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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

NEW YORK STATE EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT 
OFFICE 
MANAGING GOODS DONATED IN RESPONSE TO 
DISASTERS 

 
SCOPE OF AUDIT 

he Disaster Preparedness Commission (Commission) is responsible for 
preparing New York State’s emergency management plan.  This plan is a 

comprehensive system of policies, practices and procedures designed to protect 
people and property from the effects of emergencies or disasters.  The 
Commission is also responsible for directing State disaster operations and 
coordinating the recovery efforts of Federal, State, and local governments; and 
private organizations.  The State Emergency Management Office (SEMO) is the 
State agency responsible for carrying out the Commission’s activities. 
 
On September 11, 2001, the United States was the victim of a terrorist attack that 
destroyed the World Trade Center in New York City and killed thousands of 
people.  SEMO was the lead agency responsible for managing the large volume 
of donated goods sent by the public in response to this disaster.  Therefore, it 
was important for SEMO to have a plan in place for managing the donations 
received. 
 
Our audit addressed the following questions relating to SEMO’s preparedness 
and ability to manage goods in response to disasters for the period April 1, 1995 
through February 22, 2002:  
 

• Does SEMO have a donations management plan for New York State? 
 

• Has SEMO established a system to effectively manage goods donated in 
response to New York State emergencies and disasters? 

 
• Has SEMO established a system of controls that provide for proper 

stewardship and accountability for donated goods? 
 

T



 

 

AUDIT OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

e found that SEMO did not have a donations management plan in place.  
SEMO reacted quickly to the crisis at hand, and together with various 

government agencies and volunteer organizations, put together many of the 
components necessary to manage the offer, receipt, storage and distribution of 
donations.  We also noted that SEMO’s lack of preparedness in handling 
donations limited its ability to properly safeguard and distribute donated goods 
consistent with donor intent.  However, the objective of this audit is to help SEMO 
to improve its planning and operations so that it can manage its donations more 
efficiently and effectively. 
 
Without a formal donations management plan, SEMO did not have a system to:  
record the offers of donated goods and services; identify applicable warehouse 
space; or inventory donations that were moved in and out of the warehouses.  As 
a result, warehouse space needed to be found on short notice, and the 
warehouses received numerous truckloads of goods before a database was 
developed to account for the inventory.  In addition, workers were not sufficiently 
trained on how to use the database that was quickly developed and installed.  
SEMO needs to do an after-action review of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
donations management practices that occurred in response to the World Trade 
Center disaster, and use the results to put together a donations management 
plan to improve future responses.  (See pp. 7-12) 
 
The records needed to evaluate SEMO’s effectiveness in filling requests for 
goods and services in response to the disaster were neither complete nor 
accurate.  Also, there is no single, centralized record of all requests made or 
even requests filled; instead, SEMO and other organizations that responded to 
requests kept their own records.  Further, SEMO cannot document its 
effectiveness in responding to all requests or in coordinating the responses of the 
different agencies.  However, for a limited number of requests recorded by 
SEMO’s Emergency Operations Center (EOC) we were able to review its 
response and conclude that SEMO was effective in responding to those specific 
requests.  (See pp. 15-17) 
 
SEMO initially had little, if any, accountability for the donated goods before the 
inventory database was installed and warehouse managers arrived, and it was 
not able to catch up and establish adequate accountability afterwards.  We found 
that the donations database SEMO used did not provide complete and accurate 
data about donors or donations.  (See p. 19) 
 
Further, since SEMO did not establish inventory control policies and procedures 
at warehouses, or monitor their operations, accountability over inventories was 
inadequate at all the sites.  We also found discrepancies between the number of 
truckloads shipped and the number received during the warehouse consolidation 
process.  We determined that, based on the available records, there were at 
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least 46 truckloads of goods, with an estimated value of $1.6 million or more, 
which were unaccounted for.  Since establishing accountability over donated 
goods is essential to maintaining a strong sense of public trust in the 
management of a relief effort, we recommend that SEMO:  enhance its database 
systems, strengthen internal controls over donated goods and train warehouse 
personnel in implementing these controls.  (See pp. 21-27) 

 

COMMENTS OF SEMO OFFICIALS 
 

 draft copy of this report was provided to the Chairman of the New York State 
Disaster Preparedness Commission and to officials of the New York State 

Emergency Management Office for their review and comment.  Their comments 
have been considered in preparing this final report and are included as Appendix 
B. 
 
These officials replied, in part, that the City and State could not have anticipated 
an event of the magnitude of the World Trade Center attack.  They added that 
“despite the fact that a formally adopted donations management plan did not 
exist -- the State, in collaboration with the voluntary agencies, Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and New York City (NYC) -- 
implemented an effective donations management program.  SEMO staff and 
management had the expertise and leadership to implement command and 
control, and obtain the resources to support the donations program at minimal 
expense to New York taxpayers.”  However, they agreed with most of the 
recommendations in this report and said they have implemented them or plan to 
do so.  They do not agree that accountability over the donated goods was 
inadequate or that any goods are unaccounted for. 
 
To the extent that SEMO officials implement the recommendations in this report, 
they will improve their ability to handle donations in future emergencies.  As for 
the ability to account for all goods, the audit identified many inventory control 
weaknesses at the warehouses; and SEMO officials did not provide any 
documents to support that all goods were accounted for.   They indicated only 
that no incidences were reported. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Background 
n New York State, the Disaster Preparedness Commission 
(Commission), which is comprised of 21 State agencies and 

one volunteer organization, is responsible for preparing the 
State’s emergency management plan.  This plan is a 
comprehensive system of policies, practices and procedures 
designed to protect people and property from the effects of 
emergencies or disasters.  The Commission is also responsible 
for directing State disaster operations and coordinating the 
recovery efforts of Federal, State, and local governments; and 
private organizations.  The State Emergency Management 
Office (SEMO) is the State agency responsible for carrying out 
the Commission’s activities.  SEMO has a core staff of about 
100 employees, and in an emergency is authorized to draw 
upon the employees of the Commission’s 21 constituent 
agencies, as needed.  
 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the 
Federal agency that provides assistance to states and localities 
affected by disasters, considers donation management to be a 
vital component of emergency management efforts.  The goal of 
donations management is to provide victims of disasters with as 
much support as possible by the efficient and effective 
channeling of donated goods from the public.  According to 
FEMA policies, state and local governments and volunteer 
organizations have the primary responsibility for managing 
donated goods; FEMA simply supports those efforts as needed.  
 
