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8 Misconceptions about Disaster Response 

 

 

1. I don’t live in a disaster-prone area 
Aside from a few snowflakes and the occasional near-drought 

conditions, this is probably what the folks in Dallas, Texas 

thought. But it can be guaranteed that the earthquakes in 2014 

(attributed by some to energy companies’ wastewater disposal 

practices) brought about changes in the government’s 

emergency plans, and made the city’s residents pause in 

reflection as well. Earthquakes in Texas? 

As hard as it is to believe, changes made to community infrastructure impact disaster vulnerability not 

only for the local community, but also for communities located far downstream. In other words, 

communities experiencing significant geophysical, economic, and even social changes can impact 

communities located far away. Here’s just a few ways changes in other communities can affect the 

vulnerability of your community to various types of disasters: 

Geo-economic Changes 

Dams or river locks installed upstream of your community for more efficient water travel (maritime), 

energy (hydroelectricity), or water supply, can greatly impact your community’s vulnerability to river 

flooding, erosion and land subsidence, flash flood and rainfall pooling, or decreased local economic 

advantages. Some of these same dynamics can be witnessed when upstream communities engage in 

swift, large-scale land development and deforestation, experience a sudden increase in population, or 

succumb to its own natural disaster. 

Supply Chain 

Sometimes an economic disaster can be just as impactful as a natural disaster (only it may not make 

news headlines). These days, manufacturing, parts transportation, and vendor management all 

contribute to a very delicate system known as ‘supply chain.’ Maybe a large manufacturer in your small 

community experiences a quick-onset disaster when the company two states away responsible for 

building its machinery suddenly declares bankruptcy. Without this machinery, your local manufacturer 

can no longer provide goods and services and half of your community is suddenly unemployed. 
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Man-made or Technical Disasters 

Natural disasters, while certainly dramatic and impactful, may pale in comparison to the effects of 

sabotage, accidental malfunctions, cyber-attacks, or terroristic activities. Sure, you may feel confident 

that your community will never make the headlining news on the Weather Channel, but you unwillingly 

admit to yourself that the petrochemical facility across the street from your children’s school does look 

a bit ominous. Even a simple wastewater treatment plant ensconced behind a row of poplar trees in 

upscale suburbia can pose a risk to the nearby inhabitants.  

Does this mean you worry about every scenario that could impact every piece of society’s fabric? Not 

necessarily. But it does mean that you acknowledge that there are embedded risks existing in your 

community that require you to know your local government’s emergency plan (see Misconception #2), 

and that you have thought carefully about your own family’s plan. 

In summary, headlines around the world detail disasters of all types and varieties. This article argues 

that feigning immunity to disasters in general is not the wisest plan of action. Rather, remaining aware 

of significant vulnerabilities, planning for how to react to vulnerabilities, and communicating that plan to 

loved ones is a sure solution to ensuring you’re not caught unprepared. 

 

2. Local governments have plans in place 
While believing your local government has an emergency plan in place for the next disaster may give 

you the warm fuzzies, there are actually more important questions you should be asking: 

When was the last time the plan was reviewed or 
updated? 

A community rarely goes for a long period of time without major change. 

Maybe industries have moved in or out, bringing and taking with them a 

significant population. Perhaps a once-isolated community has become a small piece of a sprawling 

Metropolitan Service Area. Or maybe the Great Recession was especially harmful to the community’s 

economy, slashing its resources and gutting its government’s financial reserves. Ultimately, it’s a safe 

assumption that a community will change, often drastically, over time. This requires the community’s 

government to update the their emergency plan.  

If the plan was created or last revised years ago, it very likely does not address the community’s current 

state. Maybe a series of levees and dams constructed 10 years ago currently create new flooding 

dynamics, or nearby fracking causes minor earthquakes. If the plan doesn’t account for these new 

disaster potentials, it has already failed. 
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Does the plan detail partnerships necessary for resource acquisition 
and allocation? 

