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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
A Critical Role: Top Ten Policies That 
States Need to Recover from Disasters  

Two goals concerning community disasters are fundamental. The first is to take 
action before the extreme event that triggers the disaster to reduce the consequences of the 
event for communities. The second is, should a disaster occur despite precautions, to help 
affected communities recover. Achieving these twin goals requires action and commitment 
by the federal government, state and local governments, and the private sector.  

 
The states have the lead role in two major areas. First, the states have primary 

responsibility for ensuring that local governments and residents take appropriate steps to 
reduce the consequences of extreme events for themselves and their communities. Second, 
the states have primary responsibility for guiding and facilitating recovery efforts in disasters 
that spill across local boundaries and initial responsibility for helping local governments 
when a natural disaster overwhelms their capacity to mount an effective recovery effort. 

 
The states create the context within which local governments prepare for, respond 

to, and attempt to recover from the effects of extreme events. They do this by taking the 
following steps: 

 
1. Reduce exposure to extreme events 
2. Reduce vulnerability to extreme events 
3. Build resistance and resiliency into the community 
4. Create and maintain capable, effective emergency response systems 
5. Establish systems to protect people in harm’s way 
6. Ensure the availability of adequate capital for rebuilding and recovery 
7. Develop disaster recovery strategies and plans in concert with local governments and 

the private sector 
8. Provide for the continuity of local government operations following a disaster 
9. Repair or rebuild infrastructure and accelerate programmed infrastructure projects in 

affected areas  
10.  Work with local government and the private sector to facilitate economic recovery 

 
 
However, some states have done more than others to prepare for disasters they 

are likely to experience. Some states lead the effort to prepare for extreme events and for 
recovery in many areas, some lead in a few areas, and others have yet to confront critical 
aspects of likely disasters.  
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This paper reports on the first part of a two-part program conducted by the Business 

Civic Leadership Center. It identifies the top ten policies that state governments should have 
in place to accomplish the twin goals of reducing the consequences of extreme events for a 
community and of helping communities recover from the ensuing disaster. The second part 
of the program, to be undertaken in the future, will evaluate the states in terms of where 
each stands with respect to adopting and implementing those policies and practices.  

 



4 

 

PRELUDE TO THE TOP TEN 
POLICIES: THE ANATOMY OF 
LONG-TERM COMMUNITY 
DISASTERS AND THE RECOVERY 
CHALLENGE 

 

HOW EXTREME EVENTS CAN 
LEAD TO DISASTERS 

 
Extreme events are not, in and of 

themselves, disasters. They generate 
consequences that result in disasters. The 
immediate consequences of an extreme event are 
injuries, deaths, and damage to the built and 
natural environment. The nature and extent of 
the immediate consequences are, in part, a function of the event’s strength, severity, 
duration, and proximity to the community. The nature and extent of the immediate damage 
also depend, however, on the extent to which the community is exposed to the event and 
the extent to which the exposed portions of the community are vulnerable to the forces of 
the extreme event. In short, the immediate consequences are the outcome of the event, the 
exposure of some or all of the community to it, and the vulnerability of that which is 
exposed. 

 
The most frequent and most easily observed consequence of extreme events is 

damage to the built and natural environment. If that is the only consequence, though, the 
community might be considered fortunate. It faces time-consuming and costly cleanup and 
rebuilding but, with sufficient resources and resolve, it can repair or replace the built 
environment in the wake of an extreme event. Often, however, initial damage to buildings 
and infrastructure results in subsequent consequences that unfold and cascade in the weeks 
and months that follow and that spell bad news 
for the community. 

 
In those cases in which the immediate 

damage triggers cascading consequences with 
serious adverse economic, social, political, and 
environmental effects, the extreme event results 
in a serious disaster. In those instances, 
community recovery is often long and arduous, 
and complete recovery is never guaranteed. Those cascading consequences can include 
widespread unemployment, business failures, persistent housing shortages, unfortunate 

It isn’t the hurricane, flood, 
earthquake or tornado that is the 
disaster; the disaster is the adverse 
consequences generated by and 
unfolding after the event. 

It is the many, interrelated, 
pernicious, and persistent 
consequences of extreme events 
that stand most steadfastly in the 
way of community recovery.  
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changes in community demographics, and social and even political disruption. Communities 
already suffering from chronic unemployment and social problems are particularly 
vulnerable to cascading consequences. Repairing and replacing buildings and infrastructure is 
always a daunting challenge, but mending the badly torn fabric of a community may pose 
intractable challenges. 
 
 

COMMUNITY RECOVERY 
 

Despite precautions that may have been taken against the eventuality of an extreme 
event, many communities suffer extraordinary immediate losses to life and property as well 
as extraordinary cascading consequences. Taking precautions is important but not always 
sufficient. Inevitably, some extreme events are more destructive than the precautions are 
protective. A building designed to withstand the forces of a moderate earthquake is likely to 
fail during a powerful earthquake. A levee built to hold back water 20 feet above flood stage 
is not much help against water that is 25 feet above flood stage. 

 
When disaster strikes, recovery requires much more than mourning the dead, caring 

for the injured, and repairing or restoring the built environment. When there are cascading 
consequences, a complex community system must be mended or replaced. 

 
Community disaster recovery is a complex process about which relatively little is 

understood. If all that were required for recovery were simply cleaning up the debris, 
repairing or replacing buildings, restoring public services, and reopening shops and 
businesses, recovery would be relatively simple and, perhaps, almost inevitable. Communities 
are, however, much more than the bricks and mortar and the people that inhabit the space. 
They are made up of people and organizations with established relationships with one 
another. The community comprises patterns of interactions, relationships, and shared 
experiences within the built environment.  

 
Thus, a community is not like an 

automobile, which, having been involved in a 
collision, can be repaired simply with the aid 
of an instruction manual and some 
replacement parts and be as good as new. 
Communities are, in fact, complex, self-
organizing systems. They undergo some 
changes every day. The changes are the 
outcomes of the choices and actions taken 
each day by thousands of people in the 
community and outside the community, but 
within its relevant economic, social, and political environment. A community is a synergistic 
system; it is more than the sum of the individuals and organizations that comprise it.  

 
This way of seeing a community has extremely important implications for those 

concerned with post-disaster community recovery. First, there is no fixed formula for 
community recovery. Every community is unique. Every disaster is unique. If a specific 

Community disaster recovery is a 
complex process about which 
relatively little is understood. . . . 
Recovery is much more than 
repairing and restoring the built 
environment. It means repairing or 
replacing a complex community 
system. 
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community and a specific disaster could somehow be cloned, and if government and others 
trying to facilitate community recovery did exactly the same thing in and for each of the 
cloned communities, it is still extremely unlikely that the long-term outcomes in any one of 
the communities would duplicate those of any of the others. The reason is simple: One 
could never replicate or control the decisions made by all of the independent members of 
the community, and of those outside the community that make decisions affecting the 
community about what to do, how to do it, and where to do it. 