On September 11, 2001, the United States was the victim of a 
terrorist attack that destroyed the World Trade Center in New 
York City and resulted in the deaths of thousands of people.  
SEMO was the lead agency responsible for managing donated 
goods sent in response to this disaster.  The New York City 
Office of Emergency Management was temporarily unable to 
take the lead due to the size and nature of the disaster, and 
because the disaster destroyed its emergency operations 
center.  SEMO mobilized the support of those State agencies 
and volunteer organizations whose services and assistance 
might be required to deal with the unfolding disaster.  SEMO 
immediately received an unprecedented number of shipments of 
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equipment, materials, and supplies from across the nation and 
the world.  SEMO accepted these unsolicited donations in the 
event that these goods would be needed.  
 
One of the State’s primary goals in managing donations sent for 
the World Trade Center disaster was to reduce the burden on 
New York City agencies so that they could focus on rescue and 
recovery efforts.  To this end, SEMO, which is not ordinarily in 
the business of running warehouses, arranged to store, sort, 
and distribute the goods generously donated by businesses and 
the general public.  Managing the volume of donated goods was 
indeed a difficult task.  Unlike a typical warehouse operation, 
these warehouses received a constant flow of unannounced 
deliveries, often including unsorted goods that required 
repackaging even to be stored safely.  In addition, there 
generally was no specified need for most of these donated 
goods.  This posed a challenge to not only safeguard and 
account for these goods, but to also dispose of them 
appropriately.  
 

Audit Scope, Objectives, and Methodology 
 

e audited the preparedness and ability of SEMO to 
manage goods donated in response to disasters.  One of 

the objectives of this performance audit was to determine 
whether SEMO had a plan for donations management.  Another 
objective was to determine whether SEMO had established a 
system of controls to effectively manage, as well as provide 
proper accountability and stewardship over, donated goods 
offered as a result of a disaster, and specifically for the World 
Trade Center disaster.  Our audit focused on the effectiveness 
of SEMO’s donation management practices.  This includes 
SEMO’s practices relating to managing offers of donated goods, 
as well as the storage and distribution of goods received at 
warehouses that SEMO set up for these donations.  We also 
examined SEMO’s effectiveness in filling requests for goods 
and services.  The audit scope was April 1, 1995 through 
February 22, 2002. 
 
In response to the disaster, people volunteered their services, 
and donated cash.  We did not review any efforts by SEMO or 
other organizations to coordinate the efforts of skilled or 
unskilled volunteers nor did we review activities related to cash 
donations.  
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To accomplish our objectives, we reviewed laws, rules, and 
regulations, as well as those policies and procedures SEMO 
has for managing donations.  We interviewed SEMO officials 
and reviewed pertinent SEMO donations management planning 
and self-assessment activities, attended a FEMA donations 
management training course, and reviewed The Donations 
Management Guidance Manual distributed by FEMA.  We also 
interviewed donations management officials from the New York 
City Office of Emergency Management and from other states. 
We also interviewed officials from two State agencies - the New 
York State Office for Technology and the New York State 
Department of Taxation and Finance - who were involved in 
certain aspects of donations management for the World Trade 
Center disaster.  We obtained and analyzed information from 
SEMO’s various computer databases involved with collecting 
and routing communications relating to response efforts, 
tracking donation offers, and accounting for donated goods 
inventory.  We also visited the five warehouses used by SEMO 
to store donated goods, reviewed any available procedures and 
records maintained by the warehouses, and interviewed 
warehouse managers for three of these warehouses. 
 
We conducted our audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards.  Such standards require that we 
plan and perform our audit to adequately assess those 
operations that are within our audit scope.  Further, these 
standards require that we understand the internal control 
structure and compliance with those laws, rules and regulations 
that are relevant to our audit scope.  An audit includes 
examining, on a test basis, evidence supporting transactions 
recorded in the accounting and operating records and applying 
such other auditing procedures as we consider necessary in the 
circumstances.  An audit also includes assessing the estimates, 
judgments and decisions made by management.  We believe 
our audit provides a reasonable basis for our findings, 
conclusions and recommendations. 
 
We use a risk-based approach to select activities for audit.  We 
therefore focus our audit efforts on those activities we have 
identified as having the greatest potential for needing 
improvement.  Consequently, by design, we use finite audit 
resources to identify where and how improvements can be 
made.  We devote little audit effort to reviewing operations that 
may be relatively efficient and effective.  As a result, we prepare 
our audit reports on “an exception basis.”  This report, therefore, 
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highlights those areas needing improvement and does not 
address activities that may be functioning properly. 
 

Response of SEMO Officials to Audit 
 

 draft copy of this report was provided to the Chairman of 
the New York State Disaster Preparedness Commission 

and to officials of the New York State Emergency Management 
Office for their review and comment.  Their comments have 
been considered in preparing this final report and are included 
as Appendix B. 
 
SEMO officials acknowledge that they do not have a donations 
annex but will develop one in accordance with the Guidance 
Manual.  According to SEMO officials, the emergency 
management community views the response to the World Trade 
Center disaster to be a success because all of the donated 
goods were disposed of without requiring land filling or long-
term storage, as other states have faced in responding to 
disasters.  However, quick disposal of donated goods does not 
necessarily mean those goods were appropriately distributed or 
that adequate accountability was established consistent with 
SEMO’s stewardship responsibility. 
 
In addition, SEMO officials maintain that their inventory 
database gave them a high degree of accountability over 
donations.  However, our audit does not support this.  The 
State’s inventory database might have provided better 
accountability if it were in place before the World Trade Center 
disaster and if it had been used as designed.  SEMO did not 
have the proper internal controls, or policies and procedures in 
place so that warehouse managers would follow proper internal 
controls and use the inventory database properly.  Instead, 
SEMO officials relied on warehouse managers to maintain 
adequate records and were seemingly unaware of the 
shortcomings in inventory controls. 
 