While the federal government expects a disaster to be managed first and lastly at the local level (check 

out FEMA’s National Incident Management System), it recognizes those times that a disaster exceeds 

the ability of a single community to handle the response. When this happens, the community’s local 

government should have pre-arranged partnerships with other local governments in the area, goods and 

services providers, and various nonprofits that may specialize in different aspects of disaster response. 

Given the change that a community experiences over time, a plan that had a robust set of partnerships 

10 years ago may find that those ignored partnerships have languished. Maybe the expectations of 

those partnerships are no longer reasonable (maybe the hardware store that was happy to provide 

plywood 10 years ago is no longer in business); it’s also possible that previous disasters left the 

relationship a bit one-sided and the once-eager partners are no longer keen to work with the local 

government again. Or maybe a great partnership has never implemented a dress rehearsal (exercise) 

and when the disaster hits, no one is confident about their responsibilities. Ultimately, any required 

partnerships must be fostered like every other professional relationship, modified as needed and 

rehearsed (and that’s assuming the local government has already taken the steps to recognize which 

response types it would not be able to handle on its own). 

Has the plan been made public and communicated? 

What good are well-designed evacuation routes if the public doesn’t know of these routes? Or, if the 

local government’s citizens are unaware of how disaster communications will be implemented, what will 

keep them from turning to any available source of information – credible or not (i.e. social media, 

neighbors)? 

If every resident is aware of the local government’s disaster plan, then they can incorporate that plan 

into their own personal/family plans. Knowing the evacuation route will ensure they choose a practical 

family meeting point and identify gas stations and hotels outside of the impacted area. Knowing the 

government’s communication methods will allow the citizens to focus on credible communication 

sources and avoid distracting information and background noise.  

In summary, rather than solely worrying about whether your local government has a plan (although this 

is a great first step in a list of concerns), don’t rest easy after finding out that a plan exists. Do some 

deeper digging so that you and your family are best prepared for the next disaster.  
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3. FEMA is an immediate response agency 
Before assessing what the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) may or may not be, it’s 

perhaps important to first recognize the basic emergency management timeline.  

 Preparation and Planning – This phase involves activities taking place when the 

skies are clear and there is no imminent threat. These activities involve collaboration between 

stakeholders from various parts of the community, acknowledging and prioritizing disasters 

relevant to the community, and outlining plans for the training, public education, and impact 

mitigation of these disasters. 

 Response – The second phase is most often what the world sees and scrutinizes. Highly 

publicized, response efforts generally involve actions that will take the disaster survivors out of 

harm’s way, meeting their most basic human needs like protection, shelter, food, and clothing. 

These actions will include rescue, sheltering and feeding operations, and donations 

disbursement. Once basic human needs are met, the survivor can be equipped to take on 

recovery challenges. 

 Recovery – Simply put, recovery is the effort involved in transitioning the survivor and the 

community to a new ‘normal’. This phase will likely take years as survivors rebuild or relocate, 

infrastructure is repaired or upgraded, and the community determines its new place in its larger 

environment or fails in the process. 

While these high-level definitions provide an overview of the actions taken in each phase, it is important 

to detail the response phase in light of the current misconception. Response can take place while the 

storm is still raging and last for months depending upon the disaster’s impact. FEMA’s National Incident 

Management System (NIMS) advocates that disasters are managed at a local level.1 Given this 

foundational premise, it’s important to consider the following: 

FEMA expects and relies upon the impacted community to respond 
first to the best of their ability. 

While FEMA acknowledges that communities may have resource limitations, it’s clear that state and 

federal resources are generally not used until the local reserves are exhausted. This places 

accountability on the local community to take the Preparation and Planning phase seriously. 

As a disaster survivor, the first people I’m most likely to see once the 
disaster passes are my community’s own first responders. 

                                                
1
 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). NIMS Frequently Asked Questions, (2018). 

https://www.fema.gov/nims-frequently-asked-questions 
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Given FEMA’s supporting role and your local community’s role to respond first to the disaster, the 

people implementing first response efforts will be your local fireman and EMS, Community Emergency 

Response Teams (CERT), and volunteers from nonprofit organizations assisting in disaster response. 