 
Second, community disasters tend to have many threads in common with one 

another. These commonalities become more or less apparent in the days, weeks, and months 
following the extreme event. Extreme events place people in immediate danger of injury and 
death. They generate family and social disruption, emotional and psychological disorders, 
and changes in the demographic composition of the community. Housing is damaged or 
destroyed along with business inventory and production facilities. That sometimes results in 
staggering losses of savings and equity. Public facilities, too, may be damaged or destroyed, 
including roads and bridges and other transportation facilities, communication facilities, 
public utilities, and even city hall itself. Many who suffer losses find that they have 
insufficient insurance, savings, or access to capital to rebuild damaged structures and 
facilities. People lose jobs temporarily or permanently. The provision of goods and services 
is usually disrupted, at least for a while: Where will I get gasoline, prescription medicines, 
food, and materials to fix my home? Local merchants will find that consumers change their 
buying habits dramatically; their focus will be on repairing their homes and on replacing 
what was lost. They are likely to defer visiting the optometrist, the brake repair shop, hobby 
shops, and jewelers, which significantly reduces the income of those who own and work in 
those places. Health care and educational facilities will be damaged or destroyed and those 
who staff those institutions may have left town. Local governments will find themselves 
short of cash and long on increased expenses. Local officials will learn that the federal 
government reimburses expenses and does not advance cash to meet unexpected needs. 
Finally, arson, looting, and civil disorder sometimes follow in the wake of disasters. On 
occasion, criminal behavior has even hampered rescue and firefighting efforts during 
extreme events.  

 
Third, the fact that there are common threads among communities in terms of both 

immediate and cascading consequences provides focal points for action to both lessen the 
impact of extreme events and facilitate disaster recovery.  
 
 

PREVENTION IS THE BEST MEDICINE 
 

When it comes to community recovery, just as in health care, prevention is the best 
medicine: the best way to recover from a community disaster is not to have one. One cannot 
always prevent an extreme event from occurring, but some of them can be made less likely 
to occur and communities can be made more resistant to them. Taking steps in advance of 
an extreme event to preclude or to lessen its adverse consequences is, by far, the most cost-
effective approach to recovery. 
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For example, California earthquakes are as powerful as those that occur almost 
anywhere else. However, fewer buildings fail in California during those temblors than in 
most other places and, consequently, fewer people are injured and killed than might 
otherwise be the case. This is because California has, for more than seven decades, required 
that buildings be designed and built to resist earthquake forces. Lessening the direct effects 
of extreme events means fewer and less pernicious cascading consequences. States are in a 
unique position to adopt policies and implement programs that will significantly reduce the 
nature and extent of direct effects of extreme 
events, thus reducing the nature and extent of 
cascading consequences. They are also positioned 
to enact policies that will result in reducing the 
exposure of people and the built environment to 
extreme forces, and, finally, for that which 
remains exposed, they can enact policies that 
reduce vulnerability to the extreme forces. 
 
 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF EXTREME EVENTS 
 
We have separated the consequences of extreme events into two categories. The first 

category consists of the consequences that occur because of the power, proximity, and 
duration of the extreme event to the living and the built and natural environment. These are 
the immediate consequences. The second category comprises what we have concluded are 
the consequences from which it is most difficult for a community to recover. These are the 
cascading consequences that unfold, largely as a result of immediate consequences, in the 
community system and that work to break down the patterns and relationships that 
comprise it.  

 
Not all of the immediate and cascading community consequences occur in every 

community following every extreme event. In fact, the communities that appear to recover 
most quickly seem, based on our research, to be those that suffer immediate consequences 
with relatively few subsequent, cascading consequences. 

 

IMMEDIATE CONSEQUENCES OF EXTREME EVENTS 
 

Injuries and Death 
Extreme events almost always put some people in immediate danger of injury or 

death. Earthquakes, tornadoes, and flash floods strike with little or no warning. Even when 
warned, people may believe they have taken ample precautions but find themselves in great 
peril. Or, they may fail to take precautions for other reasons. As a consequence, injuries and 
deaths occur during an extreme event, as well as from immediately subsequent events, such 
as fire that often follows earthquakes and floods. Some suffer from lingering exposure in the 
aftermath of a flood, hurricane, or storm, as in New Orleans following Katrina. Others die 
or develop chronic illness because of lingering pathogens and environmental contaminants 
or because of cleanup efforts. 

  

When it comes to community 
recovery, just as in health care, 
prevention is the best cure.  



8 

The United States experiences many strong and diverse extreme events, but 
fortunately Americans have found ways to keep the numbers of injuries and deaths relatively 
low when compared with many other countries. Not only do Americans have the know-how 
but they also have sufficient resources, if not always sufficient resolve, to take the necessary 
steps. 

 
Damage to Community Infrastructure 

Infrastructure is almost always damaged when a significant natural hazard event, 
industrial accident, or willful or mindless act of destruction occurs. Damage can occur to 
airport facilities; bridges, roads, and segments of road and rail systems; dams, levees, and 
floodwalls; electrical power generation and distribution systems; gas distribution facilities; 
broadcast and telephone communication systems; harbor and port facilities; waste water 
collection and treatment facilities; and water purification and distribution facilities. 

 
In recent decades, the state, larger cities, and private firms in California have taken 

action to make infrastructure more resilient against earthquakes. Most places in the United 
States have not taken similar precautions against the hazards that pose a danger to them.  
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Damage to Buildings 

One recurring consequence of floods, hurricanes, earthquakes, tornadoes, and most 
other extreme events is damage to housing, churches, distribution and collection facilities, 
education and health care facilities, police and fire stations, retail facilities and offices, 
manufacturing facilities, government offices, and virtually every other kind of building.  

 
Widespread damage to housing contributes to and compounds other problems, not 

the least of which is housing shortages. Prices often rise substantially for the housing that 
remains after the event, at least for the short term. Housing shortages often mean a shortage 
of labor for businesses and industries trying to reestablish operations. Housing shortages are 
sometimes exacerbated by shortages of construction workers and materials, which occurs 
most often when an event like Katrina generates regional demands in excess of supply. In 
such cases, costs often increase significantly. 

 
Homeowners who were not insured for losses and who had most of their assets in 

the form of home equity are particularly hard hit by extreme events. They typically find 
themselves owing money on a mortgage for a house that may or may not still exist and, at 
the same time, paying for rental housing and repairs to their former home. For these people, 
the disaster is amplified by the prospect of imminent financial ruin. For those people who 
expect the federal government will ―make them whole‖ in the aftermath of a disaster, the 
shock of learning that is not the case simply adds to their misery. 

 
All in all, housing shortages triggered by extreme events constitute a proverbial 

chicken-and-egg problem. They are the result of some problems and the cause of still others. 
They are difficult to deal with because they are intertwined with other problems triggered by 
the event.  

 
Housing is a recovery linchpin. Without adequate housing at affordable prices, 

people leave and do not return to the community. This creates labor shortages if, indeed, 
employment is available. If labor is not available, employment opportunities may decline, 
further complicating the recovery puzzle. Because government can do things to help make 
housing available, housing is probably a first-order priority in recovery. 

 
Another chicken-and-egg problem emerges when business and industrial assets are 

damaged or destroyed. Communities do not exist 
without an economic base. That base may be 
industrial, commercial, governmental, recreational, 
or service-oriented. Extreme events often damage 
or destroy a significant proportion of the inventory 
and production or service capacity or the amenities 
that make up much of a community’s comparative 
advantage. Rebuilding the structures that house 
production or service facilities does not, however, guarantee economic recovery. Contrary to 
the old saying, there is no guarantee that, if you build it, they will come. No community is 
free from competition from other communities. When New Orleans was badly damaged, 

Rebuilding the structures that 
house production or service 
facilities does not guarantee 
economic recovery. 
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Las Vegas benefited. When the Gulf Coast beaches in Mississippi and Alabama were 
covered with debris, Florida benefited. When Kobe, Japan’s port facilities were destroyed, 
several other competing Asian ports benefited and Kobe’s share of the market has not 
returned to what it was before the earthquake. 