After the completion of fieldwork, SEMO officials provided us 
with some additional records, which they stated came from the 
Bayonne warehouse.  However, we still conclude that 
Bayonne’s warehouse records were not adequate and do not 
change our conclusions regarding the adequacy of warehouse 
records. 
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SEMO officials also state that the primary goal of donations 
management in the World Trade Center disaster was to remove 
the burden from New York City agencies so their rescue and 
recovery efforts would not be impeded as well as to use 
unsolicited donations to support Ground Zero and other critical 
operations.  They assert that they assured accountability over 
donated goods through regularly scheduled telephone calls.  
Nonetheless, our audit disclosed significant accountability 
problems that needed oversight that could not be accomplished 
just by telephone calls. 
 
Within 90 days after final release of this report, as required by 
Section 170 of the Executive Law, the Chairman of the New 
York State Disaster Preparedness Commission who is also the 
Director of the New York State Emergency Management Office 
shall report to the Governor, the State Comptroller, and the 
leaders of the Legislature and fiscal committees, advising what 
steps were taken to implement the recommendations contained 
herein, and where recommendations were not implemented, the 
reasons therefor.  
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DISASTER PREPAREDNESS 
 

rior to September 11, 2001, SEMO had not developed a 
donations annex for managing donated goods, established 

databases for help to identify goods received, or selected 
appropriate warehouse space where inventories of goods would 
be adequately controlled.  However, given the unprecedented 
volume of donations from across the nation and the world, 
SEMO worked with State agencies and volunteer organizations 
to keep the unsolicited donated goods outside the disaster area. 
 

Donations Annex to State Emergency Management Plan 
 

he National Donations Steering Committee (Committee) 
comprised of emergency management officials from 

Federal, State, and local governments as well as volunteer 
organizations active in disaster (VOADs) - issued The 
Donations Management Guidance Manual (Guidance Manual) 
in 1995. 
 
The Guidance Manual was developed by the Committee to 
assist state and local governments and VOADs as they develop 
donations management plans (also called a donation annex).  It 
calls for state and local governments to organize a Donations 
Coordination Team, which should involve emergency 
management agencies, VOADs, and other applicable state and 
local agencies.  The Donations Coordination Team should 
develop a donations annex for the state’s emergency 
management plan.  Among other things, the donations annex 
should: 
 

• Identify the roles and responsibilities of the Donations 
Coordination Team members and other participating 
agencies. 

 
• Establish policy guidance regarding donations issues. 
 
• Establish a system to handle unsolicited goods and 

services. 
 

• Establish a computer database to track the donations. 
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• Include procedures to coordinate Public Information 
Officers from all involved agencies to ensure timely and 
appropriate dissemination of public information. 

 
• Identify warehouse space available for donated goods. 
 
• Develop policies and procedures for approving the 

shipment, delivery, and distribution of donated goods. 
 
• Develop a training program for all volunteers and paid 

staff on the Donations Coordination Team. 
 
• Contain procedures to include the donations annex 

during all statewide emergency preparedness exercises. 
 
Neither SEMO nor the New York City Office of Emergency 
Management (OEM) had developed a donations annex prior to 
September 11, 2001.  In October 1997, SEMO prepared a draft 
policy for donations management in which the State would 
accept monetary donations and would not accept unsolicited 
donations of goods.  FEMA considers such a position 
unrealistic, given the public’s overwhelming desire to help by 
donating goods.  A SEMO official stated that while no donations 
management plan existed, they were aware of the necessary 
components of such a plan, as set forth in the Guidance 
Manual, and had established prior contacts with donations 
management experts at FEMA, in other states, and at VOADs 
that operate in New York State.  
 
However, because SEMO did not have a formal donations 
annex, many of the Guidance Manual recommended policies 
and procedures were not in place and ready for immediate 
activation, such as: 
 

• the organization of a Donations Coordination Team;  
 
• policy guidance regarding donation issues;  
 
• an inventory control system to record the donations that 

came in and out of the warehouses;  
 
• a system to record the offers of donated goods and 

services;  
 
• the identification of applicable warehouse space; and  
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• policies and procedures related to the approval of 
shipments, delivery and distribution of donated goods.  

 
To respond to the World Trade Center disaster, SEMO worked 
with other State agencies, OEM, FEMA, Emergency Mutual Aid 
Compact personnel from other states, and VOADs.  This ad hoc 
Donations Coordination Team carried out the steps identified 
above, including developing a database to record offers of 
donated goods, identifying warehouse space, and developing 
an inventory database of goods stored in the warehouses and 
distribution procedures.  However, since the Team did not exist 
prior to September 11, these steps were carried out at the same 
time donated goods were being received. 
 
A formal donations annex might have helped SEMO manage 
the donations more effectively and without loss of accountability. 
SEMO had to identify warehouse space in a short time frame, 
and some of the warehouses were less than ideal for the 
circumstances.  One SEMO official told us that in some 
instances, truck drivers initially dumped their loads on the 
streets of New York City because they did not know where to 
deliver them.  Also, because SEMO did not have a pre-existing 
inventory control system, the warehouses received numerous 
truckloads of goods before a database was developed, and no 
one was sufficiently trained on how to use the newly developed 
database.  In addition, other components of an inventory control 
system such as policies and procedures, standard forms, and 
training were not in place before or during the disaster. 
 
The Guidance Manual also stresses the importance of 
educating the public through the media and on websites about 
the need to donate cash rather than unsolicited goods.  
According to the Guidance Manual, cash donations afford the 
surest guarantee of getting appropriate aid to a disaster area in 
the shortest amount of time.  This education should be done in 
coordination with FEMA, emergency managers from localities 
and other states, and the national VOADs.  However, we found 
there was no public awareness campaign to inform the public 
about appropriate donation information relating to disasters, 
either through wide-scale public education efforts or public 
service media advertisements.  This lack of donor guidance may 
have contributed to the unprecedented flow of unneeded, 
unsolicited goods from the public. 
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In addition, once a disaster occurs, it is important to promptly 
notify the public of what goods are needed and what is not 
needed.  The extent to which SEMO is effective in getting out 
the right message to the public in a timely manner could affect 
the magnitude of donations and reduce the management 
challenges associated with donated goods.  In one example, the 
media reported that rescue dogs working at Ground Zero 
needed food: the public responded, by donating more than 30 
pallets of dog food.  Since the rescue dogs were on a special 
diet, the donations were unusable for the intended purpose.  
Thus, SEMO had to warehouse the donated dog food until it 
could find organizations that could use it. 
 
