives are more likely to 

organize horizontally when it cannot fit into hierarchical systems and is using social 

networks that empower horizontalism.
37

  

Typically, the collective of volunteers using social media to coordinate with each other 

do not have the same connectivity to the greater response and recovery effort as do 

affiliated volunteers of established nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and faith-

based organizations (FBOs). Among the characteristics of established NGOs and FBOs is 

a close connection, particularly in the field, with FEMA. This connection may include a 

path to information sharing and management through the VOAD system, through the 

FEMA VAL, or through the FEMA office that is set up to deal with the disaster. In the 

absence of such connectivity, grassroots disaster relief networks operate independently of 

traditional disaster relief organizations. This may result in a duplication of efforts and non 

collaboration. It may also result in an incomplete COP for all disaster relief entities.  

In high-severity crises in which government (and other hierarchical institutions) response 

has been perceived as poor, or in situations in which a hierarchical institution is held in 

low regard or has lost the trust of the public, it would not be unexpected for an entityð

affiliated or nonaffiliatedðwith high credibility to be welcome in many communities.
38
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In circumstances of rising public distrust of hierarchical institutions, as is the case in 

many communities within the United States today, it would not be unusual for horizontal 

grassroots disaster relief networks with strong affiliations within certain communities to 

be chosen over professional response organizations that might try to assert control over a 

complex operating environment in a disaster.  

In the next section, we provide a brief overview of the governmentôs role in emergency 

management following major disasters.  

Overview of the Disaster Process & Disaster Aid Programs 

Government can and will continue to serve disaster survivors. However, 

we fully recognize that a government-centric approach to disaster 

management will not be enough to meet the challenges posed by a 

catastrophic incident. That is why we must fully engage our entire societal 

capacity... 

Craig Fugate, FEMA administrator, before the United States House 

Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, Subcommittee on Economic 

Development, Public Buildings, and Emergency Management at the Rayburn 

House Office Building, March 30, 2011
39

 

The Disaster Process 

Nearly all requests for emergency assistance after disasters begin with local requests for 

assistance and local responses dispatched to meet that request, whether for a localized 

event or a multistate disaster. Almost all requests for assistance are managed exclusively 

with local resources. However, when needs exceed the immediate localityôs capacity, 

initial responders request additional resources. If the local jurisdiction has the capacity, 

they will send additional resources. However, as no jurisdiction has unlimited resources, 

communities can become overwhelmed.  

States exercise regulatory control over the organization and administration of emergency 

response functions. Local jurisdictions like cities, towns, counties, and parishes retain the 

responsibility for delivering emergency services.
40

  

When a larger need arises, most jurisdictions have the ability to call on neighboring 

communities for help, often through prearranged agreements, commonly referred to as 

mutual aid. The concept of mutual aid assumes that no single community has the 

resources and capabilities to deal with every disaster. Mutual aid often encompasses 

multiple types of agreements through which jurisdictions can request assistance from 

each other. The formality, level of assistance, and mechanisms for request vary widely, 
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but the concept is still the same: neighboring communities contributing their resources to 

assist in a crisis. 

In some situations, the size or impact of an incident is so great that local aid agreements 

are insufficient. When local-area systems are overwhelmed, impacted communities may 

request additional assistance from the state in which they are located. States have 

multiple mechanisms for responding to these requests and delivering state or local 

resources and capabilities where needed.  

Depending on the scope of the incident, including the severity or breadth of damage, state 

resources or capabilities may also be overwhelmed. A state may request assistance from 

other states through the Emergency Management Assistance Compact as state capabilities 

are exceeded or strained. The compact is a pre-established mutual aid agreement between 

all of the states and territories to share state or local resources in the event of a disaster.  

Between considering fiscal restraints, transportation or travel time, and maintaining a 

readiness posture, there are times when the available states resources are insufficient. In 

these cases, states may request assistance from the federal government. These requests 

generally take the form of a declaration of a state of emergency by the governor, who 

then requests that the president declare an emergency or major disaster. Once the 

president makes such a declaration, FEMA takes the lead role in delivering federal 

resources and capabilities to help achieve the governorôs response and recovery priorities. 

The Secretary of Homeland Security, in coordination with other federal departments and 

agencies, initiates response actions, including the establishment of the joint field office. 

Within the joint field office, senior federal representatives lead coordination efforts and 

direct staff to share information and establish priorities in delivering aid.
41

 

At each level of government, an emergency operations center (EOC) coordinates the 

requests for and deployment of outside resources. Local governments activate a local 

EOC to implement a local emergency management plan, state governments activate a 

state EOC, and, when necessary, the federal government will activate a regional response 

coordination center (RRCC) or the national response coordination center (NRCC), which 

operates under the appropriate national-level plans.  

Local EOCs communicate with emergency responders in the field and process requests 

for additional resources. They either find those resources through existing agreements 

and relationships or request state assistance in finding the necessary resources. 

Each center is responsible for activating response agreements with other entities, 

communicating needs and situational information to other EOCs, and coordinating with 

other public agencies and private organizations at the appropriate level. 