 
Industry is not alone in losing customers from disasters. Local merchants often find 

that their customers moved away, have less disposable income, or are spending their income 
on different goods and services—on those things lost or destroyed in the disaster. Places 
that exist to serve the needs of a community of retirees, for example, may find that those 
retirees have moved wholesale to another place following a disaster. 

 
Damage to the Natural Environment 

Natural hazard events in particular have consequences for the natural environment 
that sometimes complicate community recovery efforts. At one extreme, land masses are 
often reshaped, sometimes dramatically, and rivers change their course. There may be 
considerable pollution of both ground and surface water. Waste water treatment facilities are 
usually in or near the lowest parts of cities. Katrina, the Iowa floods of 2008, and a host of 
other water-related disasters resulted in raw sewage being discharged directly into the 
environment, sometimes for weeks or months. Industrial accidents, such as the poison gas 
release at Bhopal and the nuclear accident at Chernobyl, have serious and long-lasting 
consequences. Habitats and ecosystems are damaged and may not recover. 

 
Generation of Immediate Emergency Needs  

In the immediate emergency period surrounding an extreme event, people have 
needs for which they themselves are seldom prepared: warm, dry clothes; medical attention; 
shelter from the storm; and ways to communicate with family and friends. Local 
governments, too, often have emergency needs, including body bags and temporary morgue 
space.  
 

CASCADING CONSEQUENCES: THOSE CONSEQUENCES THAT 
UNFOLD IN THE AFTERMATH OF AN EXTREME EVENT 
 
Family and Community Disruption 

Confusion typically reigns during disasters and in their early aftermath. Friends and 
families are separated, sometimes for weeks or months. Familiar landmarks may have been 
destroyed. Familiar activities and patterns of interaction likely have been disrupted. Those 
who remain in the community through the disaster and the early aftermath often have little 
information about what is happening around them. Rumors, some of them patently 
outlandish, spread rapidly, creating further confusion. 

 
When damage to the built environment is widespread and severe, community 

connections sometimes begin to unravel at fundamental levels. People often find themselves 
unemployed and facing extraordinary expenses. Those who remain in the community often 
do not know where to get the supplies and services they need or when they will become 
available. Those who have lost their belongings or their job wonder what they should do and 
how they should move forward. Those who lost loved ones or have their lifelong dreams 
shattered struggle to go on.  
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Months after the extreme event, the visible effects of the disaster begin to disappear, 

but individual and family problems are likely to emerge. Individuals manifest symptoms of 
posttraumatic stress disorder and depression. Almost everyone is susceptible. Individual 
problems sometimes lead to family problems. Divorces are likely to increase as a direct 
consequence of the event. Paying attention to longer term individual, family, and community 
health issues is as important to community recovery as providing for immediate needs even 
as the dust settles and the mud dries. 
 
Changes in the Local Economy 

The local economy always suffers some disruptions following an extreme event. At 
the very least, there are shifts in consumer demand. Building supplies are in great demand; 
luxury goods are not. Local consumer demands change as consumer priorities change and as 
consumers may move from one location to another or leave the community altogether. 
Major employers may close temporarily or permanently, move facilities elsewhere, or defer 
decisions about whether to reinvest in the area. The local recovery challenge is often 
exacerbated when the community’s major employer or employers are not locally owned or 
do not have other strong ties to the community. Major employers may move or close for 
many reasons: the labor force may no longer be adequate, critical infrastructure may be 
nonfunctional for extended periods, or the competitive advantage of the location may have 
been reduced, perhaps irreparably. Investors may lose confidence in the viability of the place. 
Businesses that supply local economic support activities, such as restaurants, banks, grocery 
stores, gasoline stations, and hardware stores, 
may be slow to reestablish themselves. 
Employers may lose market share to other places 
because rebuilding is not sufficiently rapid, 
adequate, or appropriate to enable them to retain 
their pre-event market share. Finally, and perhaps 
most difficult to overcome, the community may 
have been suffering even before the event from 
local or regional economic stagnation or decline. 
 

The immediate consequences are 
just the beginning. In the days and 
weeks following the initial disaster, 
consequences begin to unfold as 
though the community itself is 
coming apart at the seams. 
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Changes in the Population 

In Homestead, Florida, a large proportion of the middle class left town just before 
Hurricane Andrew struck and did not return. Many of these people were refugees from 
harsh northern winters. Others were military dependents and retirees who left because 
Homestead Air Force Base was closed just hours before the hurricane struck and never 
reopened. Others left just to escape future hurricanes. Following the hurricane, the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development made large numbers of housing vouchers 
available in Homestead. New apartments were built, but the former residents were gone. 
The resulting availability of apartments attracted people to the community, but most of them 
had low incomes, lacked education and job skills, and were not in a position to contribute 
much to community recovery. In Northridge, California, as many as 20,000 people moved 
away from the community following the 1994 earthquake and did not return. Many of these 
were middle-class people who found themselves facing declining employment opportunities 
in the defense industry in the San Fernando Valley. Early retirement, declining home values, 
and widespread earthquake damage prompted many to move away. Large numbers, it is said, 
moved to Nevada. They were replaced in Northridge by recent arrivals from Mexico, Latin 
America, and Korea, which changed the community significantly. 
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It is not surprising that communities experience significant demographic changes 
following disasters. After all, Americans have moved in great numbers from place to place 
and from region to region ever since colonial days. What is a little surprising is that little 
effort has been made to understand the dynamics of population and demographic change in 
communities as a consequence of extreme events. Thus, it came as a surprise to many when 
a very large number of people who evacuated New Orleans chose not to return.  

 
People presumably leave one place for another when they have given up hope that 

things will get better where they are, or when they expect that their lives will be better in 
some new place and they have the wherewithal to leave. It seems likely that people who 
move to a community that experienced a recent disaster do so for the same reasons. People 
move to the site of recent disasters because they expect that they will improve their lives by 
doing so. Of course, the choice of moving presumably depends, in part, on other variables, 
including the availability of a place to live and a source of income.  

 
Local Government Financial Problems 

Following an extreme event, local governments face extraordinary workloads and 
unusually high costs. Local officials often sleep in city hall for weeks following a disaster, 
tending to the community’s needs while their own families are left pretty much to fend for 
themselves. The workloads are enormous and continually changing, ultimately involving 
virtually everyone in local government. The first demands are made on public safety 
personnel, then on public works personnel to clear debris and rebuild infrastructure, then on 
inspectors and those who issue permits and licenses, and, from beginning to end, on top 
management and finance officers.  

 
Even as expenses increase dramatically, revenues to support increased demand for 

routine government activities usually decline. The federal government does not give local 
governments a blank check and tell them to do whatever they think is needed. Almost no 
money is available to local governments to help pay for routine operations following a 
disaster. The money is available only for expenditures that can be related directly and 
immediately to the disaster. Project plans are required for virtually every loan or grant, and 
the expenditures are reimbursed; little or no money is provided up front. Local governments 
struggle to find financing that bridges the current need and the ultimate reimbursement. 
When buildings are destroyed and economic activity slows, local government revenue suffers 
badly. Real property tax revenue dips when there is little to tax. Shared taxes and state 
government grants usually decline. Sales tax revenue declines, at least for a while, and state 
assistance to local schools, if formula-based, usually declines if the autumnal student count 
declines. A hurricane in September almost always means lower enrollment counts in 
October.  
 

