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IMMEDIATE DISASTER RELIEF GRANTMAKING (PHASE I) 

Details and lessons learned from The San Francisco Foundation 
 
 
 

 

In the spring of 2009, The San Francisco Foundation (TSFF) established a program to expedite the 

transfer of funds to selected Bay Area nonprofit organizations in the immediate aftermath of a 

catastrophic disaster to support their immediate provision of food, shelter, health, and/or mental health 

services to vulnerable populations.  In an effort to share this model for other funders to consider, TSFF 

has documented the program’s details and lessons learned in its development and implementation. 

 

BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 

 

Focus disaster response resources on nonprofits 

 

There is now broad consensus among government and nonprofit disaster response agencies that local 

nonprofits and community- and faith-based organizations (CBOs and FBOs) play a critical role in disaster 

planning and response1, “particularly as a link to marginalized and vulnerable populations” because of 

their trusted relationships with community residents and their language and cultural competencies.2 

With government and traditional disaster response agencies having limited access to vulnerable 

communities immediately after a disaster, these organizations often become the first line of service in 

disaster—despite the fact that they are not focused on disaster concerns as their primary mission. They 

also play a significant role in relaying key emergency information back to community members and in 

mobilizing community participation in post-disaster policy discussions. However, many of these 

organizations are inadequately prepared to play these roles.  Many of them also lack sufficient funding 

to meet community needs in the immediate following a region- or community-wide emergency, such as 

a catastrophic earthquake, flood, or terrorist attack, and governmental disaster response resources are 

slow in filtering down to them or are not available to them. 

 

Special funding mechanism for disaster response 

 

Although the Foundation has an existing robust program of grantmaking to nonprofits, staff recognized 

that TSFF needed a special funding mechanism to support these critical nonprofits in a disaster.  Staff 

understood that it would take time to get Foundation operations up and running after a catastrophic 

disaster and that TSFF would be unable to get an overview of community needs before nonprofit 

organizations needed resources to respond.  The Foundation also did not want fundraising activities to 

unduly distract nonprofits from service delivery when community needs were higher and staffing levels 

likely compromised.   

                                                      
1
 Much has been written regarding the role of nonprofit organizations in disaster. Two reports of note are Pipa, Tony, The Aspen Institute’s 

Nonprofit Sector Research Fund Working Paper Series, Weathering the Storm: The Role of Local Nonprofits in the Hurricane Katrina Relief Effort 

(2006), and United Way of the Bay Area, Ready or Not: Ensuring Bay Area Nonprofits Can Serve During Disaster (2007). 

 
2
 European Foundation Centre and the Council on Foundations. Disaster Grantmaking: A Practical Guide for Foundations and Corporations. 

Second Edition. April 2007, pg. 9; and Blazer, Jonathan and Brett Murphy, National Immigration Law Center, “Addressing the Needs of 

Immigrants and Limited English Communities in Disaster Planning and Relief: Lessons for Government, Disaster Relief Agencies, and 

Community-Based Organizations”, Immigrant Rights Update, Volume 22, Issue 8 (October 28, 2008), p. 2. 
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In the spring of 2009, the Foundation established an immediate disaster response grantmaking program 

as part of a three-phased strategy: 

• Phase I: Immediate Disaster Response Grantmaking – release of grants of $25,000 each to pre-

selected, Bay Area nonprofits to support urgent community needs beginning within the first thirty 

days following a disaster 

• Phase II: Additional Disaster Response Grantmaking – additional support for urgent needs beyond 30 

days through a streamlined grantmaking process3 

• Phase III: Disaster Recovery Grantmaking – support for community recovery needs 

 

The Foundation’s immediate response plans – Phase I above – are the focus of this paper.  The key 

elements of the program are outlined below followed by more detail on implementation issues. 

 

PROGRAM OVERVIEW 

 
Source of funding is the Foundation’s endowment. 

 
In June 2009, The San Francisco Foundation’s Board of Trustees approved the establishment of a $1.25 

million Phase I Disaster Response Grantmaking Program, with funds to be drawn from TSFF’s 

endowment at the time of a disaster and distributed to pre-identified organizations as detailed above. 

 

The program will be activated in a catastrophic disaster.  

 
As detailed in the Foundation’s disaster plan and as approved by the Board of Trustees, this grant 

program will go into effect when TSFF leadership declares a Level 3 disaster – a catastrophic event 

severely affecting the Bay Area anticipated to have a protracted recovery time of well over 30 days, such 

as a terrorist event similar to the September 11th attacks or a severe earthquake with major destruction 

to the region and prolonged damage and disruption to lifelines such as utilities, communication, and 

transportation. 