SEMO officials told us that in the first few days after the 
disaster, high level government officials made public statements 
that New York City did not need donated goods.  However, 
SEMO was not able to document these public statements.  In 
addition, SEMO did not change the telephone message for the 
donations database to include a statement that the need for 
material donations had been met until September 19, 2001.  
This was more than a week after the disaster, and by then some 
of SEMO’s warehouses were nearly full.  By then it was too late 
to impact the flow or type of goods heading toward the disaster 
area.  SEMO may have been able to mitigate the overwhelming 
magnitude and what turned out to be the marginal utility of the 
goods that were donated if it had acted in a timely manner with 
a coordinated public information effort to dissuade the 
unsolicited donation of goods to aid the World Trade Center 
disaster. 
 
SEMO officials said that donations management is important, 
but not as critical as many of the other disaster preparedness 
annexes that they are developing, such as the Annex for 
Emerging Infectious Diseases in Non-Human Populations.  
SEMO officials began efforts in December 2001 to develop a 
donations annex to the State’s emergency management plan 
that would be in line with the Guidance Manual. 
 
At the end of our field work in April 2002, SEMO was negotiating 
an agreement with a volunteer organization to provide 
warehouse management for future New York State disasters.  
However, based on the documentation available to us, it was 
unclear whether the agreement would enumerate specific 
inventory control systems, as well as donations management 
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policies and procedures (including forms) to provide for proper 
controls over inventory.  
 
Even if the volunteer organization is used to manage donated 
goods inventory in future disasters, SEMO is at a high risk in 
regards to donations management until it develops a donations 
annex.  Only one SEMO employee has received formal training 
in donations management.  Although many State employees 
worked in the donations management function during the World 
Trade Center disaster, their experience was generally limited 
because of a high turnover rate among these employees.  
Without a formal donations annex and without training and 
sufficient guidance for employees, SEMO is only marginally 
better prepared to manage donated goods than it was before 
the World Trade Center disaster. 
 

Developing a Donations Annex 
 

EMO had a number of opportunities to identify that New 
York State was not prepared to effectively and efficiently 

manage donations to assist a large-scale disaster.  For 
example, SEMO had previously assessed itself as needing 
much improvement in donations management, but made no 
changes.  There were also donations management problems in 
the past at other major disasters across the country from which 
SEMO could have learned.  In addition, SEMO officials stated 
that they did not have donations management activities at 
previous State disasters nor practice donations management as 
part of large-scale disaster simulations. 
 
FEMA has developed the Capability Assessment for Readiness, 
a comprehensive self-assessment of a state’s emergency 
management capabilities whereby each state can take a critical 
look at its various emergency preparedness functions and 
identify areas where corrective actions are needed.  For the 
year 2000, SEMO rated New York State as “marginally capable” 
to manage donated goods.  However, as of September 11, 
2001, SEMO had not taken steps to develop a corrective plan 
for donations management.  
 
The Guidance Manual recognizes the importance of after-action 
reviews to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the 
donations management practices that occurred in response to a 
disaster.  These “lessons learned” should be used to revise and 
refine the donations annex to improve future responses.   

S
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Generally, many of the governmental units that have developed 
comprehensive donations annexes to their emergency 
management plans have done so because they were not 
prepared to handle donations for a previous disaster and did 
after-action reviews to determine what improvements were 
needed.  The donations management problems in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Andrew in Florida, in 1995, was so significant that it 
resulted in FEMA arranging to develop the Guidance Manual.  
In this disaster, Florida was unable to dispose of all goods 
donated and buried the remaining inventory, only having to 
unearth the goods and dispose of them another way.  North 
Carolina was unable to dispose of all goods donated in 
response to Hurricane Floyd in 1999 and rented warehouse 
space to store the goods years after the disaster was over.  
Florida and North Carolina did after-action reports on these 
disasters and developed comprehensive donations annexes. 
Oklahoma City also did an after-action review following the April 
1995 Federal building bombing.  They determined that handling 
donated goods and unsolicited volunteers was critical during 
disasters, and developed a comprehensive donations 
management plan which includes training, guidance and 
leadership in working with VOADs. 
 
We requested that SEMO provide us copies of all after-action 
reports issued subsequent to disasters in New York State.  
SEMO officials gave us one after-action report - for the July 
1996 crash of TWA Flight 800.  We reviewed this report and 
determined that it did not include an evaluation of a donations 
component of the disaster response.  According to SEMO 
officials, there were no donations in response to this disaster.  
Although there were donations relating to the January 1998 Ice 
Storm in New York State, SEMO did not do an after-action 
report for this disaster and maintains that donations were not 
significant enough to require State involvement. 
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Recommendations 
 
1. Develop and adopt a donations annex, as well as 

applicable policies and procedures, in accordance with the 
National Donations Steering Committee's The Donations 
Management Guidance Manual. 

 
 (In their reply to our report, SEMO officials indicated they 

will continue to finalize a donations annex.  They will 
consider the guidelines issued by the National Donations 
Steering Committee.  However, they added that their team 
will remain flexible to meet the new challenges posed by 
future events.) 

 
2. Clarify the proposed agreement with the volunteer 

organization so that it specifies the expectations related to 
accountability of donated goods, including the inventory 
system and policies and procedures to be used. 

 
3. Prepare an after-actions review of donations management 

activities related to the World Trade Center disaster and 
use the results of this review in developing the annex and 
applicable policies and procedures. 

 
 (SEMO officials replied they have prepared a draft plan to 

handle donations and will conduct an after action review 
presently. 

