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This report is dedicated to all the compassionate volunteers and brave
residents of the Front Range of Colorado: You make us see hope every day;
a hope built through shovels full of mud, friendships found, and despair
transformed into courage.

Whether you extended your hands to accept or provide assistance, we have
all been made richer by that exchange and by the tremendous opportunity to
protect, strengthen, and unite our community.

Thank you for making this home.

Executive Summary
Context
From September 10th-15th, an unusually
sustained storm settled over Colorado’s
Northern Front Range bringing heavy
rainfall to the area and creating widespread
flooding. The event was unprecedented in
the number of drainages affected and the
duration of the rainfall and was declared
a federal disaster on September 14th.
The storm created new single day rainfall
records, set new records for landslides in
the interior United States, caused $2 billion
worth of damage, necessitated the largest
air evacuation since Hurricane Katrina, and
resulted in the deaths of eight people.

community members experienced little
to no impact, while their neighbors found
their homes and lives changed forever.
This uneven distribution of affect made
it difficult for people to sit by and watch
their community suffer, but there was scant
situational information available and no
readily apparent opportunities to volunteer.
The Front Range area has a very active
volunteer community, and it was difficult, if
not impossible, for many to remain out of
the action.

Community Response

Recognizing the opportunity for grassroots
relief efforts to make an impact in response
to the floods, CU students and members
of Occupy Boulder began to organize
to provide volunteer opportunities and
homeowner assistance. Very few groups
were recruiting, let alone accepting,

The rainfall pattern created a highly diverse
set of effects for those on the ground,
resulting in great variety in relief and
recovery needs and straining emergency
response resources to their limits. Some

4
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volunteers, so Boulder Flood Relief’s
responsiveness and immediacy of action
quickly gained traction among both
volunteers and residents in need. Word of
mouth and social media networks provided
effective methods for brokering information,
assisting residents, and gaining volunteers
from the community.
Boulder Flood Relief operations emerged
from and remained grounded in trust,
collaboration, and strengthening neighborto-neighbor connections. The outpouring
of support from the community was
tremendous, and over 2,000 volunteers
signed up within a few weeks. Working with
massive amounts of incoming data, BFR
maintained an engaged and flexible internal
organization in order to adapt to the
changing needs of residents, volunteers, and
office workers. Building on the fundamental
impetus to organize, BFR carefully acquired

legal and financial structures that were
aimed at strengthening community trust,
but also ended up extending the life of the
organization. Having experienced many
difficulties interacting with preexisting
emergency response structures, BFR
transitioned from volunteer management
into projects focused on building social
capital, incorporating community into
disaster response, and preventing gaps in
services during future disasters.
Lessons Learned
It would be impossible to distill out
everything that BFR learned along the way
as residents, partners and volunteers all
provided incredible feedback and support
for future work. But key points derived
from these conversations include emphasis
on communication, partnerships, capacity
building, and data driven decisions.
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Context
From September 10th-15th 2013, an
atmospheric low pressure system settled
over Colorado’s Northern Front Range,
spiking moisture levels in the air and
bringing unusually heavy rainfall to the
area. September is historically one of
the drier months of the year in Colorado
with an average precipitation of just over
1” (US Climate Data 2015), but an influx
of monsoonal moisture from the Gulf of
Mexico intersected with a low-pressure
front to create a storm front that lodged in
place over Colorado’s northern Front Range
(Lukas 2013). This resulted in sustained
rainfall for days, creating a peak downpour
of 9.08” on September 12th that set a new
high for daily total rainfall along the Front
Range (NOAA 2013). Amounts up to 20” over
five days were reported in areas in Boulder
County (Lukas 2013).
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Overwhelmed by the heavy amounts of
rain, drainages throughout the Front Range
filled rapidly; discharging sediment, water,
mud and carrying large debris loads into
homes and open space downstream. Termed
a 1,000-year rain by NOAA, the event was
declared a federal disaster on September
14th. The National Guard was called in to
evacuate homeowners and the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
and local government rallied to provide
emergency services. When the storm
cleared, there were eight fatalities reported,
over 1500 homes destroyed, and over $2
billion dollars in damage (FEMA 2013).
Rainfall
The rainfall duration and patterning was
difficult to predict, and the subsequent
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flooding events were unforeseen. Sustained
rain over five days is not a common event
along the Front Range, as precipitation
usually comes and goes with short duration
(Hoerling et al. 2014). Meteorologists
tracking the systems in play became
concerned several days before rain began,
but expected the duration to be at most two
days (Rydell 2014). Heavy rainfall over 48
hours is in itself cause for concern as the
arid soils of Colorado have limited capacity
for absorbing water. The Boulder County
Hazard Mitigation Plan plots the initial
warning for flooding in the city of Boulder at
a rate of 1.5” of rain per hour. Areas affected
by the Four Mile Fire just adjacent to the
city triggered warnings for landslides and
minor flooding when rain rates reached 1/4”
per hour (AMEC 2012).

In addition to the new record high for
over 9” of accumulation in one day, the
event set five daily rainfall records for
September (NOAA 2013). With these
numbers, the monthly total set an overall
record at 17.59” and a new water year high
at 32.37” (NOAA 2013). Quickly rising above
infiltration capability of the soils in the
mountains, the rains carved off massive
amounts of sediment and sloughed debris
into drainages as well as homes. As large
volumes of water were channeled into
streambeds and creeks, lateral flows broke
the banks, rerouted rivers and undercut
roads (Plumlee 2014).
Compounding the devastating
environmental and infrastructural impacts,
the effects of the rainfall wreaked havoc
with the financial stability and recovery of
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homeowners. Insurance policies use highly
specific definitions of flood and mudflows
to determine payouts (FEMA 2014), and
many homeowners were not able to obtain
recompense from their insurance company
because their damage was caused by rain
rather than flood waters, or the sediment
coming off the mountains was designated
landslide rather than mudflow (Joycelyn
Fankhouser, personal communication,
December 10, 2014). As the amount of
rain and the diversity of its impacts were
impossible to predict, it has also made
the response and recovery a constantly
changing and adaptive process.

from higher elevations has carved out
channels over centuries of accumulation
(CDOT n.d.). These can gain water rapidly
during a rainstorm due to the stark
topography of the mountains, and the flash
flood risk is high along the entire Front
Range (AMEC 2012). Due to the extensive
nature of the rain event, all drainages
throughout the area experienced increased
flow rates, with water quickly accumulating
in the channels. During the peak of the
flood, the St. Vrain channel was filled with
depths of almost 9’, while water spilled out
of the channel to lateral extensions of 45’
(Plumlee 2014).

Drainages Affected

Larimer experienced similar effects, and
flows measured on the Cache La Poudre
River show that this was one of the largest
discharges in recorded history (Houck

The Front Range as a whole is crisscrossed
by small creeks and springs as snowmelt

8

2500
2000
1500
1000
500
0
CFS

St. Vrain Creek

September 9th-13th

St Vrain

1400
1200
1000
800
600
400
200
0
CFS

September 9th-13th

Fourmile Creek
St Vrain

9

7000
6000

Boulder Creek

5000
4000
3000
2000

St Vrain

1000
0
CFS

2014). The Big and Little Thompsons created
chaos through communities in Weld County,
with residents in Milliken struggling to
evacuate in the darkness through waist
deep water (Weld County Resident, private
communication, December 8th, 2013) and
homes in Evans still partially submerged
two weeks after the flood peak (Plumlee
2014).
Most creeks and rivers did not experience
flow rates anywhere near levels seen in
historic floods, but the sheer number of
drainages affected by the storm created
comprehensive flooding unlike recorded
historical events. The combination of
overland flow and groundwater saturation
also made the effects of the water highly
unpredictable, and left homeowners
struggling to escape dangerous situations or
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September 9th-13th

cope with unexpected hydrologic events on
their property.
Even homeowners along Coal Creek
Canyon who were high above the
floodplain found underground springs
suddenly swollen enough to affect the
foundations of their homes (Carol Koltz,
private communication, December 20,
2013). Throughout the plains, homeowners
continue to report flooding basements and
water discharge over a year past the date of
the flood (City of Boulder Resident, private
communication, December 2, 2014). Changes
in the groundwater table have also proven
to be a sustained problem for homeowners
and this is likely to continue to be the case
for the next 5-10 years (Chris Meschuck,
private communication, June 2, 2014).