 

Grants will address urgent, basic needs of vulnerable communities. 

 

Grant funds will be used to support the provision of emergency food, emergency shelter and housing 

referral, emergency health, and emergency mental health services to vulnerable populations in TSFF’s 

five-county area which includes Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, San Francisco, and San Mateo Counties. 

 

Funds will be channeled through pre-selected nonprofits. 

 

In establishing this program, the Foundation was interested in supporting the delivery of services by 

those organizations that serve vulnerable communities on a daily basis and that view them as trusted 

sources of information and services. 

 

The Foundation selected participating organizations using the following characteristics as criteria: 

• Key role in direct delivery of food, shelter and housing referrals, health and/or mental health 

services as outlined above4.   

                                                      
3
 Phase I grantees will be eligible to apply for additional resources under the Foundation’s Phase II grantmaking program once all initial funds 

are expended and the Foundation has received a final report on the use of funds. 
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• Annual budget of $1-10 million5 – TSFF believes that its greatest value added in the initial weeks 

after a disaster is in supporting organizations that have sufficient capacity to respond to community 

needs and budgets small enough that Foundation dollars would have a significant impact. In this 

regard, TSFF made a determination to focus on organizations with budgets between $1 million and 

$10 million. 

• Prior funding relationship with The San Francisco Foundation – Because the grants are designed to 

be released based upon very limited information at the time of a disaster, the Foundation offered 

these agreements to nonprofits which had been vetted by the Foundation through previous grant 

cycles and which had a successful funding history with it.   

 

In the first agreement cycle (July 1, 2009-December 31, 2010), TSFF had agreements with 51 

organizations.  In December 2010, agreements with 47 were renewed for CY2011.  A list of these 

agencies and the types of service they deliver is provided as Attachment 1.  Analysis of these agencies by 

county and type of service is included as Attachment 2.  Please see section on page 6 below for a 

discussion of the renewal process. 

 

Grant size is uniform at $25,000 per organization. 

 

Each grantee in this program has been pre-approved for a grant of $25,000, in keeping with the average 

size of TSFF’s responsive grants.  The Foundation had briefly discussed the possibility of varying grant by 

annual budget, scope of services, size of client base, or number of service delivery locations.  However, 

TSFF decided to pursue the standardized route, realizing that, even if it were possible to determine a 

formula for grant size based on these variables, the formula might not correlate with the actual services 

delivered after a disaster because of the event’s impacts on the community and the organization itself. 

 

Use of funds is flexible within broad parameters. 

 

Recognizing that nonprofits could face a range of disaster-related costs, the Foundation offers grantees 

maximum flexibility for their use of funds within a set of broad parameters.  As outlined in TSFF’s grant 

agreements, funds granted under this program can be used to support one or both of the following: 

• Program delivery expenses incurred to provide disaster-related food, shelter, health, and/or mental 

health services to affected vulnerable communities beginning during the first 30 days following the 

disaster. 

• Immediate organizational expenses that, if addressed, would enable the organization to provide 

disaster-related food, shelter, health, and/or mental health services to affected vulnerable 

communities beginning during the first 30 days following the disaster. Funds in this area could be 

used to cover expenses such as the rental of additional facility space, temporary housing/childcare 

for essential staff/volunteers providing response services, immediate facility clean-up, or purchase 

of emergency equipment such as laptop computer or cell phones. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           
4 While all participating organizations have indicated an interest in serving the broader community in a disaster, the Foundation learned 

through the application and technical assistance processes that their capacity to do so varies from organization to organization.  Sheltering 

organizations, in particular, because of their lack of additional physical space will likely be constrained in their capacity to expand services.  

However, these groups are likely to be inundated with those seeking services, and most organizations will naturally take on a referral role.    

Several other service providers will likely serve more as information sources rather than as service providers because of the very central role 

they play as “hubs” in their communities. 

 
5
 As organizations often naturally grow in budget size over time, the Foundation will likely need to review the $10 million cap.   
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Although grantees need not expend all funds during the initial 30-day period, the criterion that program 

activities begin within 30 days of the disaster ensures that Foundation endowment funds will be spent 

on urgent needs only.  

 

Pre-approval of grants is formalized through annual agreements. 

 

The Foundation has formalized pre-approvals of these grants prior to a disaster through grant 

agreements.  The agreement stipulates the use of funds, a grant term of up to three months beginning 

with the release of funds, a requirement to report on the use of funds within six months, and special 

conditions for grant activation and release of funds (see below).  A sample agreement and grant letter 

from Year 1 are included as Attachment 3.   

 

Funds will be released promptly upon confirmation of service delivery by each nonprofit. 