 
 Auditors’ Comment:  As previously indicated, SEMO had a 

draft policy for donations management in 1997, and could 
only provide one after-action report.  Therefore, we urge 
SEMO to complete this process so that it can be better 
prepared to assist State and local jurisdictions in the event 
of a disaster.) 
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MANAGING DONATIONS 
 

ne of the roles of a Donations Coordination Team is to 
provide continuous coordination and communication 

between all involved groups to facilitate a smooth flow of goods 
and services to the disaster area.  However, SEMO had not 
developed a process to coordinate the requests for donated 
goods that were submitted to, or made, by various organizations 
and government agencies that were involved in the World Trade 
Center recovery effort.  As a result, requests for goods were 
fragmented.  This was due, in part, to the absence of a single, 
centralized record of all requests made or even requests filled. 
 
SEMO officials estimate that they may have filled about a 
thousand requests for goods, in total, relating to the World 
Trade Center disaster.  To assess the effectiveness of SEMO’s 
donations management process, we would need to know 
whether SEMO actually filled all requests and how long it took to 
fill those requests.  We identified significant accountability 
problems with the records of goods offered by the public as well 
as goods stored in the warehouses.  The records needed to 
evaluate SEMO’s effectiveness in filling requests were neither 
complete nor accurate.  In addition, each organization that 
responded to requests kept separate records.  SEMO cannot 
document its effectiveness in responding to all requests or in 
coordinating the responses of the different organizations 
involved.  However, our review of the requests recorded by 
SEMO’s Emergency Operations Center (EOC) showed that it 
was effective in responding to the requests we reviewed.  
 
SEMO EOC reviewed the requests received and canceled any 
that were considered unnecessary.  For requests that needed to 
be filled, SEMO would first check with government agencies and 
try to fill the request from existing government resources.  If the 
request could not be filled from existing government resources, 
SEMO would check whether the goods were available at the 
warehouses.  If not, SEMO would check the donations database 
to find out whether the needed item had been offered.  Only if 
the item could not (or should not) be filled from available 
resources would SEMO authorize the purchase.  The EOC 
logged 282 requests for goods and services, but this is not a 
complete list of all requests because they may have received 
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some that were not logged.  The New York City OEM provided 
limited documentation regarding another 89 requests, some of 
which duplicated the requests recorded by the EOC.  The 
warehouses also processed requests they directly received, 
though their order logs only reflect actual shipments rather than 
requests.  In addition, these order logs often overlap with 
requests recorded by the EOC and by the OEM. 
 
SEMO took, on average, two days to fill the 282 requests 
recorded by the EOC, and most were filled the same day they 
were received.  SEMO was able to fill over 80 percent of the 
282 requests received by the EOC with either existing 
government resources (including items in inventory at the 
warehouses) or donation offers.  For requests filled by donation 
offers, SEMO was almost always able to arrange for the donor 
to deliver the goods directly to the requestor rather than having 
the goods pass through a SEMO-managed warehouse.  In 
some instances, SEMO even arranged for a State agency to 
provide the transportation from the donor to the end user.   
 
According to SEMO’s Finance Office records, SEMO purchased 
about $3.4 million in goods and services (not including travel-
related expenses) in response to the World Trade Center 
disaster as of February 22, 2002.  Most of the goods purchased 
were safety equipment that had to meet certain specifications, 
items needed in large quantities or for a longer period of time 
than a donor was willing to provide, or office equipment and 
supplies, such as a replacement fax machine.  However, we 
could only match less than $1 million of these purchases to 
requests received by the EOC.  The other $2.4 million may have 
resulted from requests received by SEMO but not recorded by 
the EOC.  We did not review the purchasing records to 
determine who initiated these purchases.  In addition, records 
show that the EOC needed to purchase certain items to fill 
requests, but the purchases were not included in SEMO’s 
purchasing records.  Some of these purchases may have been 
made by other government agencies, and as such, their costs 
are not reflected in the $3.4 million spent by SEMO.  Therefore, 
we conclude that not all goods and services purchased for the 
World Trade Center disaster were for requests recorded by the 
EOC. 
 
Given the fact that the EOC, whose records we could review, 
did not fill all the requests received and did not account for most 
of the purchases SEMO made, we could not evaluate SEMO’s 
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overall effectiveness in matching requests received with goods 
that were offered. 
 
In addition to the SEMO-managed warehouses, several VOADs 
and other private organizations had warehouses in and around 
New York City and accepted donated goods.  However, neither 
SEMO nor the New York City OEM have complete information 
as to how many warehouses existed that were not under SEMO 
control and do not have any information regarding the donated 
goods that were at these warehouses.  Certain volunteer 
organizations had their own warehouses and there were private 
businesses that also operated warehouses (which SEMO called 
“pop-up warehouses”), some of which eventually transferred 
their inventory to SEMO-managed warehouses for final 
distribution.  (SEMO officials replied to the draft report that they 
were aware of the warehouses run by volunteer organizations, 
but it is their policy not to interfere with donations to them or 
other relief organizations.)  As a result, the goods in these 
warehouses were not available to SEMO for filling requests 
made through SEMO.  (Better coordination between SEMO and 
the other warehouses could have improved SEMO’s 
effectiveness in responding to requests.) 
 

Recommendations 
 
4. Develop a request database, similar to the donations and 

inventory databases, that can serve as a single record of 
all requests made in response to a disaster and track the 
status of each request. 

 
 (Agency officials state that the current information system 

can do what is recommended but suggest that the system 
did not work fully because of the demands of the WTC 
disaster. 

 
 Auditors’ Comments:  The Internal Message Exchange 

(IMX) system did not record all requests or track the status 
of each request for the WTC disaster.  Additionally, the 
IMX was not interfaced with either the donations or the 
inventory databases.) 
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Recommendations (Cont’d) 
 
5. Develop a system that provides better management of 

requests between SEMO and other governmental agencies 
and VOADs to improve the effectiveness of the response, 
including coordinating the inventory stored at public and 
private warehouses. 

 
 (SEMO officials replied that they have a system in place to 

coordinate requests that is continuously updated.  The 
system was modified based on the WTC experience. 
Regarding the voluntary agencies, SEMO will continue to 
do outreach to identify organizations that are warehousing 
donated goods during a disaster.) 