Landslide
Areas
Landslides
The Front Range has highly expansive
clay soils, which affect road construction
but had not caused widespread damage
before the flooding (CDOT n.d.). With the
intensity of the rainfall, however, the land
and mudslides that impacted drainages
and homes throughout the area combined
to set a new record for the interior of the
United States (Coe et al. 2014). There were
at least 1,138 individual debris flows in an
area that covered over 1,324 square miles
(Coe et al. 2014). In Boulder County at
least, emergency preparedness plans did
not include a contingency for all drainages
flooding at one time (Marcelo Ferreira,
private communication, December 10,
2014). This, coupled with the unpredictable
patterning of the rainstorm, and the massive

debris flows created a highly volatile
Origin
Source: USGS
and hazardous situation for community
members.
Communities Affected
Although 15 counties were included in the
Federal Disaster Declaration, the major
impacts of the flooding were concentrated
in Larimer, Weld, and Boulder Counties
(FEMA 2013). Adams and Denver Counties
experienced residential flooding as
reservoirs overflowed, but the main locus
of damage was immediately adjacent to the
foothill drainages on the northeastern slope
of the Rockies. Small mountain towns and
unincorporated communities within Larimer
and Boulder Counties were especially
affected by the precipitation. Heavy rainfall
that was forced into narrow canyons
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changed the course of rivers, washed away
roads and homes, and plugged drainages
with debris.

disaster evacuation and community safety
were crucial to maintaining the safety of
many people in the mountains.

More than $204 million dollars of individual
and household assistance, insurance
payouts, and low-interest loans were
provided in the aftermath of the storm
(FEMA 2013). Eight lives were lost during
the floods, and more than 28,000 survivors
registered for disaster assistance (FEMA
2013). The erratic patterns of rainfall coupled
with unique topography of the waterways
created a multitude of problems for
recovery, and also meant that communities
and individuals were impacted in highly
diverse ways. Internal and external
communication became and remained
difficult as the situation changed rapidly
and continuously. Preparedness plans for

Although reverse 911 calls and emergency
warnings were made, some communities
along county lines and in remote areas
missed them or chose not to evacuate in
order to protect vulnerable neighbors or
large animals (Boulder County Resident,
private communication, July 12, 2014). These
populations fended for themselves for
days, scraping together any resources at
hand in order to survive. The Four Mile and
Salina communities in Boulder County were
deeply impacted by the amount of sediment
and water washing through. Neighbors
dug each other out of the mud to escape
suffocation (Boulder County Resident,
private communication, September 25,

2014). One neighborhood near the LarimerBoulder County lines refused to evacuate
without their large livestock. They met each
morning to check in with each other and
share food, water, and power. Eventually
they used quarry equipment to plow a way
out through the sediment (Boulder County
Resident, private communication, July 12,
2014). Each community and individual has
highly unique stories of survival and escape
from the effects of the flooding, and the
aftermath and recovery has been similarly
individualized.
The bittersweet effects of having a federally
declared disaster rather than a strictly
state or local event meant that along with
massive damage there were more resources
to draw from for recovery. Even, however,
in communities with a significant resource

pool, the recovery process has underscored
preexisting problems of income disparity
and land planning. Vulnerable populations
remain at risk for lack of affordable housing,
fair treatment for immigrant communities,
and equal access to government services
and funding. For those along the edges of
counties who were not federally declared
to be in a disaster area, it has been even
more difficult. For example homeowners
who technically reside in Gilpin County, just
over the edge of Boulder County, have been
unable to obtain federal aid even though
they were affected by the same rainfall and
flooding as their close neighbors. In this
way, social policy as well as jurisdictions
and geography have resulted in a densely
complex situation of both response and
recovery during and subsequent to the
flooding in 2013.
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Community Response
Previous Floods
Colorado’s experience with flooding is
by no means limited to this one event.
Boulder and Larimer Counties alone have 6
presidentially declared flooding disasters in
the past 40 years in addition to several other
local flooding events (Gavin et al. 2009 and
AMEC 2012). The historical record as a whole
shows evidence of fatal events and wildly
expensive damages since the settlement of
Denver and the Front Range in the 1860s.
The largest of these have occurred along
the plains, as when Cherry Creek and the
South Platte flooded across Denver. One
of the most devastating events in modern
history was caused by the Big Thompson
in 1976 when a flash flood swept through
Drake and Loveland, killing 145 people and
causing over $40 million in damage (Gavin
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et al. 2009). Loss of life and infrastructure
damage from these floods has caused
lasting scars throughout the area, but they
have contributed to increased planning and
mitigation efforts in affected jurisdictions.
Larimer County has worked with the public
and identified dangerous drainage areas
to create mitigation plans and increase
preparedness among the community. This
has resulted in efforts such as the multiagency hazard mitigation plan for Boxelder
Creek and projects on Dry Creek, which
prevented significant damage during the
2013 floods (Gavin et al. 2009). The city of
Fort Collins also holds a Flood Awareness
Week to increase the public’s attention to
preparedness and safety measures.
Within Boulder County, the City of Boulder
has been declared the municipality with

the greatest potential for catastrophic
loss of life from flooding in the State of
Colorado (AMEC 2012). Boulder Creek’s 15
tributaries and the 100+ drainage ditches
that run through and around the city
elevate the flood risk for the urban core
and surrounding development (AMEC
2012). In response to this danger, the city
has invested over $44 million in flood
mitigation projects (COB 2014). The physical
infrastructure of the city performed well
during the 2013 floods, but it was affected
by the loss of infiltration capability in
the Four Mile Burn area. The waste water
system came close to failing, and many
residents suffered major damage from
increased sediment coming out of the burn
site (Boulder Flood Relief private records,
October 30th, 2013).

Emergency Response
During the five days of rainfall and
gradual flood crest, the safety of residents
throughout the Front Range grew gradually
more tenuous. In Boulder County, over 1200
people were evacuated by air, there were
over 800 land rescues, and approximately
800 pets were saved from floodwaters
(Boerkircher 2014). Neighborhoods in
Longmont were evacuated for several
days, but the hardest hit areas as a whole
were the mountain communities that bore
the brunt of sediment and water damage.
Lyons, Jamestown, and unincorporated
communities were forced to evacuate, but
had to do so in stages as the situation
was only gradually stabilized. Some
waited for a day or so to evacuate by
car, but the roads proved impassable in
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many places as they were washed out
by rocks or undercut by the force of the
water. Transportation options changed
quickly as the storm progressed and with
uncertain data on road safety as well as
the difficulties of terrain, thousands had
to be airlifted to safety by the National
Guard (Colorado National Guard 2013). The
number of people displaced made this the
largest air evacuation in the United States
since Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans
(Schnackenberg 2013), but the close-knit
ties of these communities meant that
they remained in contact even after the
evacuation, holding town meetings in new
cities and finding places for children to
attend school (Daily Camera 2013).
Cooperation and resource sharing
between the municipalities was incredibly
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important in the wake of the flood, as
displaced individuals tried to find new
housing, schooling, and recovery services.
Administrators made an incredible effort
to maintain not only their civic interests,
but also the community spirit of the towns
(Mary Steffens, private communication,
January 8, 2015). Municipalities and county
resources in Boulder offered multiple
disaster assistance centers that served over
1,800 people during the disaster and helped
begin to bridge the gap into recovery
(Boerkircher 2014).
For those, however, who were only
moderately affected or lacked a
comprehensive neighborhood or civic
network, the paucity of communication
and confusion over the status of affected
areas created an inconsistent distribution

of response in many places. Immediate
relief was made difficult in the mountains
because of environmental factors, but also
became problematic in the cities due to
the absence of information about where
to go and how to get assistance. In urban
environments, the discrepancy in flood
affectedness was also more apparent than
in the mountain towns. Residents one
block removed from destroyed homes
and ruined streets found themselves with
little to no damage, resulting in uneven
recovery process and a great deal of
survivor guilt. This also, however, meant
that there was a strong contingent of ablebodied community members desirous of
volunteering their time for their neighbors
and other locations around the counties.