 
CONCLUSIONS ABOUT THE RECOVERY CHALLENGE 

 
Some communities struggle with recovery, but others appear to recover fairly 

quickly. Community recovery always requires special efforts, but recovery is much simpler, 
easier, and more likely in some communities than in others. Why is this? Research over the 
past decade or so provides important insights. 
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Community recovery is a complicated process. It is made more complicated because, 

even though everyone speaks as though there is a common understanding of what it means, 
no standard definition exists. Recovery certainly does not mean reestablishing what existed 
before the disaster, because that rarely, if ever, happens. At the simplest level, recovery might 
have two meanings. For communities that were socially, economically, and politically viable 
before the disaster, recovery probably means returning to that pre-event trajectory. Recovery 
may even be extended to making up for losses incurred because of the disaster. For stagnant 
or declining communities that experience an extreme event, recovery may mean reversing 
the pre-event trajectory of decline to create a new trajectory dominated by vitality and a new 
viability.  
 

Recovery is often made more difficult because of the myths that abound concerning 
business and community recovery. There is no ―universal‖ community recovery timetable. 
No one can tell how long it will take because recovery does not operate on a schedule. 
Recovery is neither certain nor guaranteed. Recovery does not follow repairing the built 
environment as night follows day. It does not make sense for all kinds of businesses to 
reopen as quickly as possible following an extreme event. Some should open as soon as they 
can because they are desperately needed. Others should bide their time until they have 
completed a post-event feasibility study and rewritten their business plan. 
 

In addition, community recovery is further complicated because the path to recovery 
is different for every community. The appropriate path depends on what the community was 
like before the disaster, the nature and extent of immediate losses from the event, and the 
subsequent adverse consequences that unfold in that community.  

 
Finally, community recovery is made more complex because communities are largely 

self-organizing systems: given the same circumstances and the same post-event interventions 
to facilitate recovery, the outcomes are rarely, if ever, the same. Nothing can determine or 
control the choices that residents and interested parties outside the community make about 
what to do, or where or how to do it. 

 
 Recovery is generally much more likely in communities that suffer relatively little 
initial damage. Thus, it makes sense to make communities more disaster-resistant. State 
policies make communities more disaster resistant when they require state agencies, local 
governments, and private parties to build resistance into the community. The difficulty of 
achieving recovery in any given community depends largely on the nature and extent of both 
the initial and the cascading consequences of the extreme event on the pre-event social, 
economic, and political strength of the community, and on the appropriateness of post-
event interventions intended to spur recovery. The best way to ensure recovery is to prevent 
initial losses. 

 
If, despite precautions, there are substantial immediate adverse consequences, 

communities in which losses by government and private parties are covered by insurance 
recover much more quickly than do communities left without the resources necessary for 
rebuilding. State governments have the dual responsibilities of regulating insurers and 
ensuring the availability of appropriate coverage to residents, business owners, and local 
governments. 



www.uschamber.com/bclc/programs/disaster/statepolicyclusters.htm                                                                  15                                    

                    

 
 

TOP TEN STATE COMMUNITY  
DISASTER POLICIES  

 
Very few local governments are equipped to address the many and diverse problems 

associated with recovery without help from their state government. State policies and 
practices can make an extraordinary difference in reducing the consequences of extreme 
events and can be a powerful force in facilitating community recovery. 

 
In light of lessons from past disasters, it is clear state governments have three 

critically important roles in disasters within their boundaries. The first is in disaster 
reduction: states should enact and implement policies to ensure that state agencies, local 
governments, and private parties take the basic precautions to protect people and property 
from extreme events. The second role is to ensure appropriate and effective response to 
extreme events by both local and state agencies should the precautions prove to be 
inadequate. Third, the state should adopt policies and implement programs to ensure that 
state agencies, local governments, federal agencies, and private organizations are positioned 
to work effectively toward long-term community, social, and economic recovery.  

 
The policies presented here reflect simple, important goals concerning the states’ 

three roles in disasters. It is important to articulate clear disaster goals—goals that reflect 
reducing likely consequences, responding to immediate needs, providing relief, and helping 
with long-term social and economic recovery of the affected areas. To complement that goal 
requires a clear understanding, before the event, of roles, responsibilities, and accountability 
for those involved.  

 
Another set of goals has to do with keeping people out of harm’s way, particularly 

for generally predictable extreme events. Some people seek out risky situations and others 
believe themselves to be secure from danger, but most people, when faced with taking 
responsibility for the consequences of putting themselves in danger, will make the right 
choice. At the same time, it is essential that communities, public and private infrastructure, 
and the natural environment be made resistant to largely predictable extreme events. 

 
When extreme events do occur, and they will, then a critical goal is to ensure that 

people get the help they need, not just during and in the immediate aftermath of the event, 
but over the longer term. For example, not only must people be removed from the danger 
area, but also, following the event, those who are displaced and helpless must not be left to 
fend for themselves. 

 
Finally, states’ goals should include helping communities to recover from adverse 

consequences of an extreme event. This includes helping to ensure the availability of capital 
for rebuilding and reestablishing the community’s economy. This goal implies actions 
resulting in the availability of disaster insurance and the availability of short-term bridge 
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financing as well as longer term loans to communities that need them. It may call for the 
state providing technical assistance to local government, individuals, and firms and helping 
communities ensure the retention of critical services and business. 

 
The following section identifies what we have concluded to be the top-ten state 

government policies to help reduce the consequences of extreme events, facilitate effective 
disaster response, and contribute to physical reconstruction and social and economic 
recovery. 

STATE POLICIES TO PROTECT AGAINST INITIAL ADVERSE 
CONSEQUENCES 

 
The states should have policies in place that help keep people out of harm’s way, 

particularly for extreme events with widespread consequences. Preventing major initial losses 
is the best strategy for ensuring the continued viability of communities following an extreme 
event. The states’ role is critical because the states create the policy context within which 
state agencies, local governments, and private organizations make choices that directly affect 
the safety of both people and property.     

 
  
REDUCE THE EXPOSURE OF PERSONS AND PROPERTY TO 
EXTREME EVENTS 

 
The first order of business in protecting people from extreme events is to, where 

possible, reduce their exposure to the more predictable of those events. Some places are 
more exposed to the most devastating effects of wind, water, and earth movement and are, 
therefore, inherently more dangerous than others. Keeping people from building in 
dangerous places is usually politically difficult. Getting them to take responsibility for the 
consequences, for taking adequate precautions, and for maintaining adequate insurance is 
perhaps even more difficult. One very effective way of reducing injuries, deaths, and losses 
to property is to keep people from building in places where extreme events are expected to 
occur frequently. An array of state-level policy options exists to help accomplish that 
objective. 

 
Identify and Assess the Risks 

To the extent possible, states should identify and assess hazardous areas and 
other risks to their residents. These risks should be communicated to residents. Identifying 
the hazardous sites in a state, understanding the implications of permitting development on 
them, and communicating that information to the public is fundamental to reducing the 
exposure of the population to extreme events. 

Ensure That Consumers Are Aware of Hazards 
Consumers need information about risks to make rational choices about whether 

and how to avoid them. For people to reduce their exposure to extreme events, they have to 
(1) know they exist, (2) know what they can do to protect themselves, (3) believe that taking 
action now is in their best interest, and (4) have the wherewithal to take appropriate action. 
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If those prerequisites are not met, it is futile to expect people to reduce their exposure to 
extreme events. 

Manage Development in Flood Plains and Other Hazardous Areas 
States are empowered, to a considerable extent, to regulate land use under powers 

reserved to them in the U.S. Constitution. Some of the states have enacted policies to limit 
construction in some or all of the most dangerous locations in those states, including flood 
plains, dangerous waterfront areas, areas subject to wildfire, and areas subject to extremely 
hazardous earth movement. States can regulate land use directly or enact legislation that 
enables local governments to do it. 
 