 
6. Develop a process to identify warehouse sites operated by 

VOADs in a timely manner during a disaster. 
 
 (SEMO officials disagree with this recommendation 

because they assert they were “aware of warehouses that 
were operated by Voluntary Organizations Active in 
Disaster.”  In addition, the “State’s policy is not to interfere 
with donations to VOADs or other relief organizations.” 

 
 Auditors’ Comments:  During the WTC disaster, SEMO had 

no formal knowledge of the inventory items which were 
stored at Salvation Army warehouses and it was surprised 
as “pop-up” warehouses closed and offered remaining 
inventory to SEMO.  Better coordination of the inventory in 
these warehouses could have improved SEMO’s response 
to requests.) 



 

 
19

ACCOUNTABILITY FOR DONATED GOODS 
 

he Guidance Manual recommends that all offers of goods be 
entered into a donations database so that they can be 

evaluated and acted upon.  Goods should be sent to 
warehouses away from the disaster area, where they can be 
sorted, organized, and sent into the disaster area as needed.  It 
is also important to have an inventory listing at each storage 
location.  The Guidance Manual states that maintaining a strong 
sense of public trust is extremely important for everyone 
involved in the donations management effort, as is maintaining 
accountability over donated goods and providing appropriate 
oversight for the handling of donated goods. 
 
We acknowledge that SEMO is not in the warehousing 
business.  Therefore, it was not expected that SEMO would 
have developed sophisticated inventory systems like many large 
retail establishments.  However, because it had a fiduciary 
responsibility to the donating public, SEMO should have 
established sufficient inventory controls so that donations were 
properly accounted for, safeguarded, and used as intended.  It 
is from this perspective that we evaluated whether SEMO 
established adequate accountability for donated goods. 
 
To provide proper accountability for donated goods, SEMO 
needs the right controls in place when a disaster occurs.  
However, SEMO did not have a donations annex, a donations 
information system, or a warehouse inventory management 
system in place at the time of the World Trade Center disaster.  
It accordingly needed to develop these systems quickly as 
truckloads of donated goods were arriving daily at newly opened 
warehouses, often staffed by untrained volunteers.  Therefore, 
SEMO initially had little if any accountability for the donated 
goods before the database systems were installed and 
warehouse managers arrived, and it was not able to catch up 
and establish adequate accountability afterwards.  There were 
accountability problems with how SEMO managed public 
donation offers.  There were also accountability problems with 
donated goods stored at SEMO’s five warehouses.  These 
problems limited SEMO’s ability to react to end-user requests 
and compromised its fiduciary responsibility to safeguard and 
distribute donated goods consistent with donor intent. 

T
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Donations Database 
 

 donations database should provide complete information 
about donors and their donations so offers of goods can be 

evaluated and matched with requests for donated items.  
However, we found that SEMO’s donations database was 
neither complete nor accurate.  The donations database was 
designed for recording sufficient information to contact each 
donor.  However, some of the donations records had incomplete 
donor information, information entered into the wrong field, or 
not in sufficient detail to describe the goods or services being 
offered.  The SEMO Donations Management unit would contact 
the donors and clarify the offer information if the offer was 
deemed necessary for the recovery effort.  Most of these 
problems were due to the sheer volume of calls received by the 
hotline - nearly 200,000 calls in the first 96 hours.  
 
The donations database was also designed to show which 
offers were accepted.  However, SEMO Donations Management 
staff did not use this feature consistently.  Of the over 51,000 
offers recorded in the donations database, less than 300 were 
identified as having been accepted.  Of these, only 86 were 
offers for goods; the rest were for services.  (Calls related to 
cash donations were not included in this database.)  SEMO staff 
acknowledge that they accepted many more offers but did not 
update the donations database because the database had 
certain limitations that made it difficult to use.  For example, 
since the database has no provision for recording when only 
part of an offer was accepted, staff would account for the item 
using an informal, paper system.  Therefore, there is no 
comprehensive listing of what offers had been accepted.  
Further, in reviewing database information, we found the data 
rarely showed whether the accepted donation was sent directly 
to the requestor or to a warehouse.  Of the 86 donations listed 
as  accepted, only 31 indicate where the goods were sent. 
 
We judgmentally selected 15 donations of goods from the 86, 
and made an effort to contact the 15 donors to verify that they 
did make a donation, determine where they delivered the goods, 
and obtain an estimated value for the donation.  We selected 
some items where a delivery location was indicated and some 
items with no delivery location.  We also made our selection to 
get a balance of donations where a specific description of the 
goods and quantity was noted and others where only a general 
description of the goods was noted.  The 9 donors who 
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responded to our questions gave us different descriptions of the 
donated goods or where they were delivered than what 
appeared in the database.  For example, the donations 
database indicated that one donor gave 335,000 gallons of 
liquid soap, but the donor told us the actual donation was much 
more extensive.  In addition, the database records for only four 
of these donations records noted a delivery location.  Seven of 
the nine donors that responded provided an estimated value of 
their donations – an approximate total of $2 million.  We could 
not validate these claims because the donations database does 
not have a field for estimated value and the description of the 
donated goods was not sufficiently detailed.  
 
We also found other features of the donations database that 
need to be improved, such as the ability to search for more than 
one requirement (e.g., a Chinese interpreter and from the 516 
area code) and having more standard descriptions for types of 
donations offered.  As this database may be used as a list of 
potential donors that the State could contact in case of future 
disasters, SEMO should address these shortcomings and train 
staff to use the database effectively. 
 

Warehouse Inventory 
 
Adequacy of Warehouses 
 

EMO did not have a list of available warehouse space or an 
inventory management system at the time of the World 

Trade Center disaster.  The Guidance Manual recommends 
choosing warehouses away from the disaster site so as not to 
interfere with rescue and recovery efforts.  In cooperation with 
other Federal and State agencies as well as private 
organizations, SEMO located and opened five different 
warehouses to store goods donated in response to the World 
Trade Center disaster: Bayonne, NJ; Poughkeepsie, NY (aka, 
Hudson River); Rotterdam, NY; Stratford, CT; and Westbury, 
NY.  In retrospect, these were not the most desirable 
warehouses that may have otherwise been available.  For 
example, the Rotterdam site is more than 150 miles away from 
the disaster site and did not have full utility service.  The 
Hudson River site is not conducive to being a warehousing 
facility because it does not have loading docks, is not suited to 
warehouse-type storage operations and is not easily accessible 
to trucks by the interstate highway system.  The Bayonne site 
did not have heat.  The Westbury site is located in mid-Long 
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Island, making transportation from other locations difficult.  
Furthermore, the Bayonne and Stratford sites are located out-of-
State, complicating various logistical options, such as using the 
assistance of the New York State Police or the New York State 
National Guard.  
 