Volunteer Opportunities
In the immediate aftermath of the storm,
emergent volunteerism became a necessity
both for those scarcely affected and for
those who had lost much if not all of
their homes and belongings. As Tierney
and Goltz (1997) argue, local assistance
is vital in the immediate response to
a disaster as situational confusion
and uncertainty hamper the efforts of
emergency responders and resource
capacity is stretched to the limit. With
each new disaster, the importance of local
response is underscored in events that
range from wildfires to tornadoes and
rapid floods (Stallings 1985). With local
action comes intimate knowledge of escape
routes, neighborhood needs, vulnerable
populations, and internal strengths.
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The flood-affected area of north-eastern
Colorado presents an extremely diverse
geographical area that adversely impacted
rescue efforts. Many neighborhoods were
forced to rely on each other to gather
resources and organize local relief for
vulnerable individuals because they were
cut off from outside help (Archer, personal
communication March 24th , 2014). In the
aftermath, community members reported
that those who weathered the storm by
pooling resources and forging personal
connections with those around them were
less traumatized by the overall event than
those who were hard hit and could rely
only upon themselves (Boulder County
Resident, personal communication, June
16th, 2014). In subsequent conversations and
meetings, inhabitants of flood-affected areas
referenced getting to meet their neighbors
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as one of the most positive outcomes of the
flood (Boulder County Resident, personal
communication, June 22nd, 2014).
For those looking from the outside in,
however, gaining information about the
hardest hit communities was an exercise in
frustration. Data of any sort were scarce and
not always reliable as officials controlled
communications to prevent panic and stop
the spread of rumors. The sheriff’s office
went so far as to shut down the social
media accounts of at least one person
who was spreading misinformation to the
public (Sheaffer 2014). In addition to the
desire for more communication, there was
an overwhelming need to take action and
help those members of the community
who were badly affected. This drive to
assist can be seen as a normal, recurrent

after-effect of disaster. Tierney and Goltz
(1997) show the overwhelming volunteer
response in Japan after the Kobe earthquake
despite the lack of recorded volunteerism
in Japanese culture. The pre-existent lack
of participation in that case is in contrast to
the prevalence of volunteerism in Boulder
County, where the 42% rate of annual
volunteering within the population is well
above the U.S. national average (Community
Foundation 2013).
With such an active volunteer population,
the desire to help was given evidence in
every facet of the community. In many areas,
people went door to door to find out how
their neighbors had fared. If, however, their
neighborhood was not badly affected, they
did not have a close relationship with their
neighbors, or had time to spare, residents

began to look for opportunities outside
of their immediate vicinity. With a variety
of organizing agencies and opportunities
within a volunteer-happy community, the
expectation seems to have been that there
would be ample ways and means to engage
in aiding those affected by the flooding and
make an immediate impact through manual
labor. Instead, this impetus was met with
a barrage of commands to stay at home;
the sudden proliferation of online tools for
finding and giving assistance; and multiple
reroutes back to a crashed website set up
by the state with little information about
local needs and events. The fact that the
state’s website was down for several days
is evidence of the overwhelming response
from those wishing to volunteer. There were
simply too many requests coming in for the
fledgling infrastructure to handle.
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Sheltering In Place
The command to shelter in place and not
attempt to volunteer or approach those
affected by disaster is all but standard
in the wake of a disaster (Points of Light
2009). This, however, became increasingly
problematic for community members as
the rain stopped and floodwaters receded.
There was not sufficient information in
many cases to make it clear why people
should shelter in place, or in many
of the urban areas, any evidence that
they needed to do so. The flooding was
incredibly catastrophic for many, but there
was simultaneously a large population
that emerged from the events physically
unscathed but still affected by the anguish
of neighbors and community members.
Desirous of healing themselves and
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helping the community at large, these
residents could not access organizations or
opportunities that would allow them to help.
For those who had resources to offer, it was
a frustrating process to try and connect with
those in need or to even find out exactly
what was needed (City of Boulder Resident,
private communication, September 17,
2013). The state’s website, helpcoloradonow.
org, was continually referenced as the
place to check for information, donations
management, and volunteer opportunities.
Unfortunately, the server was consistently
unavailable from the user side for several
days as people overwhelmed the system
and the demand for information became
greater than the technology could supply.
With the unprecedented nature of the event,
response agencies and organizations as well

as local government were operating beyond
capacity and there were few places to turn
to obtain specific information about all the
affected communities. Individual pockets
of information appeared sporadically, and
those with new information or knowledge
became important data brokers for their
neighborhoods (Lacey Croco, private
communication, February 13, 2014). There
was, however a huge gap in the connection
of community members to complete and/
or official information. The state website
was not connected to local sources or able
to provide the technical capacity necessary
to feed information to those who wanted
and needed it. At the local level, the main
resources of the Offices of Emergency
Management (OEM) were focused on the
immediate needs of shelter, food, and safety.
Updates on websites and Twitter feeds

were sporadic and it was difficult to know
even which roads were closed. This lack of
information prevented community members
from understanding why they would
need to shelter in place and created more
impetus to seek out knowledge and action
opportunities for themselves.
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Boulder Flood Relief
As the rain began and continued to fall,
and the water levels of the creeks began to
rise, it became apparent to some residents
that disaster relief provided for and by
the community would become necessary.
To answer this need, students from CU
Boulder and members of the Occupy
Boulder movement created an organizing
structure, Boulder Flood Relief (BFR) to
allow volunteers to respond to the needs
of their neighbors. The first volunteer
dispatch took place on September 14th
and dispatches continued regularly for the
next three months. Throughout the course
of major operations, the organization sent
out over 1,300 volunteers, and fielded
approximately 1/4 of the calls for help going
to volunteer agencies in Boulder County.
As the organization grew, it also established
projects with communities in Larimer and
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Weld Counties. Boulder Flood Relief took
advantage of social media, technology,
and community relationship building to
provide direct relief to homeowners who
fell through the cracks of an overtapped
response system. With this grassroots
volunteer organization, BFR helped to
increase the capacity of volunteer agencies,
provided a structured outlet for community
compassion, and created connections
between community members, services, and
recovery resources.
Formation
Occupy Sandy
During the super storm Sandy that hit
New York in 2011, the Occupy Movement
transitioned into performing humanitarian
relief and disaster response. Their social
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networks, flexible organizational style, and
innovative problem solving capabilities
allowed them to provide spontaneous,
immediate response in situations where
established organizations struggled to adapt
or move resources from one area to another
(Ambinder and Jennings 2013). Occupy
Sandy, as the group was called, became an
instrumental inspiration for the creation
of Boulder Flood Relief. One of BFR’s
founders, Meghan Dunn, had just finished
a year of fieldwork in New York analyzing
disaster communications and providing
support in the midst of the Occupy Sandy
efforts. Having moved back to Boulder to
resume her PhD studies at the University
of Colorado, Dunn recognized the potential
and need for emergent grassroots disaster
relief during the flooding in September 2013.
Beginning with an organizing document
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on September 12th, Dunn contacted fellow
graduate students at CU Boulder to assist
her, and along with Ricardo Muñoz and
others, leveraged contacts with the local
Boulder branch of the Occupy Movement
(Meghan Dunn, private communication,
January 10, 2014). Taking these steps
provided a catalyst to action that inspired
community members to rally behind
collective action and self-organize to
provide safe and effective rather than
piecemeal relief to their neighbors.
University of Colorado
The University of Colorado was a crucial
contact for Boulder Flood Relief’s success.
As Dunn is a PhD student in the CU
Communication Department, she had
access to fellow students to help organize

e mer gence
The process of coming into view or becoming exposed after being concealed
From the Latin preposition: e/ex ‘out of’ +
verb: mergo (I) ‘to dip, plunge, immerse, drown; flood; conceal’

community members, work on social
networking and outreach, and connect with
larger organizational structures that could
quickly activate a captive audience of highly
networked, educated, and able-bodied
individuals. A cadre of intelligent and tech
savvy graduate students accustomed to
creating communication plans and structure
for their own students provided an initial
burst of support for Dunn that helped shape
BFR into a staffed and working organization
(Meghan Dunn, private communication,
January 10, 2014). Later, the Volunteer
Resource Center at the University used BFR
as an outlet to direct and motivate students
to participate in organized flood recovery
efforts. Over 200 students volunteered with
BFR in the first weekend after the flood, and
were able to offer all manner of intellectual
and physical skills to the community. (Jenn

Ross, private communication, June 4, 2014).
Occupy Boulder
Occupy Boulder did not have the largest
participation as a movement, but those
who did take part kept in touch and
maintained at least a loose contact
before the flood took place. They were
brought in to help organize with BFR in
recognition of the common Occupy roots,
and personal contacts between Dunn and
Ricardo Muñoz, who was a member of the
Occupy Boulder movement as well as a
PhD student in Communication (Ricardo
Muñoz, private communication, October
2013). Occupy Boulder members provided
crucial skills and helped broaden out
the call to a tech community that helped
to establish the basic infrastructure of a
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Internal Organization