The above sequence of emergency response also helps to describe the response roles that 

exist at each level. Each response step takes time, as do the requests and declarations. 

During a disaster, the local emergency responders have very similar roles to those they 

have ordinarily. The police department, fire department, emergency medical services, and 
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local public works departments continue to try to provide emergency services for their 

local community. EOCs work as necessary to communicate needs, available resources, 

and situational information to and from their partners. These partners may include other 

local government response organizations, local EOCs, the state EOC, local volunteer 

organizations, and other private sector entities. During a disaster, however, local 

capabilities may be overwhelmed.  

Once a state EOC has been activated, its role includes monitoring the situation, reviewing 

requests for assistance, and providing available resources to meet requests or requesting 

additional resources. Requests for additional resources may go to other local 

governments, other state governments, the RRCC or NRCC, or private sector and non-

for-profit organizations.
42

  

FEMAôs RRCCs and NRCC may be activated in anticipation of or immediately 

following a serious incident. Each of the 10 FEMA regional offices maintains an RRCC, 

while FEMA headquarters in Washington, DC, maintains the NRCC. Each RRCC 

coordinates ñFederal response effortséby maintaining connectivity with State EOCs, 

State fusion centers, Federal Executive Boards, and other Federal and State operations 

and coordination centers that have the potential to contribute to development of 

situational awareness.ò
43

  

Disaster Aid Programs  

Following a declaration of a major disaster or emergency, the president appoints a federal 

coordinating officer (FCO) to implement the relevant types of assistance available under 

the Stafford Act.
44

 The Act allows the federal government to offer direct assistance in the 

immediate aftermath of a major disaster to provide for the immediate needs of disaster 

survivors. These may include life-saving assistance, search and rescue missions, 

evacuations, food and water distribution, and rental payments for temporary housing.
45

 

Once immediate lifesaving and sustaining needs are met, other Stafford Act programs 

begin to help communities recover. The FEMA Public Assistance Grant Program 

provides funds for debris removal, repair or replacement of public facilities, and hazard 

mitigation projects. Some of the assistance available to individuals and families through 

the FEMA Individual Assistance Program includes:  
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¶ grants to ñrepair é owner-occupied private residences, utilities, and residential 

infrastructure (such as a private access route) damaged by a major disaster to a 

safe and sanitary living or functioning condition; and eligible hazard mitigation 

measuresò
46

 

¶ grants for other needs assistance including ñdisaster related medical, dental, child 

care, and funeral expensesé [and] to address personal property, transportation, 

and other necessary expenses or serious needs resulting from the major disasterò
47

  

¶ unemployment assistance ñfor workers who temporarily lost jobs because of the 

disaster and who did not qualify for State benefits, such as self-employed 

individualsé farmers, migrant and seasonal workers, and those who have 

insufficient quarters to qualify for other unemployment compensationò
48

 

¶ additional services not covered by insurance, including temporary housing 

assistance, legal counseling, and crisis counseling
49

 

In all of these examples, assistance is only available to cover losses in excess of any 

insurance coverage. The Stafford Act limits the amount of direct financial assistance, as 

discussed in the first two bullets, to $25,000.
50

 For needs in excess of this amount, FEMA 

and the Small Business Administration make low-interest loans for additional residential, 

personal property, and small business losses not covered by insurance available.
51

  

Other federal, state, local, and volunteer agencies offer additional individual assistance 

based on their mission. For example, the Farm Service Agency offers loans to farmers; 

the Department of Veterans Affairs offers various benefits to veterans; and the Internal 

Revenue Service offers tax refunds and excise tax relief.
52

 

In addition to the types of assistance discussed, FEMA provides longer-term assistance to 

states and local communities for creating and executing community recovery plans. This 

assistance does not consist of grants; instead, it offers expertise needed to coordinate 
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planning which may include Whole Community
53

 partnerships that enable cooperative 

engagements, and additional funding mechanisms for the implementation of recovery and 

mitigation plans. Immediately following a presidential declaration and a needs 

determination, FEMAôs federal disaster recovery coordinators and their staff coordinate 

the relationship building required to implement an effective community-based recovery.  

Governments at all levels have recognized that during a true disaster, local emergency 

responders will almost certainly be overwhelmed and unable to respond to calls for 

assistance from community members. As such, FEMA assists local responders through 

additional teams that address needs at the community level. The CERT program trains 

individuals in a community on basic ñlife-saving skills with emphasis on decision making 

skills, rescuer safety, and doing the greatest good for the greatest number.ò
54

 The hope is 

that these CERT-trained individuals will be able to provide some immediate aid to locals 

when fire departments, emergency medical services, or search and rescue are stretched 

too thin to be of immediate assistance. Pre event planning is a large part of the CERT 

mission, with the goal of reducing a communityôs emergency needs and to manage 

existing resources until professional assistance becomes available.
55

 CERTs are also 

encouraged to engage all who will be involved in disaster response (e.g., government, 

volunteer groups, the private sector, schools, community organizations, etc.) in planning 

and coordinating efforts so that individuals and groups can be prepared to use their 

capabilities that are needed to support emergency functions in the immediate post-

disaster period.
56

 FEMA also deploys VALs to coordinate relationships among federal, 

state, and tribal governments, as well as voluntary faith-based and community 

organizations, in regions affected by disaster.  