 

Grant agreements stipulate that funds will be released upon confirmation that the organizations have 

begun providing disaster-related relief services in accordance with the agreements’ terms within 30 days 

of a TSFF-declared Level 3 disaster.   

 

In order to confirm that grantees are indeed delivering services beginning within this period, TSFF has 

established immediate post-disaster plans to check-in with each organization by phone, email, and/or 

text message to learn about the status of service delivery and confirm that the organization is providing 

services within the parameters outlined in the grant agreement. Recognizing that despite preparations 

some organizations will be unable to restore services after a disaster, the Foundation established this 

process rather than automatically releasing funds to all organizations with such agreements. 

  

The Foundation plans to make every effort to transfer funds as quickly as possible, while acknowledging 

that there will likely be a short delay6 due to disruptions in TSFF’s own business operations and damage 

to local infrastructure.  As part of the pre-approval process, organizations have provided the Foundation 

with details of how to contact key staff and where to wire funds; this information resides with key 

Program and Finance Department staff as part of the Foundation’s disaster plan. Organizations have also 

been advised that they need not wait to establish communication with TSFF before expending these 

funds, since as long as they meet the terms of the grant agreement in the aftermath of disaster, TSFF 

will honor its commitment.7 

 

Phase I grantees are required to complete and maintain organizational disaster plans. 

 

In order to increase the likelihood that organizations will be able to restore operations and services in 

the aftermath of a catastrophic disaster and therefore receive funds under this program, the Foundation 

has required that all participating agencies develop and maintain organizational disaster plans.  Year 1 

agreements included a commitment by organizations to develop plans by the October 15, 2010, with 

renewals for 2011 contingent upon their completion.   

 

To assist organizations in meeting this commitment, the Foundation arranged for intensive technical 

assistance and training on disaster preparedness aligned with the agency preparedness standards 

                                                      
6
 TSFF’s business continuity plan aims to restore critical organizational functions within one to two weeks. 

 
7
 In the focus group held prior to establishment of this program, grantees indicated that it was not critical to actually receive the funds right 

away but knowing that the funds would be coming was sufficient.   
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framework developed by the Fritz Institute with financial support from TSFF and other Bay Area funders. 

Content focused on clarifying an organization’s mission in disaster, understanding disaster risks and 

impacts, developing plans to deliver services and recover critical operational functions, establishing 

emergency management structures, and training staff on personal preparedness and the incident 

command system.  Bay Area intermediaries and consultants provided the training and technical 

assistance, and the Foundation periodically convened program grantees to discuss topical or geographic 

planning issues and to build relationships among nonprofits and between nonprofits and other sectors. 

 

As part of the renewal process for the 2011 agreements, organizations have been advised that 2012 

renewals will be contingent upon their exercise of their disaster plans, staff training on these plans, and 

maintenance and updating of their plans as needed.  The Foundation is providing a more modest level of 

technical assistance to program grantees utilizing Bay Area intermediary organizations.  A sample renewal 

letter and Year 2 agreement are provided as Attachment 4.  

 

KEY ISSUES IN ESTABLISHING, IMPLEMENTING, AND MAINTAINING THE PROGRAM 

 

Identification, vetting, and invitation of organizations 

 

In late 2006-early 2007, the Foundation began to identify organizations by reviewing the services 

provided by its current and recent grantees, populations they serve, and their budget size against the 

program criteria outlined on page 3.  Staff then checked for significant gaps in targeted services or 

populations.  Later, with the establishment of the Foundation’s Disaster Preparedness Project, the list 

was vetted with a number of local partners, including San Francisco Community Agencies Responding to 

Disaster, CARD – Collaborating Agencies Responding to Disasters, Silicon Valley Community Foundation, 

Thrive – The Alliance for Nonprofits for San Mateo County, San Francisco Department of Emergency 

Management, and San Francisco Department of Public Health.  The list was also reviewed again when 

TSFF issued grants for safety net services during the economic crisis.  

 

All organizations invited into TSFF’s program met the established criteria with the following exceptions:   

• Two organizations primarily provide information and referral services rather than food, shelter, 

health or mental health services.  One of these organizations is the 2-1-1 provider for Alameda 

County and the other is a disability-focused advocacy and referral organization that fills a critical gap 

in addressing the needs of people with disabilities. 

• Nine organizations with budgets under $1 million (two of which are under $500,000) because they 

focus on a particularly underserved population or geographic service area. 