What We Did
Drank from the firehose the first few days: answered phones,
called people, shuffled data, wrote things down, asked questions,
tried to understand
Identified tasks which were recurring = ones which might benefit
from a system or standardized approach
Identified tasks which had immediate deadlines
Identified packageable tasks which could easily be given to
focused groups or new volunteers as they arrived
Tried to distill common goals/directions out of the variety of
directions the group wanted to go in at the same time
Tried to mediate internal conflicts, communication difficulties,
misunderstandings
Attended many many group meetings
Tried to develop data control systems to prevent anyone from
“slipping through the cracks”
Received immense support from other organizations like Applied
Trust, the Community Foundation, and Target. Cultivating and
curating those relationships was invaluable and instrumental to our
success.

functioning organization. This included the
creation of a website, financial organization,
and the construction of a rudimentary
volunteer database using shareable Google
spreadsheets. The Occupy movement
also, however, provided a fundamental
contribution to the formation and actions
of BFR by structuring the organization as a
horizontal rather than hierarchical entity.
Emphasizing the principles of holacracy
and consensus building, each volunteer was
encouraged to identify problems that they
saw and to create projects for or solutions
to those problems. Discussions were open
to every volunteer who worked under the
BFR aegis, and everyone was encouraged
to participate at whatever level they felt
comfortable. Many did not choose this
approach and elected instead to help others
with identified tasks, but the principles of
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horizontalism provided an honesty and
dedication from those working in the office
that promoted innovative problem solving
and commitment to the community.
Organization
Tech Tools
Technology was crucial to the creation
and success of Boulder Flood Relief (BFR).
As the storm and flooding did not knock
out power within the City of Boulder, the
internet remained a productive tool for
information collection and sharing as
well as a gathering point for a community
desperate for more knowledge about
current conditions. Some keys for using
this tool successfully were harnessing the
power of social media with trending hash
tags and search terms, leveraging multiple

What We would Change

Consider creating a separate group/organization to accept
donations. It would have allowed the volunteer group to focus
more work and less on structure/organization
Recruit/beg/steal/borrow leaders for each project. Homeowners
were our project leaders but it would have made it easier on them
and on us to have another organizer onsite.
Use as many modes of communication as possible to reach all
audiences and make sure no one is falling through the cracks and
you can engage with both volunteers and residents in need.
.

communication platforms, and making sure
that documents were shared and accessible
within the office for easy information
sharing and project collaboration. The
social media piece was especially effective
because of Dunn’s Occupy Sandy fieldwork,
as she learned to recognize and deploy
crucial response terms to clarify and
streamline cooperative action and relief
in the midst of chaos. Recognizing, for
example, the recurring search for “Boulder
Flood,” this was transformed into the
Twitter handle (@BoulderFlood) for the
organization. The decision to name the
organization Boulder Flood Relief did not
come because of an emphasis on the City
of Boulder, but rather because Boulder was
the commonly mentioned city and county
in media reports and searches. Strategically
deploying emergent terms during the

Internal Organization

Prioritize time better - it’s easy to get caught up in meetings
rather than trying to help connect volunteers to those who
needed help

disaster meant that information could be
conveyed more quickly and effectively to
those looking to volunteer or to learn more
about the situation on the ground. Use of
social media was a crucial point for BFR’s
initial and continued success in engaging
the community, gaining volunteers, and
completing projects in Boulder County
with community and government trust and
participation.
As data was gathered from the community,
the complexities of management and
control multiplied quickly. Sharing
information in the midst of a disaster is
always problematic, as privacy, organization,
and authenticity all present individual areas
of concern that are difficult to address
within the context of an emergency. As
an emergent group, Boulder Flood Relief
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Month One

Sept. 12th Sept. 14th Sep. 15th Sep. 18th

Action:

Organizing
Begins

1st Volunteer One on One
Dispatch
Dispatch
Matching
homeowners
and
volunteers

Sep. 19th

Group Volunteer
trainings at CU
Door to Door
Canvassing

Switch to Daily
Group Dispatches

Tumblr

Occupy Sandy
Templates
Google Docs: Volunteer
Signup Spreadsheet
Homeowner Needs
Spreadsheet

Tools:

Wordpress
Wepay

had no prior protocol for managing
information inputs, but readily undertook
the challenge as there were few other
resources for volunteers to offer their skills
or homeowners to request help.
Sharing information among internal office
staff volunteers was absolutely crucial
for allowing projects to take place. Since
it was a free and eminently collaborative
tool, BFR used Google Documents
extensively to store and share materials.
This decision brought with it both benefits
and detriments. Operating with an ad
hoc team strictly on a volunteer basis,
the organization relied in the beginning
exclusively on community trust and
goodwill. Volunteers were not asked to sign
a confidentiality agreement. Anyone who
was vetted into working in the office could
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YouTube Broadcast of
Dispatch and Training
Facebook and Twitter
Outreach
view many of the documents in the Google
drive, though the access permissions were
changed depending on how involved
the volunteer was on a day-to-day basis.
This process could potentially have been
handled better, but the horizontal nature of
the organization provided multiple eyes on
projects in a way that effectively maintained
peer oversight and open communication
through the life cycle of projects. Once
an office volunteer left the organization,
their access permissions were removed
and the contact list updated. Privacy was
not ironclad, but with continual reminders
of community need and shared trauma,
everyone in the office remained committed
to the mission of responsibly serving
residents. Several individuals called the
BFR office to ask for paid work, but these
situations were dealt with internally and

Sep. 20th

Sep. 23rd

Register with State as
Charitable Org

Contact with
VisionLink and VOAD
Reps

Expand into Longmont

Spark Relief
Trello

Connect with
Community Foundation

Information sharing within the office
created a flexible workspace that could
adapt to the changing needs of the moment.
Instead of manufacturing static repositories
of information that resided in a single place
and had to be sent out over and over again
in order to update each member of the
team, placing documents on a shared drive
allowed those working in the office to easily
see edits and stay abreast of occurring
changes. This flexibility was an utter
necessity as it allowed everyone to view the
situation in real time rather than waiting for
updates. There were continuous fluctuations
in the volunteer staff working in the office,
and it would have been impractical to wait

Begin Delivering
food, water,
clothing to
Nederland and
Mountain towns
Expand into Milliken

HighRise
SAHANA
Mutual Aid Site

did not reach homeowners or residents in
need, whose information was never shared
outside the organization.

Sep. 24th

Community
Connections
Phones, Radios,
Town Hall Meetings

for updates from a centralized location.
Only one or two people worked full-time
in the office, with a large number of parttime and episodic volunteers providing
support. While the full-time volunteers were
useful for word of mouth updates, it would
have been impossible for them to be in
charge of curating large amounts of data for
consumption by each new office volunteer.
Boulder Startups
Throughout the disaster, Boulder Flood
Relief (BFR) increased its effectiveness by
tapping specific skill sets of the community
and connecting them to disaster response
through targeted projects. Boulder has one
of the largest tech startup communities
outside of Silicon Valley but members of
this sector had little knowledge of how
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Month Two

Oct. 10th OCT. 25th Oct. 27th

Oct. 28th

OCt. 30th

Remove Topaz
Rd. from
homeowner’s
yard! Finally!

Downsize
operations at
Target

BFR awarded with
Boulder Chamber
of Commerce Esprit
Entrepreneurship
Award

Cut Back to
Weekend
Dispatches

Join COVOAD

Advertise
community
services

Gofundme
Lots of shovels

Increase Facebook
Events and Advertising
Zoho

to offer their resources to those in need.
BFR’s initial digital setup was provided by
Occupy experts who were familiar with
quick website creation, volunteer signups
and forms management. This was fantastic
for initial operations, but quickly became
unwieldy as the number of volunteers
vaulted from 100 to over 2,000 in a matter
of days.
As the needs of the community and the
operations of the organization changed
quickly with the dynamics of the disaster,
new data and volunteer management
solutions had to be found quickly. Having
access to a large, highly skilled pool of
workers in the tech sector meant that BFR
could expand its scope and adapt to the
demands of the moment. Recognizing local
skill sets and having the internal means to
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Google Plus Events

organize them, BFR was able to find digital
tools to collect the needs of homeowners,
to assess and collect resources for meeting
those needs, and send out specific requests
on social media for technological assistance
if there were no preexisting solutions.
In the midst of a disaster, chaos is
unavoidable, but by consistently managing
and analyzing data in real time, BFR
volunteers were able to transform
information into bite sized tasks that could
be easily accomplished by the correct skill
set. Once a specific need was identified
and packaged, it could be pushed out as a
request on social media channels. Because
the tech community was looking to these
channels in order to engage, this approach
took pressure off of first responders and
other volunteer organizations, but also
created an opportunity for effective use of

Nov. 5th
Meet with Foothills
United Way to
discuss
collaboration

Nov. 12th
Attend First
Longterm Flood
Recovery Group
Meeting

Personal Charm and
StubbornGood Will
IBM Smart
Cloud

Nov. 25th
Cease Regular
Volunteer
Dispatch as
Longterm Flood
Recovery Group
Stands Up

Month Three
Post
Thanksgiving
and Beyond
Active with COVOAD
LTFRG Volunteer and
Unmet Needs
Committees
Donor Advisory Fund
For Flood Affected
Communities
Community Advocacy
and Engagement
And so much More...