They will be rescuing, sheltering, feeding, clothing, and doing other tasks to meet the survivors’ most 

basic human needs. 

If my community is conducting initial response efforts, then what does 
FEMA do? 

So if your local community is meeting basic human needs, you may be wondering what role FEMA 

actually plays? FEMA’s mission statement is very clear and simple: “Helping people before, during, and 

after disasters.”2 This is important to note since it does not remotely imply a detailed timeframe. So 

when do they factor into a disaster’s response? Ultimately, if the disaster’s impact is large enough to 

overwhelm local and state resources, federal assistance through FEMA will be requested through a 

predetermined chain of collaborators from the local government level all the way to the White House. 

Once FEMA resources are requested and granted, continued response efforts may be organized through 

FEMA personnel or in conjunction with local response endeavors. Depending upon the needs, FEMA 

response efforts may include sheltering and feeding, financial resources for individuals and 

communities, and resource advocacy. However, it is important to note that not only will FEMA’s efforts 

continue until the local community is once again able to sustain response efforts on their own, but that 

a majority of FEMA’s work is actually spent on the community’s recovery efforts. These efforts help to 

guide the community to their new normal following the disaster. 

 

4. I will be notified before the disaster 
More than likely everyone has received at least a disaster test warning. These jarring and sometimes 

frightening warnings appear as text messages on phones, as sirens sounding around your neighborhood, 

and most commonly, as multi-colored interruptions to television programming. The warnings are part of 

the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) Emergency Alert System (EAS.) 

The EAS is designed for the President “to send a message to the American people within 10 minutes of a 

disaster.”3 This system can also be used by state and local authorities to notify people of emergency 

information for specific areas and includes multiple lines of communication to the public.4 Often, there 

are additional state and local systems in place to notify and warn residents of disasters and a number of 

                                                
2
 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). About the Agency, (2018). https://www.fema.gov/about-

agency 
3
 https://www.fema.gov/emergency-alert-system 

4
 https://www.ready.gov/alerts 
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private companies are moving into the detection and 

notification field.5 Unfortunately, these efforts to 

notify the public of a disaster may fall short at times. 

Consider the following points: 

Not all persons are connected to 
EAS-enabled devices. 

If you are reading this article, more than likely you 

are connected to the EAS through at least one, if not multiple, devices. These can include your cell 

phone, computer, or TV. Though most modern cell phones have Wireless Emergency Alert (WEA) 

capabilities, older cell phone models may not, or the WEA capability may need to be enabled by the 

user6 or carrier.7 Ultimately, the most vulnerable populations in the United States are those most likely 

not to have these kinds of personal devices. While historically disaster-prone jurisdictions are likely to 

have public warning systems (think large sirens) which may mitigate this issue, these systems may be 

outdated or not even exist in those jurisdictions previously thought to be at low-risk for a disaster.  

EAS alerts are not always transmitted effectively. 

FEMA organizes annual tests of its Integrated Public Alert and Warning System (IPAWS) while local 

jurisdictions may also conduct tests of local emergency notification systems. Public reports of these tests 

reveal a number of issues: 

 FEMA generally measures whether the warning went out from various network providers and 

the speed with which it was transmitted. While important, FEMA is not focusing on the end-

user’s experience with the warning (i.e. how well the population received the message and 

understood its content). 

 There are still failures in transmitting alerts from network providers. FEMA’s report does not 

specify which or where providers failed to transmit its message.8 

 As a national alert system, it is difficult for FEMA to tailor messaging to local jurisdiction needs 

(such as multilingual messaging), while local jurisdictions may struggle to finance tailored 

messaging. 

 Recent disasters may damage or completely disable warning systems. FEMA’s report reveals 

that due to hurricane damage, the EAS system is not currently working in Puerto Rico, leaving 

the island even more vulnerable to a future disaster. 

