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                RESPONDING, REBUILDING, RESTORING
MENNONITE DISASTER SERVICE TRIP TIPS

For persons serving with the RV program

The MDS RV Program has been designed for retired/semi-retired folk who want to volunteer their time four days weekly, six hours daily for a minimum duration of four weeks. For married couples, both husband and wife are encouraged to work but one spouse may elect not to work for personal or health reasons. Unmarried/ single individuals of either gender are welcome and are expected to work six hours daily.  Long-term volunteers build trust in the community as they meet clients, partner with other organizations and make regular trips to the lumberyard and grocery store.

Preparation

1. Find out about the area where you are going.  Study and read about the geographic area you will be working in. A brief study of the culture, climate and landscapes are helpful for everyone going to a new location. Learning about the culture will assist you in making fewer cultural blunders.

2. MDS Volunteers build more than houses:  The homes that MDS repairs are owned by people; people who laugh and cry, who have good days and bad days. MDS provides an opportunity for you to walk alongside the needs of these disaster survivors, bringing the dignity and respect of God’s love to their recovery. Do everything you can to preserve their dignity and sense of worth. Be a sensitive listener. Don’t be judgmental. Be friendly and optimistic, but not so light-hearted as to imply that the situation is not serious. Be careful about simple answers to the very complex confusion and grief that follow disaster. Treat the disaster victims as equals.
3. Please remember: MDS often works in culturally diverse areas.  Let your conversation and actions bring hope and healing to all persons you interact with. 
Travel  

1. Let the Project Directors of the MDS site you will volunteer at know of your planned arrival time.

2. Travel Reimbursement – U.S. Volunteers: U.S. volunteers accepted into the program for the minimum 4-week period may request one-way fuel (diesel or gas) reimbursement at the rate set by MDS. Volunteers accepted for 8 weeks or more may apply for round trip fuel reimbursement.  Other travel expenses are the responsibility of the volunteers. 

3. Travel reimbursement – Canadian Volunteers: Canadian volunteers accepted into the RV program, please contact Evelyn Peters-Rojas at the MDS Extension Office, telephone 866-261-1274 or email epetersrojas@mds.mennonite.net to obtain border crossing and travel reimbursement information. (You cannot leave Canada without a letter from MDS Canada) They will also provide you with detailed information on allowable travel reimbursement categories. Allowable reimbursements for Canadians are the same as for U.S. citizens, outlined in paragraph 4 above.  

4. MDS will reimburse the round-trip travel expenses of the Project Director and Office Manager.

5. Travel costs for holidays, family emergencies or other non-MDS related activity will need to be covered by the individual.  

Clothing

1. Closed toed shoes must be worn on the job sites.

2. Men must wear shirts with sleeves (short or long) at all work sites. Shirts for women must have sleeves (short or long), must be the appropriate length to cover the midriff and must not have plunging necklines. Shorts for both men and women must be knee length. 
3. Weather along the Gulf coast can vary greatly.  Bring a variety of clothing for both cold and warm weather.
Equipment

1. MDS has tools on each project site, but if you wish you may bring small tools and personal tool belts.

2. Hard hats, safety goggles, ear plugs, gloves and masks are provided.
3. Check with the project a few days before you leave to see if there are specific tools that might be helpful to bring along.
Devotions
1. Group devotions are held every morning after breakfast. You may be asked from time to time to volunteer to lead these short devotions.

2. Please remember that you are a representative of Jesus Christ, the church and MDS.

Medical

1. MDS has neither health nor accident insurance. MDS strongly encourages that you carry your own.  Please bring your health insurance card with you.

2. Check to see if your tetanus shot is up to date. We strongly encourage you to get another one if you have not received one in the past seven years.
Finances

1. RV parking will be provided to volunteers at no expense and will include: water availability, sewer facilities or means of black and gray water disposal, minimum of 30 amps electrical service and may include telephone hookup for internet access and personal use.
2. Long term volunteers serving the minimum time requirements (one month) or place through the bi-national office are entitled to receive a monthly stipend of $15/week (must be full 5 day week), after 7 months, $25/week.  The stipends will be paid monthly out of the project fund.  

3. Expenses for entertainment and additional vacation plans will be your own     

       responsibility. 

Typical Weekday Schedule

7:30
devotions

8:00
travel to work site with tools, etc.

10:00    break

12:30
bag lunch

3:30
cleanup and return from worksites 
While on Site

· Volunteers ages 21-75 can drive MDS vehicles.  All drivers need to be responsible and drive with caution when driving MDS vehicles.  Seatbelts should be worn at all times.

· If volunteers use MDS vehicles for recreational use, MDS asks that volunteers reimburse the project for half of the mileage rate that MDS pays volunteers for driving their personal vehicles or pays for gas.

· The project may pay for agreed upon group activities.  While these might vary from place to place, guidelines might include one group monthly outing, eating out together once a week, ect.

· Please notify the project director if you plan to take weekend trips so that they will be able to contact you in case of emergency.  

· If you are offered financial gifts from homeowners or other community personal, politely inform the donor that all monetary gifts are turned over to the local MDS project.  

Other items of interest:

· The use of tobacco, alcohol and non-medicinal drugs is not acceptable on the job sites or at the MDS camp.

· Check with weather channels for the temperatures anticipated during your visit. 

· MDS asks that you attend church on Sunday. This can be done on your own or with the MDS Project staff but arrangements will need to be made with the Project Director.
· Visitors are always welcome.  They should plan their visit on non-work days, so as not to interfere with the work each RV volunteer has committed to perform.  Visitors should not plan to park RV’s at the campsite.  RV parking arrangements are made for a specific number of MDS volunteers and usually do not include free parking for visitors.  
· Pets are not allowed at the worksite and must be restrained at all times in the camp.  
· Bring along your sense of humour, a willingness to learn something new and to meet people you didn’t know before.  We want you to leave with a satisfaction that you have used your God given talents and helped some one who had a need. 
Need more information?  Please contact your appropriate country office.

Winnipeg, MB: 866-261-1274

Akron, PA: 717-859-2210

Mennonite Disaster Service is a volunteer network through which various constituencies of the Anabaptist church can respond to those affected by disasters in Canada and the United States.  While our main focus is on clean up, repair and rebuilding homes, this activity becomes a means of touching lives and helping people regain faith and wholeness.