Razoo
Determination?
Masochism?
Love
local skill sets that would otherwise have
gone to waste.
Boots on the Ground
BFR Volunteer Dispatch

The underlying inspirations of Occupy
Boulder and Occupy Sandy encouraged
organizers to focus on creating a coherent
framework within which to operate, rather
than to simply head out into the field as
individual volunteers.

Boulder Flood Relief’s greatest contribution
in the midst of the 2013 floods was
providing a strong organizational platform
that was missing from the landscape of
post-disaster volunteer management. In
the midst of chaos, pre-existing voluntary
organizations lacked the capacity to
connect with the community, set up
volunteer projects, or manage volunteers
onsite. Working without reference to other
agencies, the first documents created
by Boulder Flood Relief founders were
designed to structure internal operations.

The impetus to create internal organization
was strengthened by the fact that the
majority of organizers in the first day
and a half were CU students from the
Communication Department, meaning
that they had similar frames of reference
from which to work, a familiarity with
one another, and a ready knowledge of
social media practices. Complementing
these attributes, the Occupy Boulder
community was able to leverage preexisting
communication networks and organizing
tools to advertise volunteer opportunities
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and operations. Through the collaboration
of these two groups, news about Boulder
Flood Relief accepting and dispatching
volunteers was spread through social media,
but also through the local radio station
KGNU, word of mouth, and a website. Print
media played little to no role in getting the
word out to volunteers.
In order for the organization to receive
the information of both those requesting
and offering assistance, residents and
volunteers were directed to sign up on
the Boulder Flood Relief website. Working
with Wordpress for quick, modular design,
organizers created forms that transferred
volunteer signups and homeowner requests
into Google spreadsheets. As the number of
volunteers and requests for help increased
quickly, it was impossible to do intakes by
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phone since the number of individuals
working in the office was highly variable.
The amount of signups that came through
the website were still somewhat difficult
to handle as the initial organizers had no
previous experience doing project and
volunteer management. This resulted in
another outreach to the community asking
for help with database and information
management. In response, volunteers
arrived to begin sifting through the data
and matching volunteers with residents in
need based on the information that they
submitted through the website forms.
Over the course of three months,
Boulder Flood Relief dispatched over
1,300 volunteers, and assisted over 300
homeowners. This response was achieved
by word of mouth advertising and
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community trust, but was also increased
by the lack of other options for both
homeowners and volunteers. Though
the impact of the flooding was obviously
widespread, the nature of the event placed
many residents in a liminal position as their
damages were often not severe enough to
warrant emergency services, but were still
too excessive to handle on an individual
basis. In this situation, it was often not clear
where residents should go to ask for help.
Organizations such as Foothills United
Way were overtapped trying to respond
to financial donations and requests from
those wishing to volunteer, and the state
was levels removed from the situation on
the ground. Residents contacting the official
hotlines of 2-1-1 were told that it would be
three weeks before assistance could reach
them. Given this, grassroots responses

became the most viable candidate for both
giving and receiving the assistance the
community needed. Accepting help from
neighbors meant that people needing
manual labor or assistance cleaning and
mucking out homes could get help within
a day or two. Another group known as the
Mudslingers began operations on a similar
time scale to Boulder Flood Relief and
were situated in an office just around the
corner. Though operations were conducted
very differently, volunteers and residents
in need flowed relatively freely between
the two organizations, accessing available
resources that were sourced directly from
within the community. Lightweight, with a
skeleton staff and extremely directed focus,
grassroots responders were better able to
adapt to the needs of the moment.
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Evolving, Flexible Framework
The focus and design of the volunteer
dispatches was to promote peer-to-peer
connection, as the core of grassroots
response is for and by the community.
Starting with a small scale operation,
Boulder Flood Relief (BFR) accepted all
volunteers who showed up and began by
matching volunteers to individuals in close
geographic proximity. Experiencing initial
success with neighborhood projects in
Boulder, BFR gradually expanded operations
including adding a second, temporary
dispatch site in Longmont, and performing
volunteer projects in unincorporated
Boulder County, Longmont, Lyons,
Jamestown, and Weld County.
Boulder Flood Relief’s first dispatches took

place in Boulder on September 14th, with
a group of volunteers who had heard
about the organization by word of mouth
or online. Volunteers met in the parking
lot of the Millennium Harvest Hotel and
were dispatched to work on projects that
had come in as requests for help from the
website or phone line. These dispatches
were streamed live on YouTube to show
the community what was taking place and
to get as much information broadcast as
possible. The publicity of the group was
aided by this successful first venture, and
outreach to local radio stations and the
widespread use of social media brought in
even more volunteers wishing to help their
neighbors.
Within a day, however, most of the City of
Boulder returned to functionality and it was
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November
October
September

Volunteer
Origins

nteer Origin
9/15-9/28
no longer
possible to send large groups

of volunteers out into the neighborhoods.
Lack of internal staffing and indecision
mmunity Boundary
on how to best connect volunteers and
homeowners created a preliminary backlog
nty Border
of requests for help with little clarity on
how to proceed. This was exacerbated by
the fact
that the majority of volunteers
Year Flood
Plain
working in the first days0were3 students
who12
6
had to return
to classes. After a request
Annual Flood
Risk
was put to the community for help with
database management, a new crop of
office volunteers came in to replace the CU
students. With the change in staffing, a new
process was created through which each
individual resident in need was individually
contacted prior to dispatching volunteers.
The individual contact became key to
the BFR dispatch process as it allowed

homeowners to act as onsite project
managers after the situation was vetted
by office staff. Residents in need would
work with BFR’s office volunteers to
assess project needs, resources or skillsets
required, and approximate time necessary
for completion. Once the project was set
up, internal staff would initially sort through
the volunteer database to find people with
18
compatibility of location, skill, or time. This
Miles
was a lengthy process and quickly became
impractical as the demand for services
grew. By the third week, BFR again changed
dispatch procedures to send out groups
rather than create individual volunteer to
resident matches. Using parking lot space
donated by the Target Store in Boulder, BFR
dispatched volunteers in groups during
designated time slots in the morning and
afternoon. Volunteers would meet with

±
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Misc.
Consultation

4%

Indoor Cleaning

4%

10.5%
Transportation
Assistance

10.5%

71%
Manual Labor and
Debris Removal

Type of Volunteer
Projects
organizers at Target, sign a release waiver,
and then make a phone call to set up a
meeting with the homeowner before leaving
the dispatch site.
In addition to setting up projects with
BFR organizers, personal contact between
homeowners and volunteers was stressed
for several reasons: to make a preliminary
connection so that both homeowner
and volunteer were comfortable moving
forward with the project; to make sure that
the homeowner was available as they said
they would be and the volunteer wouldn’t
be wasting their time; and to establish a
sense of responsibility for the care of both
volunteers and homeowners. Throughout
volunteer dispatch times organizers
still maintained individual contacts with
homeowners in order to adequately
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meet their changing needs, successfully
manage projects, and protect them from
any vulnerability. Eventually the intake
form on the website was updated so that
homeowners could input a preliminary
assessment of their projects and sign a
waiver electronically. This allowed for
quicker project prioritization and easier
outreach from organizers in the office. It
also allowed BFR to tap corporate volunteer
groups that contacted the office during
non-dispatch times. Connecting so closely
with homeowners provided the core of
BFR operations, and gave those needing
assistance faster response times and broad
based support from multiple levels of the
community.
Staffed completely by volunteers for
three months, BFR maintained a flexible

St Vrain

Fourmile

Boulder Creek

Homes Assisted by BFR
work process out of both necessity and
preference. The initial setup of Google
spreadsheets was useful up to a point,
but as volunteers topped 800 signups by
the end of the third day of operations, the
spreadsheet quickly became cumbersome.
New technological solutions were
investigated, including CiviCRM, Sahana,
and SparkRelief. None of these options
were quite what was needed; they were
either overloaded with features unnecessary
to the skeleton needs of the emergent
volunteer group, or else too restricted to
business content management rather than
inclusive of non-profit needs. The database
creation tool Zoho ended up providing a
straightforward system that allowed internal
organizers to customize a database that
would suit the needs of Boulder Flood
Relief.