 

                                                
5
 See https://www.dataminr.com/ & https://www.ravemobilesafety.com/mass-emergency-notification-system-

government 
6
 https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1446582997160-

8a6682499edd095f9f9a515ee2c77142/IsYourPhoneWEACapable_Final_Compliant.pdf 
7
 https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/wireless-emergency-alerts-wea 

8
 https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1523303270960- 

0ddf8c45ca3eac68c4a4256c39da431c/2017_IPAWS_EAS_National_Test_Final_Report_FINAL.pdf. 

https://www.dataminr.com/
https://www.ravemobilesafety.com/mass-emergency-notification-system-government
https://www.ravemobilesafety.com/mass-emergency-notification-system-government
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EAS systems are dependent on human decision-making. 

As of now, the majority of EAS activations depends on human decisions9 and is prone to failure10 from 

human input due to miscommunications in the chain of command. Though notification through social 

media is becoming more widespread,11 and may supplement government notifications, they can also 

promote misinformation.  

 

5. Supplies will arrive in the first week 

Preventing loss of life is frequently the top priority for disaster responders. In the event of a medium-to-

large disaster, tens of thousands of people could be in need of assistance. This means individuals and 

families without food, water, power, or medicine in your community. First responders’ effort to spread 

emergency supplies across neighborhoods, cities, and counties is a component of Mass Care which falls 

under FEMA’s Emergency Support Function #6.12 Despite situational knowledge, getting the essential 

supplies to those in need remains a major challenge for responders. Think of the following options: 

Does the government have a cache of supplies 
on-hand just in case? 

Federal, state, and local governments, businesses, and nonprofits make 

every effort to prepare for the incoming disasters by conducting disaster 

exercises,13 and placing supplies and training staff in easily accessible 

locations, but far enough away to be spared the majority of the disaster’s impact. Unfortunately, these 

preparation attempts have major shortfalls. Supplies like generic medicines, food, and even bottles of 

water can expire. Prepositioning supplies requires locations that are near disaster-prone areas, but not 

so close that they are damaged by the disaster. These locations also need to be secure with plenty of 

space and immediate access in an emergency. Nonprofits and government agencies sometimes share 

space which can require signed agreements or Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs). MOUs can 

take months or even years to be finalized. These challenges, along with budget limitations, can keep 

supplies from being prepositioned prior to a disaster. 

                                                
9
 See  https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/jobs/nyc-emergency-alert-system.html 

10
 https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/01/the-internet-broke-emergency-alerts/550520/ 

11
 A number of private companies are creating auto-notification systems that monitor social media sites. 

12
 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA); Emergency Support Function #6 – Mass Care, Emergency 

Assistance, Temporary Housing, and Human Services Annex, (2016). https://www.fema.gov/media-library-
data/1470149820826-7bcf80b5dbabe158953058a6b5108e98/ESF_6_MassCare_20160705_508.pdf 
13

 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA); Emergency Planning Exercises, (2017). 
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1470149820826-
7bcf80b5dbabe158953058a6b5108e98/ESF_6_MassCare_20160705_508.pdf 

5 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/jobs/nyc-emergency-alert-system.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2018/01/the-internet-broke-emergency-alerts/550520/
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1470149820826-7bcf80b5dbabe158953058a6b5108e98/ESF_6_MassCare_20160705_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1470149820826-7bcf80b5dbabe158953058a6b5108e98/ESF_6_MassCare_20160705_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1470149820826-7bcf80b5dbabe158953058a6b5108e98/ESF_6_MassCare_20160705_508.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1470149820826-7bcf80b5dbabe158953058a6b5108e98/ESF_6_MassCare_20160705_508.pdf
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How does the government get the supplies from outside the impacted 
area? 

When prepositioning supplies isn’t enough, another option is to transport them from a more distant 

location. Depending on the severity of the disaster and the location affected, this transportation can be 

extremely difficult and full of obstacles. Airports, highways, and roads are often damaged or destroyed 

in a disaster, or impacted by unusual amounts of traffic or debris. 