Some states are willing and able to do more than others, depending on case and 
statutory law and political leanings of the electorate. Thus, some states are limited in the 
extent to which they can regulate land use, but even with those limitations, governments are 
almost always able to purchase development rights or to put particularly hazardous sites into 
public use for purposes such as parks.  

 
 

REDUCE VULNERABILITY TO EXTREME EVENTS 
 
 
In the United States, each level of government has a role in ensuring that the built 

environment is safe from design and construction flaws and from all but the most severe 
extreme events. State governments particularly have a critical role in creating a safe 
built environment to protect people from flood, fire, windstorm, earthquake, snow load, 
and even explosions and blasts. States can require that buildings and other structures are safe 
against all but the most extreme forces to which they may be subjected. Many state-level 
tools exist for reducing the vulnerability of homes, commercial and industrial buildings, 
bridges, pipelines, and other structures. Some states employ most of those tools, while 
others employ only a few of them. 

Enact Contemporary Building Codes and Ensure Code Enforcement 
The states have the authority to enact building codes. These codes compel builders 

to comply with preestablished standards of materials and construction or structural 
performance. A significant number of states have adopted statewide building codes and 
require all construction within the state to meet them or more stringent standards imposed 
by individual communities. Some state building codes have more rigorous provisions for 
special buildings (e.g., hospitals, schools). Effective code enforcement is critical. Adequate 
enforcement requires highly trained building officials with integrity. It also requires quality 
assurance to guarantee uniformity in implementation.  

Establish Requirements for Building Resilient and Resistant Infrastructure  
State governments regulate the engineering and design of certain public and 

private facilities (e.g., waste water treatment and collection facilities). It is common among 
the states for infrastructure projects to be evaluated in terms of their environmental impact 
and whether they can be expected to meet performance standards. It is less typical that they 
are evaluated for their resistance to extreme events, but some such regulations exist. 
Wisconsin, for example, requires that waste water treatment facilities be flood-proofed to an 
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elevation two feet above a specified 100-year flood plain. Coupled with effective building 
codes, infrastructure design requirements can enhance public safety considerably. 

 
It is particularly telling that many miles of the levees and many dams in the United 

States were not designed by engineers or built by knowledgeable contractors. Most were 
built by local landowners of available, unknown materials and have unknown reliability. They 
offer little reassurance of adequate performance under just moderate stress. 

Inspect and Maintain Critical Structures 
The federal government finances construction of a considerable proportion of the 

nation’s critical public infrastructure (e.g., dams, levees, bridges, and interstate highways), but 
the states generally build and maintain them. States already have significant 
responsibilities for infrastructure inspection. State-level inspection and either state or local 
maintenance are critically important to ensure the continued reliability of bridges, causeways, 
dams, and levees. It is appropriate that inspections, at least, are the responsibility of state 
government, rather than local government, to ensure uniformity of inspections requiring 
considerable expertise and because many facilities cross local government jurisdictions.  

 
 BUILD RESISTANCE AND RESILIENCY INTO THE COMMUNITY  
 

 
Build Congruent, Supportive State Agencies and State Agency Projects 

In addition to ensuring that local governments and private parties reduce their 
exposure and their vulnerability to extreme events, state governments should build their 
projects to comply with standards of resistance and resiliency. State agencies should 
incorporate policies supportive of local government and private efforts to make 
communities safer. 

 
Provide Technical Assistance and Incentives to Enhance Resistance and Resilience 

Individual states may differ on whether they can afford grant programs as incentives 
to build greater resistance and resiliency into local government and private projects. Most, 
however, could provide technical assistance, ensure that existing regulations are congruent 
with the goals of resistance and resiliency, and provide some kinds of incentives to local 
government and private parties to enhance resistance and resiliency. 

STATE POLICIES TO CREATE AND MAINTAIN EFFECTIVE 
EMERGENCY RESPONSE SYSTEMS 
 

CREATE AND MAINTAIN CAPABLE, EFFECTIVE EMERGENCY 
RESPONSE SYSTEMS 
 
Extreme events place people in immediate danger of injury or death. Even with 

advance warning of an extreme event, people may mistakenly believe they have taken ample 
precautions and find themselves in desperate peril. As a consequence, people are injured and 
killed from the initial forces; from almost immediately triggered subsequent events; from 
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lingering exposure in the aftermath of a flood, hurricane, or storm; and from pathogens and 
contaminants spread by the event. In the United States, despite many strong and diverse 
extreme events, the numbers of injuries and deaths are relatively low compared with other, 
less fortunate places. The states have played and continue to play an important role in 
further reducing injuries and deaths from extreme events. It is particularly important that 
the various levels of government and the myriad private, nongovernmental organizations 
that provide assistance in time of need have clearly articulated roles and responsibilities for 
response. 

 
Define Response Protocols and Procedures for Coordination and Control among 
State Agencies and with Local Governments and Nongovernmental Organizations 
with Emergency Response Responsibilities 

It is essential that states create plans specifying the process and procedures that will 
be in place during a disaster and in the aftermath. To help address coordination and control 
issues, the Department of Homeland Security created, through the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), a National Incident Management System (NIMS), which, 
it is hoped, will provide the guidance necessary to facilitate coordination and control in 
disasters and imminent disasters. State governments facilitate and reinforce NIMS’ adoption 
and application with training programs and financial incentives for participating 
governments that meet acceptable levels of performance.  

 
States can mandate that local governments have adequate emergency staffing and 

training. State governments can facilitate the creation of mutual aid agreements among 
local governments so that, when emergencies stretch the capacity of a single local 
government, others will come to its aid. Similarly, state governments are able to ensure the 
development of response protocols that spell out intergovernmental roles and specify 
decision roles and rules governing response to emergencies that occur at local government 
boundaries or that cut across local boundaries. The states also play an extremely important 
role in providing training and establishing performance and staffing standards.  

Establish Effective Interagency and Intergovernmental Communication Systems and 
Procedures 

Effective interdepartmental and intergovernmental communication requires both 
appropriate behaviors and appropriate technology. Discussions about communication issues 
in emergency response agencies tend to focus on technology. Law enforcement and public 
safety personnel are often unable to communicate with one another easily and directly 
because their communication technologies are not interoperable. Interoperability problems 
are typically exacerbated because state agencies and local governments often cannot agree 
among themselves about which system or systems will be used.  
 
Ensure That State Agencies and Local Governments Have Highly Competent 
Emergency Response Teams 

States should establish standards for emergency response organizations and staff and 
ensure that they have adequate training and equipment, including disaster simulations. States 
can mandate that local governments have adequate emergency staffing and training to deal 
with emergencies. They can facilitate the creation of mutual aid agreements among local 
governments so that, when emergencies stretch the capacity of a single local government, 
others will come to its aid. And, states can ensure that they have appropriate emergency 
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response teams. Similarly, states can encourage private organizations to develop emergency 
plans for their own organizations and encourage those organizations to conduct training 
programs. Many private organizations already do so, providing models for others. 
 

Training is critical. For years, police, fire, and emergency management personnel 
have had access to advanced training programs operated by FEMA and the FBI, but not 
everyone gets to go. It is an honor reserved for a few top performers. But training, including 
disaster simulations, is needed for every emergency worker. The states play the crucial role of 
providing training and establishing performance and staffing standards.  
 
Protect Citizen First Responders and “Good Samaritans” 

Citizens are often the first responders, especially in extreme events, yet few of them 
are trained to perform necessary and rudimentary services. States might work to ensure 
training programs for citizen volunteers, but they should protect Good Samaritans and 
others by providing help from subsequent lawsuits or penalties for their good-faith efforts. 
 