As federal responsibilities are completed, the staff demobilizes. Depending on the 

disaster, search and rescue teams, Disaster Emergency Communications Group, 

Individual Assistance Group, Public Assistance Group, and the FCO will finalize their 

on-scene work and return home leaving the federal disaster recovery coordinators (and 

staff) to continue providing advice and expertise to communities that often have years of 

work left before them. 

Additionally, in major disasters, the National Guard deploys to support the Army Corps 

of Engineers by facilitating the delivery of services; offering technical assistance and 
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expertise; and providing construction management, logistics planning, management and 

sustainment capabilities.
57

 

Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (VOAD) ï Filling the Gaps 

People affected by disasters often seek assistance. 

Sometimes, they may be frustrated by the gaps 

between what they need to get back on their feet 

and what government response and recovery 

entities can provide. Though these gaps may only 

result from the logical application of government-

supported efforts, they can still create serious 

obstacles to personal and community recovery.  

The current restraints on the federal system are one 

reason for local primacy in emergency response. 

Another is that local jurisdictions are closer to the 

communities for which they are responsible. It is only natural that they take the primary 

role in responding to incidents. Since they are local, they are better able to plan and 

prepare for the needs and the hazards or threats that their community is likely to face. 

Local resources are also owned and operated closer to the site of the incidents. When the 

need for resources exceeds local capabilities, additional resources are literally farther 

away. This is true whether a fire department is assisting a neighboring county or the 

federal government is responding to a major disaster declaration. As a result, the federal 

government recommends that everyone prepare ahead of time so that individuals can care 

for themselves for at least 72 hours
58

 during a complete outage of services. However, not 

everyone has the ability to prepare to live without utilities or other services for several 

days. Some are dependent on the assistance of others on a daily basis. 

By definition, during the initial stages of large disasters, emergency responders try to 

understand the scope and scale of the problem fully. During these first few days, 

community-based groups can have a tremendous impact in helping to meet the immediate 

survival and life sustaining needs of their neighbors. In fact, at each stage of the process 

described, there are gaps between the needs of affected individuals and what can be done 

by traditional government-based response. 

In addition to the government-managed entities discussed so far, voluntary organizations 

play a large role in responding to and recovering from incidents of all sizes. Following a 

home fire, some families may be experiencing a very localized disaster. Usually the local 

government response components do not help families with the initial steps to recovery, 
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instead the American Red Cross, Salvation Army, or other local disaster relief services 

do.
59

  

Collectively, VOADs provide many types of assistance to people affected by disasters of 

all sizes. This assistance is tailored to the specific needs of the local survivors of each 

disaster. A previous HSSAI study
60

 compiled a list of the categories of support provided 

by smaller and less well-known FBOs and other NGOs in the wake of hurricanes Katrina 

and Rita. The report found that these groups provided the following services:
61

 

¶ Shelter services: sheltering evacuees, relief workers, volunteers, and disaster 

survivors 

¶ Food services: preparing meals, serving meals, and distributing prepared or 

packaged food 

¶ Medical services: providing first aid, providing medical care, and assisting with 

prescription medication 

¶ Personal hygiene services: providing toilets and showers, providing toiletry 

items, and providing laundry facilities 

¶ Mental health and spiritual support 

¶ Physical reconstruction services: debris, tree, and mud removal; clean-up; and 

home repair 

¶ Logistics management services: assessing community needs and storing, 

transporting, and distributing supplies 

¶ Transportation management and services: evacuee and survivor shuttles, relief 

worker shuttles, and evacuee and survivor relocation 

¶ Childrenôs services: child care services, recreational activities, and educational 

services 

¶ Case management and related services: providing information, referral 

services, assisting with forms and applications, and financial relief 

Large VOADs that operate in the United States include the American Red Cross and the 

Salvation Army. These organizations are typically the most visible agencies working 

toward disaster relief alongside FEMA and the National Guard. The Salvation Army 

operates thousands of hubs in communities across the United States. It provides disaster 

relief services (e.g., food, warmth, shelter, etc.) adapted to the specific needs of 
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communities and scalable according to the magnitude of the disaster.
62

 The American 

Red Cross deploys to approximately 70,000 disasters in the United States each year, 

supporting FEMA and other VOADs by providing shelter, food, health, and mental 

health services. The Red Cross focuses on helping families and communities recover, and 

agrees to operate under the FCO advice and direction.
63 

 

Superstorm Sandy, like Hurricane Katrina, overwhelmed the existing disaster response 

architecture described above.
64

 Such large-scale disasters that strike metropolitan areas 

will disrupt the lives of millions and create many needs. VOADs step in to compliment 

the great work of traditional relief organizations. However, as Superstorm Sandy proved, 

many needs remain. Individuals from within affected communities came together to fill 

gaps when external assistance was insufficient.  