In addition to adapting to the changing
demands of technology, people, and
environment, it was also necessary for
BFR to maintain flexible work processes
that could conform to the changing staff
in the office. Most internal volunteers
were retirees or students who had basic
computer literacy and phone skills, but the
workflow within the office often adapted
itself to the skill sets of the volunteers
available at the time. Building from the
viewpoint of a strongly horizontal rather
than hierarchical organization, volunteers
within the office were encouraged to take
on or build projects for which they saw a
need. This allowed for an internal operation
system where self-motivated individuals
would work on solo projects while others
chose to work collaboratively or ask for
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Lyons
528 hrs
Milliken
204 hrs
Allenspark
12 hrs

Jamestown
95 hrs

Boulder
3,021 hrs

Salina/
Four Mile
463 hrs

direction so they could assist with ongoing
tasks.
Maintaining close contact with both
residents and volunteers on the ground
allowed BFR access to detailed situational
knowledge and provided community
expertise during both the relief and
recovery phases after the flood. In the
aftermath of the flood, residents dealt
with a wide variety of problems related to
water flow, sediment deposition, mold, lost
property, and insurance claims. Calls to the
office peaked within the weeks following
the flood with requests for manual labor, but
continued strong until November, when the
weather prevented outdoor work. Requests
for help also changed over time from urgent
solicitations for unskilled labor to the desire
for licensed contractors, drywall removal,
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Longmont
1,403 hrs

Volunteer
Hours
by Area
and assistance navigating county and city
resources. Most homeowners did not call
with the expectation of specific skill sets,
but were appreciative of extra bodies to
move mud, debris, and ruined furniture
out of their homes. The information that
they provided to the BFR office helped to
create a larger picture of areas with severe
damage, gave preliminary hydrologic
pattern measurements, and showcased
risk potentials. This data also gave hints
as to where there were poor community
networks, problems with local government,
and unforeseen vulnerabilities. In exchange
for this wealth of knowledge, the office also
became a place for residents to contact in
order to gain information about the current
state of response and recovery, where
to send donations, and how to engage
with local, state, and federal resources.

Adapting to these circumstances, BFR office
volunteers began to develop resource lists
for residents as well as monitor and push
out news and updates from around the
flood affected areas.
Individuals showed enormous trust in
reaching out to BFR, both to volunteer
and to ask for help. The first and foremost
charge of BFR was to make good on
that trust at a large scale by establishing
evidence of legal organizational
responsibility, as well as on a day to day
basis by offering safety talks to volunteers,
and making sure that homeowners felt
comfortable with the assistance offered.
These components were achieved by
registering with the state as a charitable
organization and eventually gaining 501(c)
(3) status, obtaining legal advice on financial

structure and organizational obligations,
gaining mentorship from reliable and wellknown community partners, and being
transparent about the scale of operations,
internal process, and type of projects and
volunteers available.
Legal Framework
With little expectation of maintaining
operations for an extended period, Boulder
Flood Relief was initially created with
minimal legal structure. The administrative
requirements for operating with volunteers
can be prohibitive and are consistently
problematic for emergent groups operating
in a disaster (Majchrzak et al. 2007). While
homeowners and volunteers were satisfied
with signing waivers, the most common
question asked by established emergency
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response organizations was whether or not
BFR had liability insurance. This question
exemplifies the delicate line that emergent
groups walk during a disaster, as many
of the services provided in the aftermath
of the flood by groups such as Saws and
Slaws, Mudslingers, and BFR were vital to
those in need, but not officially sanctioned
by county officials or preexistent volunteer
organizations such as Foothills United
Way or the American Red Cross. By slowly
accruing a legal structure and expending
efforts to cooperate with official emergency
response mechanisms, BFR gradually gained
a wider trust among local officials and
eventually provided a recognized affiliation
for volunteers that allowed them to access
areas kept off limits by the Office of
Emergency Management and to assist more
residents in need.
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Registering with the state of Colorado as a
charity and incorporating as an organization
were two of the most crucial pieces that
Boulder Flood Relief accomplished in
order to ameliorate the possibility of legal
problems, and ease relationships with key
disaster responders. It was difficult to spare
office resources to accomplish this in the
midst of organizing volunteers and crafting
internal structure, but BFR was fortunate
to obtain legal council from both resident
Tommy West, who volunteered his time
and legal services, and the Community
Foundation serving Boulder County. Without
this expertise and mentorship, it would have
been impossible to consistently maintain
operations that were unquestionably legal.
Most initial organizers with BFR were
unaware of the need for registration with

the Secretary of State in order to create
legal status as a charitable organization.
The fundamental motivation for doing so
was to legally accept donations, but sending
out volunteers without insurance, waivers,
or management documentation also made
internal BFR organizers, homeowners, and
emergency response organizations nervous.
The desire for BFR to have liability insurance
was a constant theme among possible
collaborative partners ranging from Foothills
United Way to local emergency management
and federal representatives. While this was
never acquired, due to both cost and the
difficulty of finding a willing provider, the
use of liability waivers on the website and
at volunteer dispatch sites went a long way
towards satisfying the concerns of other
response organizations and officials.

Choosing to incorporate as an organization
was necessary to avoid Class E felony
charges for accepting donations, but it
also made the organization longer lived.
Without the accompanying structure of
board members, bylaws, and a mission
statement, BFR would probably have
dissolved soon after the flood. Attaining
501(c)(3) designation from the Internal
Revenue Service (IRS) added further
impetus to maintain the operations of the
organization and continue advocating for
community members. If there had been a
swift way for emergent groups to engage
with disaster response by attaching to an
umbrella organization, it would have been
easier to function, but probably would
have decreased operational flexibility and
innovation. The groups that popped up
during the flood operated for the most
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Financial Setup

What We Did
Set up bank account immediately
Set up online donation site (wepay, razoo)
Identified 2 people with access to bank account
Created approval system for distributions that aligned with IRS
requirements
Created approval system for organizational expenses
Set up accounting system/process to track expenses, donations,
etc. : Tracked donors, amounts, method of payment
Assigned fair market value to in-kind donations
Applied for 501c3 status within 4 months of organization
Filed Form 990, ensuring we complied with IRS requirements

part outside of existent procedures, but
exactly how they navigated through them
depended to a great extent on personnel
as well as the fiscal structure. Although
engaging with neighbors and community
members was BFR’s foremost goal, decisions
about legal and financial matters played a
fundamental role in the development and
longevity of the organization.
As a result of legalizing and maintaining
consistent contact with the state of
Colorado VOAD as well as Office of
Emergency Management and local
government, Boulder Flood Relief
maintained operations for much longer
than many emergent grassroots groups. In
answer to the trust shown by residents in
asking for the organization’s help, Boulder
Flood Relief committed to leaving behind
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a legacy of support for future community
disaster response. This resulted in major
efforts by the organization to form a local
network of voluntary agencies active in
disaster (VOAD) and to provide committed
support to the longterm resilience building
efforts of the local BoCo Strong initiative
which began in March, 2014. As a result of
this continued work, BFR was honored with
a commendation from the Colorado State
House of Representatives in January, 2014
for its work on flood recovery. Members of
Boulder Flood Relief were also consulted
and provided testimony in support
of Senate Bill 14-138, which extended
legal protection to volunteers and first
responders who are actively working to
assist during an emergency.