Facilitate Access to Disaster Sites for Those Who Need to Be There 

States can implement access policies that define who can enter a disaster site and the 
documentation they will require. Law enforcement and the private sector can develop these 
protocols before an incident to have a better understanding of what is required and to more 
speedily move necessary recovery goods and supplies into an incident zone. Such a capability 
should use state-of-the-art technology.  
 

ESTABLISH SYSTEMS TO PROTECT PEOPLE IN HARM’S WAY 
 
 

Ensure Adequate Warning Systems 
Seeking safety is, of course, each person’s responsibility, but state government can 

and should facilitate these efforts. State government can support and facilitate public 
awareness and education programs as well as ensure that localities create and 
maintain adequate warning systems. States can ensure that warning systems are in place, 
ensure that they are working effectively, and ensure that people know what to do when the 
warning system is triggered. People need to know about the hazard, know what the warning 
will be, and know what to do and how to protect themselves when they hear or see the 
warning. Not only must warning systems be in place, but also they must be in good working 
order, tested regularly, and triggered when needed.  

Educate Residents and Visitors on How and When to Shelter in Place 
Community shelters and shelter plans are essential when evacuation is not practical. 

State governments can mandate local governments to create shelter programs to ensure the 
availability of adequate facilities and supplies. States can take the lead in training people 
about extreme events and about how and when to take immediate shelter in place or in 
community shelters. States can also subsidize the development of safe rooms in homes and 
commercial buildings through tax incentives, accelerated depreciation, and free, readily 
available building plans. States can provide tax incentives for homeowners and builders for 
the creation of safe rooms in homes and offices in areas subject to tornadoes.  
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When Necessary, Remove People from Harm’s Way 
With a sufficiently long warning period, the potential exists for evacuating people 

from the area in danger. State governments should develop and maintain effective 
evacuation plans, procedures, and facilities coupled with other means of providing safe 
havens. Few states have multijurisdictional plans for marshalling ambulances, busses, and 
other kinds of vehicles for transporting those who are unable to transport themselves. 
Evacuation invariably requires crossing local jurisdiction boundaries, so the state must work 
to ensure the development of action plans that ensure cooperation and coordination. 
 
 Evacuation implies eventual return. It is not sufficient to simply remove people from 
danger. Adequate provision must be made for helping them to care for themselves at the 
places to which they are evacuated, and to return home once it is safe. To the extent that 
families are separated and dispersed, means must be made available for them to reestablish 
relationships. Because evacuation often leads to or exacerbates physical and mental health 
issues, particular attention should be paid to ensuring the availability of appropriate care. 

Care for Survivors  
Extreme events almost always require emergency medical treatment and emergency 

supplies of food, water, and shelter. State and local governments are responsible for 
immediate response, rescue efforts, and care for the survivors, assisted by not-for-profit 
organizations such as the Red Cross. Because they cover more geographic area than local 
governments do and are likely to have emergencies occur somewhere within the state 
comparatively frequently, it makes sense for the states to position themselves to backstop 
local governments with the more specialized resources needed in large emergencies. The 
states have to be prepared to act. 

 
Most states are implementing the 211 system, making it possible for people to find 

assistance available in their community simply by phoning that number. It is essential, 
however, that individual communities maintain a complete and up-to-date list of services 
that can support people affected by a disaster. The states play a role in ensuring that 211 
becomes as well known as 911 and that communities maintain current information in the 
system. 

STATE POLICIES TO ADOPT NOW TO FACILITATE 
POSTDISASTER RECOVERY 
 
 

ENSURE THE AVAILABILITY OF ADEQUATE CAPITAL FOR 
REBUILDING AND RECOVERY 

  
People and organizations lose assets during and following extreme events. Buildings, 

production facilities, inventory, homes, and automobiles are damaged or destroyed. 
Rebuilding and recovering require money. To the extent that assets are lost and cannot be 
covered by savings or insurance, recovery for individuals and businesses is retarded. State 
governments can help preserve assets by ensuring the availability of appropriate property 
and casualty insurance policies offered by viable firms in their states. 

6 
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Ensure the Availability of Property and Casualty Insurance Policies from Viable 
Insurers Operating in the State  

Insurance and other risk-financing mechanisms are critical components of a 
comprehensive disaster risk management strategy. The fundamental goal is to enable viable 
insurers to provide disaster coverage to homeowners and renters at rates acceptable to both 
buyer and seller. It is in the interests of all parties—the insurance industry, state 
governments, state and federal taxpayers, and residents of areas frequented by devastating 
events—to devise solutions to the property and casualty insurance dilemma. States, insurers, 
and reinsurers, and probably federal officials, have to work collaboratively to reach workable 
solutions.  

 
Following recent devastating disasters, private insurance firms have increased 

premiums in dangerous areas to more closely approximate the actuarial costs of insuring 
property in those areas. In response to complaints by owners who do not want to pay the 
full cost of insuring their property, some states have created state-owned and -operated 
insurance funds to provide lower cost insurance. Unfortunately, in those cases, those who 
live in less dangerous places end up subsidizing the risk takers. This policy issue, far from 
being resolved, demands attention. 

 
Ensure Local Governments Participate in the National Flood Insurance Program  

Every year, thousands of homes are flooded and the owners find themselves 
uninsured or underinsured for their losses. The National Flood Insurance Program was 
created by the federal government in 1968 to offer flood insurance to homeowners and 
renters. When uninsured or underinsured homeowners and renters suffer losses in floods, 
they almost invariably look for someone, usually the federal government, to compensate 
them for their losses. The federal government sometimes comes through for them, creating 
a powerful incentive for people to avoid the costs of insurance in favor of an expected 
bailout. The National Flood Insurance Program is subsidized by the federal government to 
encourage property owners to buy insurance. Even though the insurance is subsidized, those 
who experience losses bear at least a portion of the costs of assistance that might otherwise 
be borne by the taxpayers. State governments should ensure that local governments within their 
boundaries enroll in the National Flood Insurance Program and that property owners are 
encouraged to buy policies. This can be accomplished by offering a combination of 
incentives and sanctions. 

 
Ensure the Availability of Loan Funds from Public and Private Sources 

Both state and local governments may have to borrow funds in the immediate 
aftermath of an extreme event. The federal government typically reimburses expenses rather 
than paying in advance. Bridge funding is needed for projects. If the tax base is shattered, 
funds are needed for routine operations and the federal government does not consider those 
to be eligible for reimbursement. It is important that state government take action to ensure 
the availability of loan funds in such circumstances. 
 
 In one southern community, a locally owned bank took on responsibility for keeping 
the local municipality financially afloat for years after a major disaster. State governments can 
work with private lenders to, perhaps, insure loans or otherwise facilitate public-private 
cooperation. Some states provide below-market-interest loans to local governments to build 
needed facilities. A similar arrangement could be made for the period following a disaster. 
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Because their budgets are tight, it is unlikely that state governments will create large 

grant programs to help build disaster resistance into communities unless the money is 
initially granted to the state by the federal government. States have, however, created 
revolving loan funds with subsidized rates for a wide range of local government 
activities. It would be a relatively simple matter to place conditions on the use of the money, 
with stipulations that the projects receiving support from the revolving loan fund meet 
disaster resistance standards. The state can also place requirements on federal ―pass 
through‖ grants to local entities to provide incentives for building a more resilient, resistant 
community. States might also condition disaster relief funds on local governments building 
disaster resistance into rebuilding and having disaster insurance. 
 