Can the government get the supplies from someone else? 

No government agency, local or federal, has all the necessary resources on hand to respond to a major 

disaster. This leads to the need for contracting for resources and supply delivery. Local vendors, along 

with national companies regularly bid for contracts, but even that process14 can sometimes take weeks. 

When supplies are purchased, they still need to be tracked and moved into place. 

Archaic logistics systems and failures in resource tracking can postpone delivery of resources by weeks. 

In a 2012 audit15, the Office of Inspector General found deficiencies with FEMA’s Logistics Supply Chain 

Management System during a catastrophic disaster. In the recent After Action Report16 following the 

2017 hurricane response, FEMA acknowledged current gaps in capabilities: “While FEMA mobilized 

billions of dollars in commodities, the Agency experienced challenges in comprehensively tracking 

resources moving across multiple modes of transportation to Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands due 

to staffing shortages and business process shortfalls.”  

Given these issues with relying on the government, Ready.gov17 recommends having “at least a three-

day supply of non-perishable food.”  Individuals and families should not rely solely 
on outside assistance in the event of an emergency. 

 

 

 

                                                
14

 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA); How to Do Business with FEMA, (ND). 
http://www.acpactx.org/images/FEMA-How_to_do_Business.pdf 
15

 Department of Homeland Security, Office of Inspector General; FEMA’s Logistics Supply Chain Management May 
Not Be Affective During a Catastrophic Disaster, (2014). https://www.oig.dhs.gov/assets/Mgmt/2014/OIG_14-
151_Sep14.pdf 
16

 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA);2017 Hurricane Season FEMA After-Action Report, (2018). 
https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/167249 
17

 Ready.gov; Build a Kit, (ND). https://www.ready.gov/build-a-kit 

http://www.acpactx.org/images/FEMA-How_to_do_Business.pdf
https://www.oig.dhs.gov/assets/Mgmt/2014/OIG_14-151_Sep14.pdf
https://www.oig.dhs.gov/assets/Mgmt/2014/OIG_14-151_Sep14.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/167249
https://www.ready.gov/build-a-kit
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6. Non-profits know what they’re doing 
The truth is, non-profits have been responding to disasters for years, and, for the most part, probably do 

know what they’re doing – at least what they would like to be doing. There are hundreds of nonprofits 

that respond to disasters, some of which have been doing so for more than a century. Due to the need, 

many smaller nonprofits also provide assistance even when disaster response is not considered a 

component of their standard operations.  

To unravel this concept a bit more, let’s consider a few questions: 

Does the public know what nonprofits should be doing? 

The services provided by nonprofits in response to a disaster range from localized feeding and sheltering 

to large-scale community damage assessment, government and private-sector collaboration, and 

restoration. Knowing where a particular nonprofit lies on this spectrum enables the public to more 

realistically expect various service deliveries. And having a clear expectation of a nonprofit’s service 

scope allows the public to more intelligently assess whether the organization is fulfilling its service 

promises. However, the ultimate responsibility for managing the public’s expectation rests with the 

nonprofit, and, in some instances, this expectation is managed appropriately. 

What are constant challenges for nonprofits? 

While nonprofits can range in size from organizations that serve a single multi-block community to 

serving multiple continents, there are certain elements that are generally consistent across many 

nonprofits and are important for the public to consider, especially as they relate to the services provided 

in response to a disaster. While significantly constraining these organizations, many nonprofits have 

proven the ability to overcome the following general obstacles: 

 Staffing – A nonprofit’s staff is known to be paid less on average18 compared to their for-

profit counterparts. The lower wages combined with long hours often leads to staff turnover.19 

This turnover has a direct impact on operational planning and response activation. 