FEMA states in a recently published Strategic Foresight Initiative report that the ñforces 

of global environmental change are expected to bring major challenges and 

opportunities.ò
65

 If there will be more disasters in the future, and there will be, then there 

will be more opportunities, opportunities like Occupy Sandy.  
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CASE STUDY:  OCCUPY SANDY  

This section addresses basic questions about the formation, operation, and impact of the 

grassroots disaster relief network called Occupy Sandy.  

Specifically, we attempt to answer the following questions about Occupy Sandy:  

1. What led to the rapid emergence of Occupy Sandy? 

2. What was the scope of services provided by Occupy Sandy? 

3. How did Occupy Sandy choose what services to provide? 

4. How did Occupy Sandy govern? 

5. What philosophies drove Occupy Sandy? 

6. How did Occupy Sandy use technology and social media? 

7. What is the state of Occupy Sandy today? 

A Perfect Storm 

Around 7:30 p.m. on Monday, October 29, 2013, Superstorm Sandyða post-tropical 

cyclone that mixed with an intense low-pressure systemðmade landfall near Brigantine, 

New Jersey. 

Superstorm Sandy was no ordinary storm. It took an atypical path toward land, tracking 

north along the Eastern Seaboard. A mid- and upper-level wind pattern pushed it 

westward toward the U.S. mainland. It drew from two sources of energy: warm Atlantic 

Ocean waters and a turbulent mixture of warm and cold air masses.
66

 This expanded the 

stormôs category 1 hurricane-strength winds to a radius of 100 nautical miles from the 

eye, much larger than a typical hurricane. A blocking pattern to the east directed the 

storm over the countryôs most populated area. Rain and snow pounded inland areas along 

the East Coast and record-breaking storm surges inundated coastal areas around New 

York and New Jersey. The storm surge reached approximately 300,000 homes in New 

York Cityôs five boroughs;
67

 Mayor Michael Bloomberg estimated that the storm caused 

$19 billion in damages in NYC alone.
68

 In addition, more than 376,000 homes in New 
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Jersey were damaged or destroyed.
69

 In the United States, Sandy was associated with 72 

deaths and indirectly responsible for at least 75 more (i.e., relating to unsafe or unhealthy 

conditions).
70

 

Occupy Sandy  

In early November 2012, amid the fog of the response to Superstorm Sandy, a voice 

interrupted an invite-only NYC VOAD teleconference, where participant organizations 

were discussing what services they were providing and what resources they needed.
71

  

ñHi this is [name redacted]. This is Occupy.ò said 

the voice.  

Conversation stopped.  

An official on that call recalls thinking, ñwhy is 

[Occupy Wall Street] here?ò and expressed that she 

believed most others on the callðFEMA, the 

American Red Cross, Salvation Army, and many 

other voluntary relief organizationsðfelt the same 

way. The moderator asked the voice to explain 

there presence. 

The voice explained that it was a representative of 

ñOccupy Sandy,ò which is a part of Occupy Wall 

Street but not directly associated with it. 

ñAt that point, we all became very guarded in what we said,ò the official told us. 

Personally, and here she said she could not speak for the group, she perceived that the 

uninvited caller was a protestor and remembers thinking we know what we are doing 

here, they just do not get it. 

In the days, weeks, and months that followed, not only did Occupy Sandy, a humanitarian 

relief offshoot of the Occupy Wall Street movement, convince this official that they get 

it, but they convinced local communities, the mainstream media, and an estimated 60,000 
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ñIf you see a need in your community, 

work to fill it. We will do everything we 
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minded folks, band together, and pool 
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same building. Go door to door. Meet 

your neighbors. Reach out to local 

churches, schools, community centers, 

and businesses. If we can do it, you can 

too! All Power to the People. Rock on, 

NYC.ò 

ï Occupy Sandyôs first Facebook 

post on November 1, 2012 
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volunteers
72
ðmore than four times the number deployed by the American Red Crossð

that they understood what to do.
73

  

Seemingly out of nowhere emerged a volunteer army of young, educated, tech-savvy 

individuals with time and a desire to help others. Unlike traditional disaster response 

organizations, there were no leaders, no bureaucracy, no regulations to follow, no pre-

defined mission, charter, or strategic plan. Most importantly, there was no ñno.ò  

What Led to the Rapid Emergence of Occupy Sandy? 

A week before Superstorm Sandy made landfall on Monday, October 29, 2012, a small 

group of Occupy Wall Street
74

 (OWS) members had been discussing the storm over 

social media.
75

 The night of the storm, as reports of the stormôs damage funneled through 

social and mainstream media, they began exchanging texts about how they could help 

and whether there was interest in starting a relief effort.
76

 

Unlike OWS, what happened next was neither planned nor expected. Before sunrise the 

next morning, a small group of Occupiers drove to the devastated Red Hook 

neighborhood of Brooklyn
77

 to canvass for needs and to bring food. Later that evening, 

they drove to the Rockaways neighborhood of Queens to ask people what they needed.  