What We would Change
Require quarterly financial update to board to
make sure financial information is processed in a
timely fashion

Financial Structure
Accepting monetary donations was a point
of contention within the organization
from the beginning. Several volunteers,
especially those previously affiliated with
Occupy Wall Street, were deeply opposed
to the intrusion of money into the process.
Recognizing astutely that the acceptance
of donations created a clear dividing line
for the organization, leaders of the group
brought the topic into open discussions
with the entire organizing staff. Meetings
around the issue of money became heated
at times, and resulted in some internal
town hall/general assembly meetings that
lasted for up to four hours. The ultimate
consensus was that donations should be
accepted. This was somewhat forced by the
fact that a donations button had been active

FInancial setup

Assign person/committee to write thank you
notes as donations come in

on the website from the beginning and the
difficulty involved in returning money to
donors was greater than the capacity of the
volunteer staff.
By accepting donations directly through
the organization, there was no option
but to incorporate, register with the
Colorado Secretary of State as a charitable
organization, and establish bylaws, a board,
and officers. The other option would have
been to move the money into a donor
advised fund with a previously established
nonprofit or to use an umbrella organization
as the fiscal sponsor of the group. There
were again difficulties with insurance
that hampered these efforts. It was legally
problematic or risky for existing nonprofits
to extend fiscal sponsorship to an unknown,
emergent disaster relief group. The donor
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advised fund was by far a more palatable
option, offering flexibility to the sponsoring
organization, and removing the need for
infrastructure from the emergent group.
Both options, however, required a great
deal of trust between the two organizations
entering in to these agreements. The
Mudslingers ended up severing relations
with the organization that had provided
fiscal sponsorship to them because of
internal conflict. Before incorporating, BFR
tried to enter into partnership with an
existing organization, but the 501(c)(3) status
of that organization came into question,
and BFR ended up requesting the money
back. Gaining the trust of the Community
Foundation serving Boulder County, BFR
was finally able to establish a donor advised
fund with that organization and alleviate
some of the administrative problems
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associated with accepting donations.
After incorporation, BFR applied for
and received tax-exempt status from
the IRS. This was due to the dedicated
assistance of Becky Johns, who provided
free financial advice and joined the board
to serve as treasurer. This status was not,
however, achieved until 2014 and lacking
tax exempt status during the crisis itself
resulted in some loss of donations, and
some businesses that would have held
fundraisers for BFR were not able to work
under the strictures of a donor advised
fund. The stress of emergency response
was exacerbated by having to deal with
building administrative structure on the
fly, but having community partners made
the financial ventures successful and kept
them well within the bounds of legality. The
funds donated prior to the BFR’s acquisition

of 501(c)(3) status were transferred to the
Community Foundation serving Boulder
County to allow donors tax deductions and
then distributed to affected residents in
Lyons and Jamestown. This relationship was
vital to the legal success of BFR and opened
up multiple avenues for dispersing the
donated money to community members in
need.
Community Assistance
Bould Flood Relief was fortunate to obtain
assistance and advice from community
members and organizations in order to keep
itself afloat and operating legally. In addition
to donated legal advice, the Community
Foundation serving Boulder County
offered vital support by lending legitimacy
and social capital through their stamp of

approval. The importance of community
networking went far beyond financial advice
and donations assistance and its influence
on BFR as an emergent group cannot
be overstated. Throughout the disaster,
connections and networks were strained
by the emergency and recreated in new
partnerships that were able to put resources
where they were needed. The chaos of the
situation demanded flexibility in response,
but there was a fundamental disconnect in
many areas between needs and resources.
Without knowing some of the right channels
to follow, BFR would have been much less
effective in delivering the resources that it
had. Though there was no clear path laid
out before the flood on how to create and
legitimize a disaster response organization,
the consistent transparency of operations,
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compassion of volunteers, and continued
good faith efforts to function legally and
responsibly went a long way towards
ensuring the effectiveness and longevity of
the organization. Community trust became
and remained the ultimate service that BFR
offered.
Crucial to the organization’s effectiveness,
Dunn’s experience with Occupy Sandy
in New York had given her knowledge of
service delivery during a disaster, and the
major players that should be contacted to
establish some legitimacy for BFR in the
emergency response world. Working with
Vision Link, she and Daniel Thorson gained
access to Crisis Cleanup, the software
that was used extensively for tracking
project response and status during the
flood. Knowledge of the existence of a
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state voluntary organizations active in
disaster (COVOAD) network meant that
BFR was able to take part in emergency
response conference calls, and gained
access to a much larger system of disaster
response. This work with larger networks
and pre-existing disaster response systems
meant that BFR was able to integrate
community based efforts with more
comprehensive government resources;
gain more knowledge to help clients;
and more effectively advocate for their
constituents. It also resulted in a longer
lifespan for the organization as a whole.
Intentionally integrating with and expanding
the capacity of disaster response within
Boulder County, the organization was able
to help follow through on the desire to
build better communication networks and
social resilience for the county as a whole.

Those groups such as the Mudslingers
who operated effectively on the edge
of response organizations and official
protocols ceased operations when the
need for volunteer services significantly
decreased. The incorporation of BFR,
the resulting community connections
and expansion of scope from emergent
response to relief, recovery, and mitigation,
meant that the organization’s lifespan
extended into creating a legacy to leave
behind.
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Key Lessons Learned
Lead from Below
As is common in disaster, emergent
volunteerism in the Colorado floods
presented both challenges and
opportunities. Most agencies find
unaffiliated volunteerism to be problematic
(Points of Light 2009), and this is a difficult
topic for FEMA, established VOADs, Red
Cross, and other traditional emergency
response entities. To ignore this pool of
potential, however, is both to waste offered
resources, and to deny the community a
chance to engage and empower their own
recovery process. The initial response from
official volunteer management agencies
during the flood of 2013 was to push back
on the desire to assist and tell people to
remain in their homes. The nature of this
disaster, however, allowed much freedom of
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movement in many affected areas, and also
created a large pool of needs that could not
be met by existing resources or pre-existing
response structures. Residents turning to
2-1-1 services were told that it could be three
weeks before they received assistance in
mucking out their homes, with no assurance
that this would actually happen. As the 2-1-1
call center is geographically distant from
the affected area, there was incomplete
knowledge of resources on the ground and
where to direct people in need. To turn
away volunteer help in this instance would
have been shortsighted and incredibly
problematic for affected homeowners.
While increased community preparedness
and training would have created better
analysis of situational safety for volunteers,
agencies could improve mechanisms to
incorporate local knowledge and skill sets

into their responses, and use community
involvement to increase their own capacity.
It would be more useful for formal response
agencies to clarify methods for unaffiliated
volunteers to become involved in disaster
response and establish best practices
for engaging community members preevent. This would allow local skill sets to
emerge and be used as needed instead of
encountering stigma. Boulder Flood Relief
has remained in existence to help facilitate
the creation of a network that will engage
the community in future disasters. This
has taken the form of a Boulder County
local VOAD network, but there are many
other options for integrating volunteers.
As this remains a hot button topic,
technologies and strategies are constantly
evolving to try and deal with spontaneous
community volunteers. Toolsets such as

Verify Volunteers, MobiLisa, and Just in
Time Trainings can help to vet volunteers
quickly and get them up and working. The
most important changes that could occur
around unaffiliated volunteers would
be a shift in the mindset of traditional
response organizations. Analyzing the
places where spontaneous volunteers could
be incorporated into their own agency
as well as where local and grassroots
partnerships could be effective could create
an agency framework for empowering and
including the knowledge and empathy of
local community members in the recovery
process.
Limitations are an Opportunity
Boulder Flood Relief ran into many
limitations with limited space, time, and
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internal staff. It was hard not to try to
do everything that was asked of the
organization, but by focusing on volunteer
organization and dispatch, BFR was able to
build relationships with other grassroots
organizations and increase the collective
capacity of response efforts. BFR received
offers of many donated goods during the
flood, including clothing, furniture, and food,
but only a few of these could be accepted
and distributed to individuals. Instead, this
became an opportunity to connect with
other agencies in Boulder, Larimer, and Weld
Counties who identified local needs and
places where Boulder Flood Relief could
contribute. BFR made several supply runs
to mountain communities, delivering water,
clothing, dehumidifiers, and food to affected
communities. This was done in partnership
with the grassroots donation The Exchange,
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where flood survivors could present their
FEMA number to get free clothing, furniture
and other donated goods. Without those
community partnerships, a great deal of
goods and needs would have been wasted.
Boulder Flood Relief made an early attempt
to build out a mutual exchange website
where users could directly connect their
resources with someone in need rather
than going through an agency. After the
BFR website was constructed, several
others appeared as well and the messaging
became confusing for users. With the
proliferation of sharing sites, it was difficult
to see which ones were authentic, and not
having everyone post in one place diluted
the overall effect. Harnessing the sharing
economy still holds a great deal of potential
for future disaster relief, and could be well
utilized to tie together areas of individual

“We may have lost some “stuff”, but we gained an even greater
appreciation for our community.
A huge Thank You to Boulder Flood Relief Volunteers! You are the
best and Boulder is still the best place to live!”