 

In the spring of 2009 with the list at 72 grantees, the Foundation decided to focus funding on the 54 

“mid-sized” organizations with budgets no greater than $10 million to maximize the value added of its 

endowment dollars.  It also invited the remaining 18 “large” organizations to participate in the technical 

assistance and training program which accompanied the grants to the mid-sized organizations because 

of the Foundation’s keen interest in these larger organizations also being able to respond to community 

needs in a disaster and the Foundation’s desire to establish a disaster-related relationship with them. 

 

With a few mid-sized and large organizations declining TSFF’s invitation to participate, the final cohort 

included 51 mid-sized and 14 large organizations when the program officially began in July 2009. 

 

During the process of identifying and vetting grantees, TSFF staff also looked at the possibility of 

including much smaller, grassroots organizations because of strong Foundation relationships with many 
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such groups and recognition that they will also be assisting vulnerable communities with immediate 

disaster services.  However, after much discussion, these groups were not included because of the 

difficulty of identifying which specific organizations might be responding in a disaster and their overall 

lower level of organizational capacity and infrastructure. 

 

Grant application and renewal processes 

 

Because of the unusual nature of these grants, TSFF required all interested agencies to attend an 

information session at which Foundation staff outlined the program, including when, how, and for what 

funding would be provided; the disaster planning requirement; and the application process. 

 

The Foundation also asked participating organizations to complete a modified online grant application, 

which required specific data on services to be provided in a disaster, staff emergency contacts, and wire 

transfer information (A copy of this application is included as Attachment 5).  Required documents and 

due diligence were limited as all were recent or current grantees.  The application also included a few 

simple questions about the status of organizational preparedness to inform initial planning of TSFF’s 

technical assistance and training activities.8 

 

Following the conclusion of the Foundation’s intensive technical assistance and training period in late 

2010, TSFF assessed each organization’s fulfillment of the disaster planning requirement in consultation 

with the training providers.  Of the 51 organizations participating in Year 1, grant agreements were 

renewed with 47.9  Current agreements are valid beginning January 1, 2011. These organizations will 

also receive a modest level of technical assistance and training to help them strengthen their disaster 

plans. In addition, the Foundation will provide modest support for disaster planning for the eight larger 

organizations which participated actively in technical assistance activities in Year 1. 

 

                                                      
8
 A much more detailed survey was conducted prior to the onset of technical assistance and training. 

 
9
 Recognizing that some of the organizations were unable to complete their disaster plans by the Year 1 deadline, the Foundation renewed their 

agreements and added completion of the remaining components as an additional contingency for further renewal in 2012. 
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CONTINUED DISASTER RELIEF GRANTMAKING (PHASE II) 

Program Guidelines 
 

 

 

 

FOCUS OF GRANT ACTIVITY 

 

• Grants would support up to six months of activity to meet the needs of communities impacted by 

the disaster beginning after one month post-disaster.  The needs of vulnerable communities would 

be prioritized, but other communities would not be excluded.  In keeping with recommendations 

from community foundations that have been involved in previous disasters, “impacted by the 

disaster” would be broadly defined to enable TSFF to support a range of activities (including but 

going beyond immediate basic needs to address economic, social, and emotional/psychological 

effects as well).   

• Grant would support the extraordinary costs of providing disaster-related food, shelter/housing 

referral, health, and mental health services; case management services; legal services or outreach to 

help impacted individuals to access benefits/resources; advocacy on key disaster-related issues; 

intermediary support; capacity-building for nonprofits taking on new or expanded roles in disaster; 

and other unanticipated disaster-related needs. 

• Activities to rebuild physical infrastructure and those covered by other funding sources, such as 

government or insurance, would be excluded. 

• Given the potentially long timeframe for government reimbursement to qualified nonprofits for 

specific extraordinary costs in a disaster under the state reimbursement mechanism AB903, TSFF 

would consider capitalizing the NCG emergency loan fund for this purpose or supporting similar loan 

funds.  NCG is interested in this, although details would still need to be worked out. 

 

ELIGIBLE APPLICANTS 

 

• Consistent with current grantee eligibility guidelines, applicants must be 501(c)(3) organizations or 

have a fiscal sponsor.  Eligibility of government entities would be considered on an extraordinary 

basis only. Eligible organizations also must serve impacted communities located in or from (in case 

of relocation after a disaster) Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, San Francisco and/or San Mateo 

Counties.  

• Restrictions would be waived on concurrent funding, overlapping grants, and the requirement to 

take a one-year break after three years of consecutive grants.   

• TSFF would consider Phase II grants to organizations funded in Phase I upon determination that 

Phase I funds would be fully expended and that additional funds are required to meeting continuing 

needs. 