They turned to social media for help, and things began to mesh.  

We need to make food, we need a kitchen. The Red Hook Initiative has a 

kitchen but itôs too small. Phone calls. Thereôs a church on Fourth Avenue 

at Fifty-fifth Street, in Sunset Park, St. Jacobi, whose pastor likes 

Occupyðthey have a big kitchen. They also have a hall that can be used 

as a headquarters to receive donations. Doneðmeet there. Get in the car. 

                                                 
72

 FEMA, Hurricane Sandy: Youthful Energy and Idealism Tackles Real World Disaster Response. 

73
 ñRed Cross Recovery Efforts to Help Sandy Survivors,ò American Red Cross, first published December 

19, 2012, accessed September 2, 2013, http://www.redcross.org/news/article/Red-Cross-Recovery-

Efforts-to-Help-Sandy-Survivors.  

74
 Occupy Wall Street was a planned social movement consisted of social activists who protested income 

inequality in the United States and the perceived structure behind it, the U.S. financial system. The group 

garnered national attention in September 2011 by occupying Zuccotti Park in lower Manhattan and for 

coining the phrase, ñWe are the 99 percent.ò The New York Police Department (NYPD) forcibly evicted 

OWS members from Zuccotti Park on November 15, 2012. Adapted from: R. Milkman, Stephanie Luce, 

and Penny Lewis, Changing the Subject: A Bottom-Up Account of Occupy Wall Street (New York: City 

University of New York, n.d.), 2.  

75
 Esteve Giraud, ñInterview with Devin Balkind: Sahana and Occupy Sandy Relief Efforts: Sahana 

Software Foundation,ò Sahana Software Foundation, accessed September 3, 2013, 

http://sahanafoundation.org/interview-with-devin-balkind-sahana-and-occupy-sandy-relief-efforts/.  

76
 Sharon Lerner, ñHow Sandy Saved Occupy,ò The American Prospects (blog) November 27, 2012, 

accessed September 4, 2013, http://prospect.org/article/how-sandy-saved-occupy; and Occupy Sandy 

Network Assembly Meeting, St. Jacobi Church, Brooklyn, NY, November 20, 2012, transcript provided 

on the Occupy Sandy website.  

77
 Larissa MacFarquhar, ñOccupy Sandy,ò The New Yorker, November 3, 2012, accessed September 11, 

2013, http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2012/11/occupy-sandy.html.  

http://www.redcross.org/news/article/Red-Cross-Recovery-Efforts-to-Help-Sandy-Survivors
http://www.redcross.org/news/article/Red-Cross-Recovery-Efforts-to-Help-Sandy-Survivors
http://sahanafoundation.org/interview-with-devin-balkind-sahana-and-occupy-sandy-relief-efforts/
http://prospect.org/article/how-sandy-saved-occupy
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2012/11/occupy-sandy.html


The Resilient Social Network 

26 

Somebody set up a Web site, there needs to be a short, clear list of what is 

needed and where to take it. Make sure it stays updated. Phone calls. We 

need volunteers to sort donations. We need sandwiches made. We need 

tinfoil to wrap the sandwiches in. We need people to drive out to Zone A 

to deliver supplies. People are running low on gas, not everyone can get to 

Sunset Park. Phone calls. Satellite drop-off centers for donations 

established in Fort Greene, Park Slope, Williamsburg, and Bed-Stuy. 

Phone calls. Coordinate with people in ManhattanðCAAAV , an Asian-

American organization on Hester Street, is asking for volunteers in 

Chinatown. Can anyone get to Chinatown? The people at Good Old Lower 

East Side need volunteers to knock on doors in housing projects to see if 

old or sick people need helpðtheyôre doing it between twelve and six 

every day and they need as many people as they can get (weôre sending 

hundreds). Someone needs to go out to the Rockaways and figure out a 

distribution center. Maybe St. Francis de Sales. Itôs on 129th Street. 

Remember, phones donôt work there. Neither do traffic lights.
78

 

 ñWe had the networks in place and so it was easy to reach out to people,ò recalls an 

Occupy Sandy organizer who also participated in OWS.
79

 The first thing they did to bring 

attention to the broken situation and ask for help was to set up a Facebook account, a 

Twitter hashtag
80

 (#SandyAid), and a WePay account.
81

 At that point, expectations were 

not much higher than raising a few hundred dollars or mobilizing 40 volunteers.
82
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Figure 1. Timeline of Occupy Wall Street / Occupy Sandy events 
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Occupiers were accustomed to using the Internet and social media to broadcast an 

opinion or ask for help during times of crises.
83

 So they asked the team that built 

www.occupywallstreet.net to set up a website. Interoccupy
84
ðthe string that connects the 

Occupy movements globally
85
ðpitched in to coordinate the formation. It developed an 

ñInteroccupy Hub,ò which consolidated a few initial Occupy Sandy social media feeds, 

the WePay account, and other resources to make the networkôs two-way exchange of 

information available to the public.
86

  

The need for physical space grew as word spread across the Occupy network. A coalition 

of neighborhood volunteers, community organizers, OWS-affiliated individuals, a 

representative working for councilwoman Christine Quinn and a local nonprofit, Red 

Hook Initiative, set up an operations hub and storage space in the Red Hook 

neighborhood of Brooklyn on Tuesday, October 30. Organizers would acknowledge that 

securing these first spaces signified the official start of Occupy Sandy.
87

 Also on that 

Tuesday, OccupySandy.net published information on how to receive updates from the 

network, how to volunteer, where to donate goods, and provided links to volunteer sign-

up forms and mutual support sites and a list of emergency shelters.
88

  

Donations continued to flow in for processing, and space was running out. On 

Wednesday the 31st, Red Hook sites were overwhelmed with donations and volunteers. 