expertise into a highly effective response
network.
Connect Neighbors with Neighbors
Social capital is an important component
of community recovery and resilience.
Neighborhoods that banded together
in response to the floods reported less
emotional trauma than those who only
had themselves on which to rely. Though
getting to know neighbors and community
members was identified as one of the most
positive elements to emerge from the
flood, this is invaluable to cultivate before
disaster happens. Experience from the Four
Mile Fire in 2010 had inspired mountain
communities to create neighborhood pod
captains and the Inter Mountain Alliance.
These networks were vital in saving lives
during the flooding and in gaining resources

during the recovery period. One of BFR’s
best outcomes was to see volunteers get
to know homeowners and begin to selfdispatch to work on projects. Once a true
connection was made, they no longer
needed BFR’s management, but arranged
to work on affected homes on their own
schedules. These types of connections open
up the possibilities for peer-to-peer learning
and skill building, disaster preparedness,
and community-empowered recovery.
Collect and Catalyze your Data
Data is a hugely important tool for
grassroots groups. Collecting, analyzing,
and using information helps legitimize
organizational operations, advocate
for community members, and identify
opportunities for partnerships and new
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“Boulder Flood Relief volunteers helped me clean out my pump
house so I could access my well, treat my water and remove
household hazardous waste. We worked for about four hours, and
they were enormously helpful. I was too overwhelmed to do it
myself, and it’s such a relief to know I can safely access my water
supply.”

projects. Most importantly, however,
it helps to show where and how your
community most desperately needs help.
BFR’s preeminent data collectors were the
homeowners and residents who contacted
the organization for help. Instead of being
victims, they empowered the response
process by identifying specific needs,
providing situational reports, and creating
volunteer projects. Aggregating this data
helped to show hotspots of vulnerability
where canvassing should take place, or
where BFR could encourage neighbors
or volunteers to scout around for other
needs. Feeding data back and forth between
neighborhoods and responders allowed
for a better network of resources allocated
and delivered. Recognizing the need for
data as the organization ramps up can
also allow you to seek out and obtain
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new partnerships within the community
to help manage and control the flow
and implementation of the information
collected.
Communicate. and Communicate More.
Because of the diverse pockets of rainfall
and the effect on waterways, it was
impossible to predict how different parts
of the county would be affected. Crisis
maps put up online through the sheriff’s
department were quickly out of date,
and it was difficult to know which roads
were closed and where it was safe to go
or not go. For those less affected, it was
not at all clear how bad the situation was.
In the City of Boulder, for example, the
intersection of Iris and Broadway became
a flashpoint for encounters between police

and citizen drivers. North Boulder suffered
extensive damage during the flooding as
the Silver Lake Ditch failed and Left Hand
Creek brought high flows into the city,
severely damaging homes and causing
safety problems. The extent of the damage,
however, was not at all obvious from the
areas below and many drivers were angry
at the road closures without understanding
the larger situation. By trying to drive past
police officers and into areas of active
flooding, their actions endangered both
themselves and the first responders who
struggled to match resources to needs
throughout the duration of the flood.
It became and remained incredibly
difficult for those affected by the flood to
gain access to information on how to get
resources. Messaging was slow in coming
from official sources, and rumors and

misinformation spread quickly. BFR worked
diligently to gain access to all types of
conference calls and digital resources that
would assist residents in knowing where
to go and how to gain access to what they
needed. Having a broad community network
was vital to the success of this work in
order to obtain, vet, and cross-check the
information between sources.
Partner Up
Boulder Flood Relief would have been
flat out unsuccessful without all the
strong community partnerships that
the organization built along the way.
Connections brought free office space
from Applied Trust with highspeed internet,
technology and IT assistance from the tech
sector, financial and legal advice, and crucial
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community trust. Emergent, grassroots
groups are unencumbered by administrative
structures and can easily adapt to meet
highly specific and specialized needs as
required in the moment. This makes them
ideal for disaster response, but also limited
by financial constraints, insurance concerns,
and lack of community trust. Partnering
with other organizations can quickly
increase capacity and allow rapid scale
up for grassroots groups. It also draws in
multiple sectors of the community, promotes
innovation, opens new communication
channels, and increases both longevity and
impact of the grassroots organization.
Think about the Money
It is perhaps distasteful that money be of
such paramount concern when human lives
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are at stake, but it is vital to ensure that
donations and spending are responsibly
tracked. BFR struggled with the question of
funding in multiple ways, from the need to
conduct operations during the disaster to
the problems that arose during the recovery
period. During the initial response, BFR used
as many community resources, free labor,
and in-kind donations as possible. These
were plentiful and by making specific and
targeted requests to community partners,
BFR was very successful in gathering
resources. The bulk of the money that came
in to the organization was donated to relief
funds set up to provide grants to residents
in areas most affected by the flood. The
rest was designated for individuals who
had needs remaining after the initial relief
funds were distributed. This was a long
process, but it became highly necessary

“It has been amazing to receive the help via phone staff and volunteers.
Wow. It touches my heart every day. And to think that even though things
on the outside are looking so much better, you are aware of what lies inside
and are still sending out help.
Thank you for your heart warming attitude, love, compassion.
You have all made us try to be better people!
Thank you!!!!!!!”

to have an organization that could be
flexible about how and where its funds
were donated. Many relief agencies have
strict criteria about how funds can be
distributed. BFR worked to donate funds
that would go towards supporting its
mission of providing quick and effective
relief to individuals falling through the
gaps. This allowed for funding of volunteer
projects, rental assistance, payment of
medical bills, recoupment of trade tools lost
to the flooding, and housing repair. These
were funded within the context of the
Longterm Flood Recovery Group (LTFRG),
so case managers vetted each application
before it could be funded. By extending
BFR’s organizational lifespan to serve on the
LTFRG funding committee, the organization
was able to assist a multitude of individuals
within the community while still following

its mission and maintaining good record
keeping with a minimum of administrative
overhead.
In addition to using collaborative means
to reduce internal costs, these experiences
make it clear that having flexible funds
in the wake of a disaster can be vital
to assist in community recovery. Many
people who live along the Front Range
are chronically underinsured and this
gave rise to a complex web of recovery
that needed resources brought in from all
different angles. It would be beneficial for
local relief agencies to consider partnering
with banks and credit unions to establish
microlending opportunities that could assist
undocumented families and low-income
families; prevent usury; and maximize
recovery options.
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Innovate and Adapt
BFR was much more flexible about changing
operating strategies and more nimble in
community outreach than many pre-existing
relief agencies. Tapping into emergent
groups and actively engaging them for
response can be a way for agencies to
quickly increase capacity. BFR went through
many adaptations to meet the needs of the
community, and this would have been very
difficult for a more structured organization
to perform. By making an effort to identify
and include emergent groups and cultural
brokers into response efforts, government
and response agencies can enhance their
or abilities with little expense. This will also
result in more comprehensive relief during
a disaster and promote targeted outreach
to vulnerable communities such as low-
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income, undocumented, disabled, elderly,
and youth populations. Increasing response
capacity through engaging with emergent
groups also offers the opportunity for more
effective longterm recovery. One of the
most consistent issues in disaster recovery
around the country has been actually
implementing the lessons learned after the
fact. Most emergency responders and relief
agencies have little opportunity to put aside
normal operating procedures and undertake
new projects that arise from the disaster.
BFR has extended its lifespan in order to
help implement some of the lessons learned
and this is another way in which emergent
groups can increase local capacity and
assist in the wake of a disaster.
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Our Office and Dispatch Teams
The “Let’s Do This!”, “All Your Relief Systems Are Go!”
Do Anything and Everything Team
Thomas “I just Built Us our very Own Volunteer Management
database and now I’m going to save Endangered baby whales in
Kenya. Would anyone like a burrito?” Wells

Tiernan “I know I haven’t slept in a very long time, but Why is
Willie Nelson’s Cousin in here Threatening to Beat up Arnold
Schwarzenegger?” Doyle

Stephen “Internal Organization Maps” Konieczka

The Volunteer Management, Dispatch,
and Dedicated Awesomeness Team
Connie “Compassion” Esch

Susan “Smiles You Can’t Ignore” Williams

Pamela “Calms it Down” Clum

Alexis “Marshall the Troops” Bell

Jenny “Beautiful Soul” Russell

DAvid “You want to send us 200 Volunteers with
an hours notice? I Got This” Yoakum

And, of course,
Chris “Guitar Mobile Unit” Ververis
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Don Parcher

Technology and
Information Management
Daniel “Mindfulness” Thorson

Tim “Startup Week” O’Shea

Raine Lourie

Adam Clayton

Communication and
Community Outreach
Megg “Twitter Goddess” Sohn

Steve “Knows the Networks” Marshall

Ellen “Unstoppable” Furness

Nicolette “PRess Release Pro” Toussaint

Lisi Drioane

Kelsey Schultz

Grace Porritt

David Kline

Constance Gordon

Ricardo Munoz
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Partners and Collaborators
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With Love and Shovels,
Boulder Flood Relief