• Historically, new efforts to address community needs are initiated to fill gaps after a disaster, 

sometimes led by motivated individuals unaffiliated with a nonprofit or fiscal sponsor. TSFF would 

consider funding such new efforts only once affiliated or sponsored; in some cases, to facilitate this, 

TSFF would refer initiatives to specific nonprofits or intermediaries to assist them in this process.   

 
 

GRANT PROCESS 
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• Beginning approximately 3 weeks following the disaster, TSFF would open a responsive grant cycle.  

Although this would likely result in a large volume of applications, this method would enable TSFF to 

become aware of a wide range of needs and responding organizations. 

• Applications would be accepted on a “rolling” basis, concluding six months following the disaster.   

• Grant approval recommendations would be made every 1-2 weeks, beginning approximately week 4 

post-disaster. CEO would have authority to approve grants up to $50,000, with grants of larger 

amounts approved by the Board of Trustees using the current expedited grant process. 

• TSFF would use a streamlined application which could be submitted online, by fax, in person, or 

through meeting or phone conversation with the Foundation, depending on available technology 

and grantee staff time. Applications would request project budgets as well as expected 

organizational revenues and expenses going forward (This will be important given that budgets 

often shift dramatically in a disaster).   

• Applications for grants over $10,000 would require submission of previous years’ financial 

statements and a 990 or audit, although TSFF could use documentation from recent grants as a 

substitute or waive requirements as necessitated by circumstances.  Grants up to $10,000 would not 

require submission of previous years’ financial statements, 990, or audit. 

• TSFF would conduct a streamlined due diligence process, some components of which would vary by 

level of pre-existing TSFF funding history.  Potential components include: 

o Review of application (all applications) 

o Verification of legal status, fiscal agent (all applications) 

o Review of financials and budget 

o Site visit 

o Check-in with intermediaries, government, funders, community partners, and other disaster 

response partners to verify need, capacity, history 

Note: Proposed activities that are outside of the organization’s pre-disaster area of expertise would 

be examined more closely. 

 

SOURCE OF FUNDS 

 

Phase II disaster grantmaking funds would come from several sources:   

• Current year unrestricted grant budgets “repurposed” for the disaster; 

• Following year unrestricted grant allocation, if Phase II spans more than one fiscal year; and  

• Newly raised disaster funds  

Note:  In recognition of ongoing funding needs through long-term recovery, only a portion of newly 

raised or following year funds would be allocated to Phase II.  

 

EXTRAORDINARY CIRCUMSTANCES 
 

• Because disaster needs are difficult to predict, the CEO would also have the authority to open the 

Phase II process earlier than the 3-week mark, either as a full process or to invite specific 

organizations to apply.  In such circumstances, the above parameters and processes would be in 

effect. 
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DISASTER RECOVERY GRANTMAKING (PHASE III) 

Guiding Principles 
 

 

 

 

FOCUS OF GRANT ACTIVITY 

• Grants would support a variety of activities to meet community needs; these would be further 

defined in response to the specific disaster.  

• The fund definition should be broad as outlined in the “Other Considerations and Lessons” section. 

• The Foundation should consider additional loan funds to support housing needs. 

• Because donor fatigue can lead to a downturn in charitable giving after a disaster, leaving 

organizations with limited funds from traditional sources, the Foundation should consider providing 

core support grants from other TSFF funds. 

 

ELIGIBLE APPLICANTS 

• Eligibility requirements would remain consistent with those for Phase II, although the Vice President 

for Programs may wish to review the waiver on concurrent funding, overlapping grants, and the 

requirement to take a one-year break after three years of consecutive grants.   

• The Foundation should consider broadening the types of grantees it supports, particularly if it 

manages donations from the general public.  

 

GRANT PROCESS 

• The Foundation would begin accepting Phase III grant applications at the end of the Phase II process 

(6 months post-disaster). 

• The Foundation would accept applications through a responsive cycle on a rolling basis.  

Applications will be approved and funds allocated less frequently than during Phase II. “Normal” 

TSFF application and due diligence requirements would be reinstated unless circumstances require 

additional accommodations. 

• The CEO would have authority to approve grants up to $50,000, with grants of larger amounts 

approved by the Board of Trustees using the current expedited grant process. 

 

SOURCE OF FUNDS 
• Fund would be drawn from annual grantmaking allocations and/or funds raised for the disaster.  

Some portion of initially raised funds would need to be set aside for recovery. 

 

LONG-TERM INVOLVEMENT 
• The Foundation should expect to support recovery for the long-term, necessitating a review of 

staffing and how TSFF would cover its costs. (Note: At some point, the Foundation will re-start its 

non-disaster grantmaking; this may be simultaneous with the recovery work.) 

 

 
 