In search of more space, members reached out to a pastor at St. Jacobi Evangelical 

Lutheran Church in the Sunset Park neighborhood of Brooklyn.
89

 Overnight, the St. 

Jacobi church became Occupy Sandyôs first main distribution hub. 
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Occupy Sandy continued to 

identify more needs and 

therefore required more space. 

On Saturday, November 3rd, 

organizers tapped the Occupy 

network to secure a second 

main hub at the St. Luke and 

St. Matthew Church in Clinton 

Hill, Brooklyn. There they 

opened up a kitchen, a 

distribution center, and a large 

volunteer intake and training 

operation. Shortly thereafter, 

Occupy Sandy opened smaller 

distribution hubs at three 

locations in the Rockaways, 

one in Coney Island, and 

another in Staten Island.
90

  

While organizers set up the 

Jacobi and Clinton Hill sites 

and groups of volunteers deployed to various hard-hit areas across NYC, tech-savvy 

volunteers diligently consolidated Google Docs, populated Facebook, sent out Tweets 

(@OccupySandy), managed the WePay account, and updated the Occupy Sandy 

webpage.  

Each main hub then set up their own Facebook and Twitter pages just to keep up with the 

influx of in-kind donations and requests to volunteer.
91

 About a week after the storm, 

Occupy Sandy had amassed 700 volunteers and was serving approximately 20,000 meals 

a day.
92

 It had by then accumulated 10,000 likes on its Facebook page
93

 and had more 

than 5,000 Twitter followers.
94

 Three weeks after the storm, 15 volunteers were dedicated 

solely to managing Facebook operations.
95
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Figure 2. The St. Luke and St. Matthew Church in Brooklyn 

served as a main distribution hub for Occupy Sandy until 

arsonists set it on fire two days before Christmas 2012. As of 

the publication of this report, the NYPD has not made an 

arrest. 
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At its peak, Occupy Sandy, a network with no prior disaster relief experience, had 

attracted more than 60.000 volunteers.
96

  

What Attracted Volunteers to Occupy Sandy?  

In most cases after major disasters, volunteers who want to do more than provide 

financial support must wait a period of time before they can do anything. Typically, 

traditional relief organizations that offer volunteer opportunities require newcomers to 

pledge to a minimum time commitment, attend orientations and trainings, pass a 

background check, and, in some cases, hold professional certifications. The unaffiliated 

volunteer who wants to offer immediate assistance may be inclined to volunteer with 

relief groups that do not have such requirements.  

The media made volunteering with Occupy Sandy look easy and attractive. New York 

Magazine told readers that to get involved with Occupy Sandy, ñjust show and sign up.ò
97

 

Less than 10 days following the storm, The Huffington Post labeled Occupy Sandy as ña 

relief organization of the 21
st
 century, mastering social networks.ò

98
 In addition to the 

media attention, Occupy Sandy had built a stirring online presence replete with 

anecdotes, videos, and pictures; offered an opportunity to volunteer immediately; and 

was affiliated with a social movement that appealed to a large number of young, educated 

New York and New Jersey residents. Many joined because there was not much else to 

doðno television to watch or Internet to browse, no work to go to, and little gas to get 

anywhere.  

Another appealing aspect was that Occupy Sandy let volunteers choose how to help, 

without any creative restriction. Chefs cooked food. Web designers worked on network 

websites. Lawyers made up the legal team. Occupy Sandy gave volunteers a purpose, 

which was something many of them had been looking for. ñWe took a letôs-throw-

people-with-their-existing-skill-sets-at-the-problem approach,ò said an Occupy Sandy 

member. ñThe only barrier to entry was a person thinking it was not a worthy cause.ò
99

  

The initial wave of volunteers consisted mostly of OWS members. Over time, people 

with no prior affiliation to the Occupy movement diluted the corps. Newcomers found 

Occupy Sandy in a variety of ways, mostly through existing peer relationships or finding 

out about it through social networks. Others called the Occupy Sandy hotline, e-mailed 
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the group, or signed up for volunteer updates on their cell phones.
100

 An Occupy Sandy 

finance team member who was a former managing director at Merrill Lynch told us what 

brought him to volunteer with Occupy Sandy over other traditional relief groups: 