Consider Facilitating the Creation of Disaster-Based Infrastructure Repair and 
Replacement Sinking Funds for Local Government 

States vary on the extent to which they permit local governments to set money aside 
annually for expected future needs. Some federal grant programs require grant recipients to 
create and fund sinking funds for repair and replacement.  
 
 Valid arguments can be made both for and against governmental sinking funds. 
Some argue that government should take only what it needs for current operations and debt 
service. It should not, the argument goes, take money to stash in accounts when the 
taxpayers themselves should have access to that money. Moreover, it can be argued that 
those who are paying for infrastructure now being used should not be compelled to pay for 
infrastructure to be used by future generations. On the other hand, proponents of sinking 
funds argue that they stabilize tax rates and provide relatively inexpensive insurance against 
predictable calamities. Practice seems to wobble between the two positions, with pragmatism 
ruling: local governments usually try to develop modest sinking funds to protect against the 
most likely contingencies. States may be able to clarify conditions under which sinking funds 
may be appropriately developed. 
 
Help Local Areas with Private Disaster Recovery Assistance 

Although states may not be able to provide much in the way of financial assistance 
to local governments and private organizations in the aftermath of a disaster, they can collect 
donations and other funds that are not earmarked for specific activities and direct those 
funds to the highest priority needs for which other funding is not readily available. 
 

 
DEVELOP DISASTER RECOVERY PLANS IN CONCERT WITH 
LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR 
 

Develop Statewide Disaster Plans Outlining Who Will Do What and How They Will 
Do It in Response to an Extreme Event 

A few states have developed disaster plans, and some of those plans are better than 
others. No one knows what the precise consequences of any extreme event will be, so it is 
impossible to outline exactly what should be done to recover from them. At the least, plans 
must define who will be responsible for the various essential roles and actions during and 
after an extreme event. Responsibilities and accountability should be sorted out to the extent 
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possible, and simulations should be employed to ensure that the current incumbents of 
positions know their roles and responsibilities. This is not likely to be as simple as it sounds. 
Whenever the site of the extreme event is considered a possible crime scene, more actors 
become involved. If terrorists are thought to be involved, then the complexity grows 
geometrically. 
 

In addition to specifying roles and responsibilities, it is possible to identify the most 
likely consequences of the most likely extreme event or events that will happen in a given 
community. If flooding is the most frequent, then one can anticipate much of what will have 
to be done. The same can be said for earthquakes, hurricanes, and tornadoes. Even so, the 
plans have to be stated in sufficiently broad terms to adapt to the unique circumstances of 
each event. 

 
After the Disaster, State Agencies Should Work with Local Governments and the 
Private Sector to Devise Regional Recovery Strategies 

The federal government provides considerable assistance when an extreme event 
results in a presidential disaster declaration. FEMA helps rebuild public infrastructure and 
helps some not-for-profit organizations rebuild or repair their facilities. The Department of 
Housing and Urban Development provides housing vouchers and Community 
Development Block Grants. The Economic Development Administration in the 
Department of Commerce funds projects for economic development. The Small Business 
Administration provides low-interest loans to businesses. Federal programs are invaluable 
for supporting response and rebuilding the physical environment. 

 
It is important to recognize that no one at the federal level is responsible for 

integrating those projects into a cohesive recovery strategy. No federal agency looks 
across local boundaries at metropolitan or regional recovery, and there is little 
support for repairing the nonstructural parts of the community system. Most local 
officials have had very little experience in facilitating community recovery. Local 
governments are usually well equipped to deliver services and to manage construction, but 
they are rarely staffed with the requisite skills for mending a broken community. 

 
States can provide technical assistance in one more important way. Disasters almost 

always spill across local boundaries. Local governments’ maps rarely extend beyond their 
boundaries, which is evidence of their specific focus. Regional planning agencies sometimes 
exist, but some are more useful than others. The states can arrange before disasters to work 
collaboratively with localities and federal officials to devise metropolitan or regional 
recovery strategies—strategies for areas that correspond to the physical and economic 
community that almost never corresponds to the boundaries of any given local government. 
These strategies can create synergies from the money spent on a host of projects. The state 
can provide financial incentives for cooperation and collaboration and can ensure that 
important regional recovery activities are funded. 

 
Community recovery does not occur without investments from the private sector. 

Private sector involvement in problem analysis and planning is critical to devising strategies 
and action plans for community and regional recovery. 
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PROVIDE FOR THE CONTINUITY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
OPERATIONS FOLLOWING A DISASTER 

Ensure Municipal Financial Viability Following Disaster 
Following extreme events, even prudent local governments often face fiscal crises. 

There are three main reasons: expenses skyrocket, revenues decline, and the workload 
increases geometrically. The high expenses are the result of having to take on tasks for which 
funds are rarely budgeted. Debris must be removed, utilities must be restored, infrastructure 
must be rebuilt, public safety must be ensured, rebuilding and recovery plans have to be 
developed, and on and on. Unfortunately, disasters usually have huge adverse impacts on 
local government revenues. People stop paying ad valorem property taxes when the property 
is no longer there. If the local government gets an annual share of sales taxes generated in 
the community, that share almost invariably declines dramatically immediately following a 
disaster. State aid to schools is usually based, at least in part, on enrollments counted shortly 
after the beginning of the school year. When the disaster forces families to move away, even 
temporarily, enrollments can plummet, just when the local government most needs the 
funds. 

 
Because every state is subject to extreme events, provisions should be enacted for 

the state to help local governments address the financial demands occasioned by 
disasters for which federal disaster reimbursement is not available. Funds are needed 
primarily to replace tax revenues and state shared taxes and grants that the local 
governments would not receive because of the disaster. To the extent that property is 
destroyed, ad valorem property taxes decline, and sales tax revenues are likely to decline for at 
least some time following the disaster. School grants in aid, typically based largely on 
enrollment counts, would decline, perhaps precipitously, should families be forced to leave 
the community following the event. Local governments need a backstop or hold-harmless 
protection. 

Ensure Information Security 
Extreme events often have disastrous effects on vital public, business, and personal 

information. Extreme events play havoc with paper and other hard-copy documents as well 
as electronic files. States can take the lead in ensuring the safety and security of 
important public records from all levels of government within the state. Standards should 
be established for storing and maintaining critical records and information, and for backing 
up that information in safe locations.  

 
Provide Support Staff and Technical Assistance 

Local governments find themselves facing extraordinary demands following a 
disaster, with each vying for immediate attention. Damaged parts of the community require 
attention to clear debris and restore services. Undamaged areas of the community still 
require regular community services. Staff have to inventory the sources of state and federal 
assistance and familiarize themselves with both their substantive and procedural 
requirements. Lengthy and often complex forms must be completed to request funds under 
the auspices of various programs. Information must be retrieved from files to support 
requests.  
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State governments can greatly assist local governments to facilitate community 
recovery by providing technical and temporary support staff, ensuring that federal funds are 
directed to the areas critical for recovery in disasters that cross local boundaries. 

 
Federal agencies want to get the funds to the cities and the state, but are, of course, 

concerned that the administrative rules for each program are fully complied with. 
Unfortunately, few of the programs have exactly the same rules. One thing they do have in 
common is that virtually every dime for which a local government seeks reimbursement 
must be eligible and must be accounted for. Larger and more sophisticated local 
governments usually have accounting systems that can accommodate that requirement; less 
sophisticated governments often do not. Some states provide temporary staff assistance to 
local governments to help meet the urgent demands and increased workload. States can also 
facilitate arrangements for having unaffected local governments provide temporary 
assistance. FEMA will reimburse disaster-related costs, so the ―lending‖ government can be 
reimbursed for its costs. 