We also found that security at the warehouses was often 
insufficient to prevent unauthorized access to the inventory.  For 
example, Bayonne had few security controls in place: there was 
a single guard on duty at the entrance but there were no locks 
on the warehouse doors.  In addition, at Westbury, the 
warehouse staff told us that the back door was often unlocked 
and left open, and they observed workers from a nearby 
construction site wandering the warehouse floor on a number of 
occasions. 
 
Inventory Control Records 
 
As noted earlier in this report, the Office for Technology (OFT) 
developed a warehouse inventory control database that was 
installed on September 25, 2001 and September 26, 2001.  This 
database was intended to show accurate and up-to-date 
information about the goods in each warehouse to provide 
SEMO with accountability for donated goods. 
 
However, an examination of the on-line inventory database, and 
our discussions with warehouse managers and staff revealed 
numerous inventory control problems, including the following: 
 

• Shipments received in the two weeks following 
September 11 were not recorded. 

 
• It took a week or more for VOAD staff to arrive on site to 

open the warehouses and run them properly. 
 
• The database was used in only three of the five 

warehouses; at these three warehouses, nearly half the 
recorded shipments were adjusting entries to reduce 
inventory records to match the counts of items on hand. 

 
• There are no entries to record transfers that occurred 

between warehouses. 
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• The database did not include fields for tracking 
supporting documentation, such as bills of lading, 
receiving reports and order/shipping forms. 

 
• Database training was limited and the turnover rate 

among volunteers was high. 
 
• Two managers said they used their own inventory system 

because SEMO’s system was too complex. 
 
Further, a warehouse inventory database is only one part of an 
inventory control system.  For SEMO’s inventory database to 
work properly in maintaining accountability over donated goods, 
other essential components include policies and procedures, 
standard forms, training and oversight.  However, due to the 
urgency of implementing the database, these other components 
were not developed.  OFT provided technical support (e.g., work 
and home telephone numbers, beepers, and e-mail addresses) 
to offset the lack of documentation on how to use the database.  
In addition, it provided some on-site training to three employees 
at each warehouse when the computer system was installed.  
Regarding documentation, we noted that, when standard forms 
were used (no receiving, inventory or shipping forms were given 
to us for Rotterdam and Hudson River) the warehouse 
managers used different forms and did not always document 
inventory transactions.  We also found that SEMO did not 
provide any direct oversight or supervision to any of the 
warehousing operations, but instead stressed to the warehouse 
managers that they should maintain proper accountability of the 
donated goods.  Therefore, each warehouse manager was 
responsible for maintaining records to account for the goods 
received, stored and shipped and each was managed 
differently.  For example, the warehouses did not consistently 
account for donated goods stored in inventory; some counted 
goods by the case while others counted goods by the pallet.   
 
All five warehouses had poor record keeping practices.  In 
addition, due to the variation in the types of records kept, we 
could not reconcile shipments between warehouses or reconcile 
warehouse records to SEMO’s inventory database.  Of the five 
warehouses, just two (Stratford and Westbury) provided records 
for us to audit.  For the other three warehouses, one did not 
provide records at all (Rotterdam) and two provided insufficient 
records (Bayonne and Hudson River).  Although Stratford and 
Westbury maintained records they were not adequate due to the 
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following: information was missing from the files, duplicate 
records in the files, and insufficient supporting documentation.  
The managers of these two warehouses told us that they used 
their own inventory system because SEMO’s system was too 
complex, especially for untrained volunteers.  At Stratford, the 
warehouse manager updated SEMO’s system by making 
summary entries that combined several shipments into a single 
transaction.  However these summary entries do not provide 
accountability over where items were shipped and did not match 
with the actual shipments made, in either the description or 
quantity shipped.  As a result, we conclude that the warehouses 
did not maintain sufficient records to provide SEMO with 
accountability over donated goods. 
 
Even if the warehouse inventory database had been complete 
and up-to-date, the reports generated by the system would not 
have accurately reflected the items and quantities on hand due 
to programming errors.  SEMO Donations Management staff did 
not notice these errors because they relied on daily conference 
calls with the warehouses and on physical searches of the 
warehouses by the warehouse staff instead of using the 
inventory database’s reports.  This process was time-consuming 
and labor-intensive as compared to using an accurate 
centralized inventory listing. 
 
An additional limitation of the inventory database was the 
inventory categories used to classify items.  There was a field 
for selecting an inventory category, such as “jackets.”  There 
were two additional fields for giving more detailed information 
about the items, such as weight (winter coats, windbreakers) or 
size.  However, these fields were used less than half the time.  
As a result, SEMO Donations Management staff could not use 
the inventory database to determine if specific items were in 
stock, only general categories.  In addition, while the warehouse 
inventory database has fields for identifying the source of each 
shipment received – including donor name and address, if 
applicable – these fields were never used.  If they had been, this 
information could have been added to the donations database 
at a later date, both to make the database complete and to 
increase its usefulness in future disasters. 
 
Warehouse Consolidation 
 
As the flow of donations began to slow down and existing 
inventories began to dwindle, SEMO decided to consolidate the 
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warehouses, closing first Hudson River, then Rotterdam, then 
Bayonne, and Westbury.  Stratford was the last warehouse to 
close, in late January 2002.  Using SEMO’s records, we tried to 
account for items shipped from one warehouse to another 
during this consolidation process.  However, as cited in prior 
sections of this report, SEMO’s receiving, inventory and 
shipment systems were inadequate and the records were 
incomplete.  
 