When Sandy hit I was with my parents in Huntington, Long Island. After 

the storm I had some extra time and went to the Armory in Park Slope, run 

by [a traditional response organization]. They fit about three nursing 

homes worth of people in the Armory. They tried to make it comfy but it 

was somewhat of a dehumanizing situation. They were essentially being 

warehoused. One time food wasnôt delivered on time and so I suggested 

they order pizza. They couldnôt order pizza because it was against 

protocol. There may not have been a better way to do it given the 

emergency but it was a sad sight. After that experience, I went home and 

googled ñHurricane Sandy reliefò and found Occupy Sandy. I l iked the 

fact they were mutual aid and not a charity that just throws crumbs to 

those in need. The next day I went to the [520 Clinton] hub, went through 

orientation, and hopped in a van toward Brighton Beach. There, we broke 

out into groups of four to gather situational awareness, asking people what 

they needed. We used worksheets to gather data, and then provided aid.
101

 

Occupy Sandy attracted a diverse range of volunteers, many from communities hit hard 

by the storm. Many were white, middle-class, and highly educated. Many were 

unemployed or underemployed and were eager to use their skills.  
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0 to 45 Min: Occupy Sandy Volunteer Processing 

Itôs a few days after Superstorm Sandy. Your power is still out, there is no work, and you 
want to volunteer. You have no discernible skill except that you want to help. So, you 
venture to one of Occupy Sandyôs main hubs. 

Newcomers to a major hubðthe Church of St. Jacobi in Sunset Park or the Church of St. 

Luke and St. Matthew in Clinton Hill were greeted by at least one volunteer managing traffic 

outside of each hub. That volunteer was in constant communication with those inside so 

that they could all coordinate supply arrivals and departures. Another set of volunteers, 

near the entrances, greeted newcomers and directed them inside to register. 

Inside, new volunteers were asked to write their names on pre-cut pieces of tape and to 

wear that tape in a prominent place throughout their participation in Occupy Sandyôs 

volunteer efforts. Next, they were asked to fill out information for the Occupy Sandy 

database. Information in the database included contact information, availability and 

specialized skill sets. After registration, volunteers were asked to attend a short orientation. 

The orientation explained the core beliefs and mindset of the Occupy Movement, behavior 

that would not be tolerated, and the importance of offering ñmutual aidò and not ñcharityò to 

survivors. After orientation, the new volunteers were encouraged to begin to help out at 

either one of the churches, or out in the field. To ensure that people in the field were well 

prepared, those who wanted to help out at recovery sites were asked to first take part in 

subsequent trainings, typically ñfield orientationò or ñdriver orientation,ò depending on skills 

and interests. The whole process, including orientations, took, on average, about 45 

minutes.
102 

Just-in-Time Volunteer Training  

Many types of specialized trainings were made available to volunteers. The network 

partnered with area professional organizations and individuals to hold a variety of 

trainings at regular intervals. Examples include trainings on mold cleanup, mucking out 

homes, demolition and simple reconstruction work, understanding legal issues, public 

health training about vaccinations and environmental risks,
103

 and community 

engagement training
104

 meant to educate locals about community sustainability.
105
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Occupy Sandy partnered with a local organization 

called Respond and Rebuild
106

 to offer ñassessment 

training,ò which trained volunteers how to assess 

damage to a structure and develop a work plan for 

a group of volunteers to come and fix that space, 

and ñteam leader training,ò which taught members 

how to lead teams of unskilled volunteers into 

homes. They also taught workshops on mold 

remediation, demolition, construction, plumbing, 

and basic electrical skills.
107

 The network also 

offered political education training to help frame 

the larger politics of the work they were doing.
108

 

They even offered an internship program for 16 to 

18 year olds that allowed them to shadow 

organizers and to set up a mutual aid network for 

students.
109

  

The Occupy Sandy tech team trained organizers on a relief management software 

developed by the Sahana Software Foundation.
110

 They used Sahana software to manage 

location-specific data, volunteer requests, donations, and on-the-ground canvassing.
111

 

Specifically, it was used to log and dispatch assistance requests, print out waybills for and 

track the fulfillment of shipments, and track work orders for homes.
112

  

What Was the Scope of Service Occupy Sandy Provided? 

Occupy Sandy managed capabilities, capital (e.g., people, goods, services, and ideas), 

and decisions differently than traditional disaster relief organizations. Traditional relief 

organizations like FEMA relinquish regulatory control and administration of emergency 

response functions to state jurisdictions and the responsibility to deliver services to 

towns, counties, and parishes. In stark contrast, Occupy Sandyôs governance structure 

and way of organizing was rooted in anarchical political philosophy, which advocates for 

horizontal organizing and decentralized authority. There were no regulatory requirements 
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to follow, very few controls on operations, and members acted with almost complete 

autonomy. This setup had a profound influence on the types of services the network 

provided and its geographic reach across New York and New Jersey.  

Types of Services 

If members of Occupy Sandy became aware of a need, they tried to fill it. Incoming 

requests for assistance dictated services, not a charter or a strategic plan. This allowed 

Occupy Sandy to mold its capabilities to the actual, real-time needs of communities.  