 Volunteer-led – Most small, local nonprofits (and even some larger organization) are 

comprised of a workforce made up in large part of volunteers. Volunteers serve as a key 

component to every disaster response nonprofit, but a volunteer’s participation comes at a cost 

to an organization due to training, background checks, recognition, and identification such as 

                                                
18

 Glassdoor, Inc.; Non-Profit Services, (2018). https://www.glassdoor.com/Salary/Non-Profit-Services-Salaries-
E401575.htm 
19

 NonProfitHR; 2017 Nonprofit Practices Employment Survey, (2017). https://www.nonprofithr.com/2017-nep-
survey-new/ 

6 

https://www.glassdoor.com/Salary/Non-Profit-Services-Salaries-E401575.htm
https://www.glassdoor.com/Salary/Non-Profit-Services-Salaries-E401575.htm
https://www.nonprofithr.com/2017-nep-survey-new/
https://www.nonprofithr.com/2017-nep-survey-new/
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badges or t-shirts. Additionally, while many of these volunteers may have a passion for their 

duties within these nonprofits, here’s a few things to consider: 

 They collect no paycheck for services rendered 

 They may have a regular full-time job and other life commitments 

 They can generally come and go without being ‘fired’ from the organization 

 They may come from any education and professional level 

 They may have limited training in the service they are implementing 

 The paid staff may be few and easily overwhelmed with workload 

 Fickle Income Stream – Relying on donations can make even the most well-run 

nonprofits struggle with looking ahead, planning, and strategizing. As a result, a disaster may hit 

when the nonprofit is going through its own financial constraints, hindering its ability to provide 

some or all of its intended services. This need for funding is essential not only for the response 

operations, but for maintaining organizational stability. Even making sure donations reach the 

intended recipients can be a logistical challenge. In recent disasters, larger organizations like 

the Red Cross had difficulty ensuring donated funds20 made their way to those in 

need.  Additional costs come from resources such as vehicles and communication equipment as 

well as travel expenses like airline tickets and lodging. 

 The Disaster of Donations – If relying on a 

limited paid workforce, potentially fair-weather 

volunteers, and an unreliable income stream aren’t 

enough, the mountains of donations foisted upon 

these organizations after the storm has passed can be 

enough to tie up the services of a small nonprofit 

indefinitely. Rather than spend their manpower and 

finances serving the community, the organization may 

be forced to expend their resources managing the 

mountain of clothes, bottled water, and potentially useless debris that the community saw as 

imminently useful for the disaster survivors. Warehouse space may need to be commandeered, 

volunteers must spend their time cataloging and inventorying the donations, security may have 

to be hired to oversee the safe dispensing of donations to disaster survivors, and the public may 

still complain about how their donated cat food was used. 

Does it seem that several nonprofits serve the same community with 
the same service deliveries? 

Referred to as ‘redundancy’, this occurs when one organization offers the same services to the same 

audience as another organization. Simply put, the nonprofit may be operating in a silo, duplicating 

                                                
20

 ProPublica; How the Red Cross Raised Half a Billion Dollars for Haiti and Built Six Houses, (2015). 
https://www.propublica.org/article/how-the-red-cross-raised-half-a-billion-dollars-for-haiti-and-built-6-homes 

https://www.propublica.org/article/how-the-red-cross-raised-half-a-billion-dollars-for-haiti-and-built-6-homes
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efforts of other organizations in the community. Rather than meeting the needs of the community in 

‘double fashion’, this may actually result in poorer service delivery due to ambiguous delivery scope 

(who does what?) and public confusion over which organization is the ‘best’ and deserves donations. 

Some organizations combat this obstacle by networking with nearby nonprofits to decrease redundancy 

and specialize in specific services, possibly referring their clientele to other organizations that offer 

specialized services in other needed areas. 

No matter how new or old, big or small, nonprofits will continue to run into challenges when responding 

to large, complex, and frequent disasters. Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the nonprofit to fine-tune 

their delivery scope and educate their community about their service offerings. Additionally, 

acknowledging the innate constraints facing most nonprofits will allow the public to more intelligently 

assess the nonprofits’ response to a disaster. 