As an alternative, we reviewed records of conference calls 
between warehouse managers and other available records to 
determine if items shipped from one warehouse were received 
at the other warehouse.  (Because of the poor condition of the 
inventory records at Bayonne, we were unable to identify how 
much merchandise was shipped to other warehouses.)  We 
found discrepancies between the number of truckloads shipped 
and the number received by the warehouses during the 
consolidation using available records.  We found that 46 
truckloads of goods, with a potential value of $1.6 million, were 
unaccounted for.  The records show that 21 more truckloads of 
donated goods were sent from the Hudson River warehouse to 
the Stratford warehouse than what Stratford’s records show 
were received from Hudson River.  Records show that 25 more 
truckloads of donated goods were sent from the Rotterdam 
warehouse to the Stratford and Westbury warehouses than 
these warehouses reported as received from Rotterdam.  We 
saw no evidence that SEMO or any other State official made 
inquiry regarding the possible missing inventory or were even 
aware of the discrepancies.  Additionally, where documentation 
was available to match specific shipments from Westbury to 
Stratford, there were discrepancies between the types of items 
and quantities shipped and received.  (In response to our draft 
report, SEMO officials stated they were in continuous contact 
with staff in New York City and at the warehouses to ensure that 
deliveries were appropriate, and that there were no reported 
incidences of any unaccounted-for trucks during consolidation.) 
 
Distribution of Donated Goods 
 
Millions of square feet of goods were donated in response to the 
World Trade Center disaster.  SEMO officials estimate that as 
little as 30 percent of the donated materials went to the victims 
or were used to support the rescue and recovery efforts.  SEMO 
officials attribute this to the low utility of the goods that were 
donated.  Our review of the warehouse records showed that the 
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majority of the donated goods under State control eventually 
went to not-for-profit organizations in the tri-state area of New 
York, New Jersey, and Connecticut, often in the communities 
surrounding the warehouses rather than to organizations in New 
York City. 
 
We obtained two distribution policies: one from the New York 
City OEM and one from SEMO.  SEMO’s distribution policy is 
more restrictive than the OEM guidelines.  Specifically, SEMO’s 
guidelines require that recipients of the donated goods be State, 
local, or authorized not-for-profit agencies or organizations.  
SEMO’s guidelines also prohibit distribution to for-profit 
agencies and charging of fees for donated goods.  SEMO 
officials told us their distribution policy took precedence over 
OEM’s.  SEMO and OEM subsequently modified their 
distribution guidelines to include an authorized listing of 
organizations that were eligible to receive donated goods.  This 
was done in order to expedite the distribution process and 
accelerate the emptying of the warehouses. 
 
Based on available warehouse records we determined that 504 
organizations received donated goods.  We compared these 
organizations to those contained on OEM’s listing of authorized 
organizations, which is more liberal than SEMO’s distribution 
guidelines, and determined that 275 organizations were not on 
the authorized list.  For the most part, these organizations 
appeared to be not-for-profit or governmental organizations.  
However, distributions were made from the Stratford and 
Bayonne warehouses to an organization that was specifically 
prohibited from receiving donated goods.  The warehouse 
records indicate that the sole shipment from Stratford to this 
New York City-based organization exceeded 580 cases of 
miscellaneous goods and was authorized by a driver when the 
warehouse was closed and warehouse management were 
unavailable.  The records also indicate that this organization 
received donated goods from the Bayonne warehouse, though 
the records do not indicate the quantity, type, or number of 
distributions.  
 
SEMO delegated responsibility to the warehouse managers to 
find recipients for the donated goods inventory so the 
warehouses could be closed, and did not review or provide 
oversight to determine whether distributions were in accordance 
with its distribution policy.  Our visit to the Stratford warehouse 
revealed that the distribution process had been relaxed to 
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include all organizations that could supply proof of not-for-profit 
status.  Based on shipment records and since the Stratford 
warehouse manager could not provide a copy of either SEMO’s 
distribution policy or the authorized listing, we conclude that the 
Stratford warehouse manager used the relaxed distribution 
policy for the entire time the warehouse was in operation.  This 
also indicates that SEMO officials had only marginal control of 
what they thought was the best run of the five warehouses.  
 

Recommendations 
 
7. Enhance the effectiveness of the donations database by 

adding other functions, including tracking the partial 
acceptance of a donation offer, doing searches based on 
multiple criteria, and using standard descriptions for goods. 

 
8. Train State staff in using the donations database so it 

provides a complete and accurate record of the donations 
that are offered, accepted, and their disposition.  

 
9. Establish adequate accountability over donated goods 

stored in warehouses by: 
 
 ● developing control policies and procedures, and 

 standard forms, to properly control the receipt, 
 security, and distribution of goods; 

 
 ● requiring that the inventory database be kept accurate 

and up-to-date; 
 
 ● revising the inventory database developed by the 

 Office for Technology to include fields for tracking 
 supporting documentation, such as bills of lading, 
 receiving reports, and order/shipping forms; 

 
 ● providing training on properly using the inventory 

 database to improve its effectiveness as a management 
 tool, such as how to properly use all inventory 
 categories to accurately describe the items available in 
 the warehouses; and 

 
 ● establishing an oversight function at warehouses to 

 determine whether appropriate accountability is 
 established and maintained. 
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Recommendations (Cont’d) 
 
 (Agency officials replied that they will implement this 

recommendation to the extent practical as they develop the 
donations management program.) 

 
10. Provide routine training to volunteer organizations and 

State staff on proper inventory controls, and on the use of 
State-developed or other acquired inventory database 
software. The State staff would be responsible for keeping 
warehouse inventories complete and up-to-date until the 
volunteers arrive, receive sufficient training in the system, 
and take over responsibility for the inventory. 

 
11. Investigate the circumstances regarding the truckloads of 

donated goods that were unaccounted for during 
warehouse consolidation. 

 
 (Agency officials disagree that there were unaccounted for 

trucks during consolidation.   
 
 Auditors’ Comments:  The audit identified many record 

keeping weaknesses at the warehouses but, based on 
available warehouse records, 46 truckloads of donated 
goods were recorded as shipped from one warehouse to 
another during consolidation but not recorded as being 
received at the other warehouse.) 
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