Occupy Sandy developed basic capabilities first, like providing survivors with food, 

water, and warm clothing. Very quickly, it evolved advanced capabilities to meet 

emerging needs. For example, the medical team formed to canvass for dead bodies and to 

distribute prescriptions and medical equipment. The construction and clean out team 

formed to remove water, mud, debris, and mold from homes; to sanitize them; and to 

rebuild them. The housing team formed to connect displaced survivors with families 

willing to host them. The legal team formed to advise survivors on landlord-tenant issues, 

insurance issues, and applying for loans. The tech team developed systems to manage 

disaster relief operations. The ñKitchenò made and served meals to thousands. The 

communications team managed social media platforms. The ñincubationò team selected 

new recovery and rebuilding projects and managed the networkôs finances. The training 

team identified what types of training to conduct and managed and coordinated trainings. 

The only official record of the scope of the networkôs self-reported activities, other than 

notes taken during network-wide meetings, was its response to a New York State Office 

of Attorney General Charities Bureau request for information about SandyȤrelated 

fundraising and relief activities. The network reported that it conducted the following 

relief functions:
113

  

¶ direct aid (food, water, warmth) 

¶ medical care 

¶ mold remediation 

¶ resource distribution 

¶ canvassing 

¶ rebuilding 

¶ psychological help 

¶ community building 
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¶ legal assistance 

¶ media documentation 

¶ funding 

In addition, the following recovery services were listed: case management, community 

building, mold remediation, advocacy, and medical support.
114

  

Fundraising was a small part of Occupy Sandyôs focus. Traditional fundraising efforts 

made members uncomfortable; some felt it conflicted with a major ideology of the 

Occupy movement: growing income inequality. Initial fundraising goals were to raise 

around $10,000 to purchase blankets, but the network collected $1,377,433.57
115

 as of 

July 31, 2013.
116

 A significant portion of the money raised has been allocated to specific 

recovery projects, though no project has received more than $10,000.
117

 To date, no 

individual has received a stipend for his or her service. Alliance for Global Justice 

(AFGJ)
118

 acts as a fiscal sponsor for Occupy Sandy, making all donations tax-

deductible.
119

  

Geographic Reach  

The best way to imagine the flow of physical resources through Occupy Sandy is to think 

about a network of interconnected nodes. Each node represents a physical hub. The hubs 

coordinated through social media to the extent that they could of but each operated 

independently. Between November 2012 and January 2013, Occupy Sandy established 

three main distribution hubs: ñJacobiò in Queens, ñClintonò in Brooklyn, and ñRed 

Hookò in Brooklyn. At distribution hubs, the network stored resources, conducted 

volunteer trainings, and coordinated regional operations. Occupy Sandy also set up main 

ñrecoveryò hubs in the Rockaways, the lower east side of Manhattan, Staten Island, 

Coney Island, and Red Hook. In addition, it ran smaller recovery sites in the Rockaways, 

Canarsie, Sheepshead Bay, Bay Ridge, Gerritsen Beach, Long Island, and across New 
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Jersey. It also operated a 50,000-square-foot warehouse in Coney Island.
120

 Occupy 

Sandy even set up a virtual hub on the Interoccupy website to assist Haitian communities 

still dealing with the effects of the 2010 earthquake.
121

  

The networkôs physical presence spread so quickly across New York and New Jersey 

because members had the autonomy to establish and operate a new hub. New hubs were 

set up simply because a member identified enough needs in a particular area and took 

initiative. Typically, religious institutions or shop owners donated space and volunteers 

from within a community populated it with resources and skills. For example, Occupy 

Sandy members and Rockaway community members rebuilt You Are Never Alone 

(YANA) , a community service center, which had been open for two weeks before it was 

destroyed by the storm. They rebuilt the space using sustainable techniques and turned it 

into a relief hub providing meals, medical treatment, legal counseling, and housing 

advocacy.
122

 YANA is a poster example of building community capacity: a space built by 

the community that created jobs for community members with a mission to serve the 

community by training people and helping them find jobs.  
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Figure 3. Occupy Sandy relief sites across New York City and New Jersey. Source: 

http://interoccupy.net/sandystaging/map/  

How Did Occupy Sandy Choose What Services to Provide?  

Occupy Sandy did not choose what to do and where to do it; those things chose Occupy 

Sandy.  

In the days that followed Superstorm Sandyôs landfall, the network became aware that 

needs from particular communities continued to pile up. The network focused most of its 

efforts on communities that ñthey figured official response organizations wouldnôt go.ò
123

 

These communities included the Rockaways, Staten Island, Red Hook, Coney Island, and 

other neighborhoods where many of New York Cityôs low-income and immigrant 

populations live. They also sought to help populations that traditionally shy away from 

contact with official relief workers: the homeless, undocumented aliens, residents living 

in New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) housing, the elderly, and the disabled.  
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 Personal interview with Occupy Sandy tech team member, interviewed by Ambinder and Jennings, 

Brooklyn, NY, July 16, 2013. 
























































































