 

7. The government will rebuild my house 
Homeowners who don’t have insurance may receive some assistance from the state or federal 

government when their home is damaged in a disaster, but this assistance may not be enough. The most 

common way that FEMA will assist individuals with housing needs after a disaster is through the Direct 

Housing Assistance21 outlined in the Individuals & Households Program Unified Guidance. 

“These general conditions must be met for an applicant to be eligible 
to receive IHP Assistance: 

 The applicant must be a U.S. citizen, 

non-citizen national, or qualified alien. 

 FEMA must be able to verify the 

applicant's identity. 

 The applicant’s insurance, or other 

forms of disaster assistance received, cannot 

meet their disaster-caused needs. 

 The applicant’s necessary expenses and 

serious needs are directly caused by a declared 

disaster.” 22 

                                                
21

 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA); Data Visualization: Disaster Housing Assistance, (2018). 
https://www.fema.gov/data-visualization-disaster-housing-assistance 
22

 Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA); Individuals, Households Program Unified Guidance Final, 
(2016). https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1483567080828-
1201b6eebf9fbbd7c8a070fddb308971/FEMAIHPUG_CoverEdit_December2016.pdf 

7 

https://www.fema.gov/data-visualization-disaster-housing-assistance
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1483567080828-1201b6eebf9fbbd7c8a070fddb308971/FEMAIHPUG_CoverEdit_December2016.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/1483567080828-1201b6eebf9fbbd7c8a070fddb308971/FEMAIHPUG_CoverEdit_December2016.pdf
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Additional conditions may apply depending on the type of assistance authorized for the specific disaster. 

Separate from FEMA, there are other federal agencies that are sometimes authorized to provide 

housing assistance after a disaster. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development23 (HUD) 

offers disaster housing assistance while the U.S. Department of Agriculture24 offers housing assistance in 

rural locations affected by disasters. Part of the federal assistance process for housing assistance 

requires participants to apply for assistance from the Small Business Administration25 (another federal 

agency) which may offer low interest loans.  

In addition to federal assistance, states such as California26 and Texas27 offer additional support, but the 

majority of state programs are limited. There are very few government programs or services that rebuild 

homes, all of which are seldom implemented. Even when timely and precisely implemented, 

government housing programs are restricted to those whom make the effort to apply and meet specific 

qualifications which often change with policy updates. Best practices for homeowner’s are to prepare 

financially28 as best as possible and remain aware of options made available after the disaster. 

 

8. Insurance will protect me 
Insurance is an important tool for spreading the high costs from extreme, unusual events. Many 

homeowner insurance packages cover common disasters such as fire, wind, and smoke damage, but 

these vary by policy, so everyone is encouraged to carefully review their policy.29 The size of your 

premium also affects how much you are likely to receive in the event of a disaster. 

You may then be tempted to value your home lower to pay lower premiums, but 

this will likely decrease the amount you receive after a disaster. Furthermore, two 

major types of disaster, flooding and earthquakes, are generally not covered by 

insurance policies. While adding earthquake coverage is fairly simple and needed 

by a limited population, flood insurance is much more complex.  
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Flood insurance is supplied through the National Flood Insurance 
Program (NFIP),30 a federally-backed program riddled with problems.  

While this article does not intend to detail all of these issues,31 here is a quick list of the major problems: 

 Chronically low premiums mean the program is underfunded. 

 Lack of updated risk maps unrealistically avoids capturing new houses at risk. 

 Climate change puts more and more houses at risk. 

 The program lacks incentives for homeowners to mitigate risk. 

For many of these disasters, there are other precautions homeowners can take to mitigate the risks and 

damages from a disaster. Taking these precautions may also lower insurance costs and insurance 

companies are likely willing to discuss these options with you. 

 

 

Resilience Design seeks to continually educate residents on the aspects of 

disaster management in hopes of building a more resilient community. 

Sometimes this education means teaching new facts while at other times it may 

include dispelling myths and incorrect assumptions. Be sure to look for future 

writings from us and visit us on LinkedIn or ResilienceDesign.org! 

                                                
30
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31
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