
Dara Dotz is a co-founder of Field Ready, 
a nonprofit organization that applies 

maker skills in disaster areas and 
communities of need. This emerging practice 
is sometimes called “humanitarian making.” 
Dotz, and Field Ready, have worked in 
hurricane-ravaged Haiti and earthquake-
devastated Nepal. Dara was also a part of 
Made in Space, the first team to build a 
gravity-independent 3D printer and launch it 
to the International Space Station. 

Q. What’s your advice to makers looking to 
apply their skills to communities in crisis?
A. Not everyone’s made to go into a disas-
ter area. Someone might be an incredibly 
talented engineer, however, and we need 
that help. At Field Ready we work with a 
great community (humanitarianmakers.
org) and we can plug people in, in a safe 
and functional way. Skype allows us to ask 
for help: Someone not on-site can proto-
type something, I’ll print it in Nepal, and 
then give them real-time feedback. That’s 
only going to get easier and better. Another 
strategy is to start in your community.  
Find people there who need help.

Q. How can makers get a sense 
of what the problems are?
A. The community will tell you. 
Humanitarian making is about figuring out 
the appropriate solution — identifying 
needs on the ground, working side by side 
with the affected population, ensuring that 
local people have a say in your designs 
and solutions, and they can use what 
you’re making. It’s important to create 
that sense of agency.

Q. What are some examples of 
humanitarian maker projects?
A. My co-founder, Eric James, worked on 
water sanitation and developed a new way 
to purify water. There’s a group from 
Burning Man, “Burners without Borders,” 

who basically build cities out of nothing. 
Tikkun Olam Makers runs an accessibility 
project to make assistive technology: they 
spend 3 months getting to know a person 
and then design a device for them.

Q. What are the important technologies  
in your tool kit?
A. We probably use the 3D printer most. 
When an earthquake hits, say, in Nepal, 
medical machines may break. They’re 
antiquated — though not obsolete — and 
it’s tough to get parts. Instead of having the 
clinic down for six months waiting for the 
part, we can use the printer to fix it. 3D 
printers are great for one-offs. They can 
sometimes solve supply chain problems. 

Q. What’s in your disaster maker kit?
A. My kit fits in a large suitcase and 
includes a 3D scanner, a 3D printer, an 
injection molder, a back-up computer, 3 
sketch pads, and tons of pens. Having 
people draw with you is really helpful. I 
draw something: “Is this what you mean?” 
And they can draw a response: “No, no, it’s 
more like this.”

Q. Are there any technologies that really 
aren’t there yet, in terms of usefulness?
A. 3D printers! They can be so powerful 
when they work, but in some ways they’re 
just not ready for the field. My friends at 
ONO made a new 3D printer that can fit in a 
purse and work off a cell phone — for $99. 
That could be completely revolutionary!

Q. Anything on the horizon that you 
think will make a difference?
A. The real power isn’t with us, but how it 
works when we give it to others. I’m always 
looking for new technology and figuring out 
how to cross it over to the rest of the world. 
I call it Moore’s law table scraps. Once the 
price of a tool comes down, I like to test it, 
see if it works for people, and then hand  

it to them. We’re developing search and 
rescue tools, like a concrete lifter to pull 
victims out of collapsed buildings for a 
fraction of the cost of the traditional 
solution. It’s built from materials found  
on-site, like reclaimed car mats. So far 
we’ve been able to lift 13 tons! 

Q. Laser cutters get a lot of action  
in makerspaces. Are they valuable  
in the field?
A. When you’re thinking about different 
tools, you really want to pay attention to 
what people need. Sometimes amazing 
tools aren’t suited for field work. Someone 
might say, “CNC machines are so cool, we 
can use them to build houses in Haiti!” But 
there are no trees in Haiti, so you can’t get 
wood. Do you really want to bring a CNC 
machine there? Millions of people are out  
of work in Haiti. For less than the cost of a 
CNC machine, you could hire 100 people 
and give them work for 3 months.

Q. In addition to working in disaster 
areas, you’ve worked on Made in Space, 
putting manufacturing projects into orbit. 
Do they have anything in common?
A. One common thread is the supply chain 
challenge. You can imagine how expensive 
and dangerous it is to deliver things to 
space. You put all your supplies on a giant 
explosive device that costs millions of 
dollars to get to this one point in orbit, and 
you hope it docks without blowing up. Going 
into a disaster zone can be similar — 
people are in a dangerous place that’s 
expensive to get supplies to, you get robbed, 
the environment might be polluted. In both 
situations, we’re trying to figure out how to 
build resiliency in the extremes. When 
humans are cut off from the rest of 
humanity, how do we support them, and 
what are the tools that they need to have 
agency and push through? 
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Nonprofit Field Ready provides disaster and humanitarian solutions in remote and low-resource areas  Written by DC Denison 

Read the full interview, and 
find more Maker Pro news and 

interviews at makezine.com/go/
makerpro.

DC DENISON is the co-editor of the 
Maker Pro Newsletter, which covers 

the intersection of makers and 
business, and is the senior editor, 

technology at Acquia.

Three organizations you  
can connect with today:

humanitarianmakers.org
tomglobal.org 
fieldready.org

1. Mark Mellors 3D prints a water 
supply part at Barhabise IDP 
camp in Sindhupolchowk, Nepal. 
2. Dara Dotz of Field Ready
3. Terry Jhonson teaches locals 
how to use a 3D printer in Haiti.
4. Ram Chandra tests a new 
stovetop burner design.
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