 
Some states also provide specialized technical support in addressing a host of 

problems. The states can help with paperwork, installing new procedures, helping with 
strategic analyses for community and economic development, identifying possible sources of 
funds, and, later, working to help ensure the emotional and mental health of survivors with 
problems. States that experience extreme events on a regular basis will presumably be better 
equipped to provide such technical assistance than will states where extreme events are rare. 

 
 
REPAIR OR REBUILD INFRASTRUCTURE AND ACCELERATE 
PROGRAMMED INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS IN AFFECTED 
AREAS 

 
State government should have policies in place to enable it to expedite building, 

rebuilding, or repairing critical infrastructure components in and near damaged communities. 
In addition, states generally have capital improvements and other projects programmed for 
development over a period of years. Accelerating projects in damaged areas can facilitate 
recovery. The projects should be congruent with the regional recovery strategy.  

Repair or Rebuild Damaged State Infrastructure Quickly 
The state of California took extraordinary steps immediately after the 1994 

Northridge earthquake to repair extensive damage to Interstate 10 (the Santa Monica 
Freeway). The freeway was and is critical to commuting and shipping in Southern California. 
The damage to it created huge costs in increased transportation time and significantly 
burdened local streets. The consequences of downtime for the economy were staggering. 
The state took imaginative steps to award contracts to private firms for repair with major 
incentives for early completion. The freeway was reopened in record time. This example 
indicates the importance of the states having policies and procedures in place for initiating 
rapid action to repair or replace critical state-owned infrastructure in the wake of damage. 

9 
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Accelerate the Construction of Programmed Capital Facilities and Infrastructure in 
the Damaged Communities and in Undamaged Communities Bearing Direct Costs 
from the Disaster 

In many communities, extreme events lead to economic problems. If doing so does 
not exert excess strain on the construction or financial industries in the area, it makes sense 
for states to accelerate already planned improvements in the damaged community to 
stimulate local economic activity. 

 
Some communities that are undamaged by the event still suffer from it. Baton 

Rouge, Louisiana, for example, suffered major school and traffic overloads because so many 
people left New Orleans and reestablished there for months and even years. Baton Rouge’s 
infrastructure was severely taxed and needed help, but not much came forward. 

 
  

WORK WITH LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR 
TO FACILITATE ECONOMIC RECOVERY 

  
Expedite Permitting and Licensing Activities 

In almost every disaster site, large numbers of people arrive from outside the 
community to help clean up and rebuild. These include employees of large firms with 
government contracts to remove debris and clear building sites, as well as sole proprietors 
and self-employed workers who move from disaster to disaster. They include volunteers 
from religious groups, colleges, and neighboring towns. Experts from communities far from 
the disaster arrive to help restore power, relieve emergency workers, and operate water and 
sewage treatment facilities. FEMA and Red Cross workers arrive. 

All of the people who come to help with recovery need food and shelter, just 
like the survivors. Restaurants, gasoline stations, pharmacies, grocery stores, hotels, motels, 
and day care centers are high priorities in the first few days following a disaster. Most of 
those kinds of businesses require local and/or state inspections before they open for 
business. All this means that inspections and permits must be expedited. States can facilitate 
this process in a number of ways without jeopardizing health and safety. When state 
approval is needed, one way is to provide ―front of the queue‖ processing for specified kinds 
of permit and inspection requests in disaster areas. A second way is to help local 
governments staff up by ensuring that they get staffing help from neighboring jurisdictions 
and from the state itself. A third way is to devise contingency procedures for inspection and 
permitting to be implemented during disaster recovery. 

 
It is important not only to get certain kinds of businesses open soon after the 

disaster, but also to ensure the availability of licensed contractors to help clean up and 
rebuild. In most communities, electricians, builders, and others can do business in the 
community only if they are licensed by the local government or by a state agency. The state 
can greatly assist in licensing individuals and firms by working with the local governments to 
conduct background checks and test applicants. It may be appropriate for the state to 
actually take on the function of licensing contractors for certain kinds of activities, especially 
those for which statewide codes exist. 
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Help Retain Key Service Providers, Employers, and Employees 
Some local governments and communities appear to assume that key businesses, 

service providers, and workers, once in the community, will remain there permanently. 
Others have come to know that isn’t the case. When local businesses are owned by 
international firms headquartered far away, the decision of whether to stay in a community, 
close operations, or move operations is very difficult, particularly after a disaster. When 
corporate headquarters assess the situation in the disaster-stricken community, it is natural 
for them to make a choice about whether to continue operations there, particularly when the 
facilities are damaged, infrastructure is nonfunctional, and workers are leaving. 
 

Perhaps the most sensible but least employed approach is for state and local 
governments to work with existing firms and service providers to learn what they need to 
remain in the community. This does not always come down to tax breaks and ―freebies.‖ 
Solutions may include providing a particular infrastructure facility, helping with attracting 
employees, or even improving the community’s cultural opportunities. Sometimes nothing 
can be done.  
 
 Following an extreme event, appeals to community loyalty and to a pioneer spirit are 
not going to be enough to ensure that those who were providing the services and the jobs 
will remain. It is incumbent on state and local officials to work with the organizations to 
learn what they can do to facilitate the recovery of the firms. They should also work with 
those who have key skills in the local economy to ascertain what might be done to keep 
them in the community. This might include some technical assistance, assisted training 
programs, expediting infrastructure repair, or marketing the community’s recovery progress, 
among myriad other activities. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

THIS IS STEP ONE 
This is the first step in a larger project. For this report, we looked at how extreme 

events can lead to community disasters and how the consequences of extreme events 
become obstacles to recovery. Then we used that information to identify important steps 
that state governments can take to reduce adverse impacts from extreme events and prepare 
themselves and their constituent local governments to respond to and recover from 
disasters. This report identifies the “Top Ten Policies” that states can enact to make a 
major difference in protecting their communities and, if the protection is not adequate, to 
help them recover from disaster. 

 
THE NEXT STEP 

The next step in the larger project is to learn what the states are actually doing in 
terms of the ―Top Ten Policies.‖ The research team will identify and describe the best 
practices that one or more states employ in each policy cluster. The team will learn the 
extent to which all the states have created policies and enacted programs in these top ten 
policy areas, and rate them accordingly. The resulting “Community Disaster Recovery 
Policy Score Card,‖ coupled with the best practices information, will provide officials and 
disaster preparedness advocates with the means for knowing what remains to be done in 
each state to improve disaster recovery. 
 

MORE INFORMATION 
For more information about each policy cluster, you can find an extended version of 

this report online at 
http://www.uschamber.com/bclc/programs/disaster/statepolicyclusters.htm. 
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ABOUT BCLC 

The Business Civic Leadership Center (BCLC) is a 501(c)3 affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, the world's largest business federation. BCLC is the U.S. Chamber's resource 
and voice for businesses and their social and philanthropic interests.    

BCLC is a catalyst to promote responsive and responsible long term social and economic 
development. We are a voice and resource for the business community’s social, community 
and philanthropic interests, with a focus on advancing the positive role of business in 
society.  

Our work builds public private partnerships and educates stakeholders and influencers on 
corporate citizenship – business IS part of the solution. We do this through: 

 Communicating the U.S. private sector's unique and valuable contributions  

 Cultivating strategies and practices that achieve positive results  

 Coordinating public-private partnerships and coalitions   

With the increase in business involvement in disaster assistance, BCLC promotes solutions 
for better communication and coordination among business, government, and nonprofit 
organizations. The Disaster Assistance and Recovery program helps promote and facilitate 
effective private-sector contributions to U.S. and international disaster response efforts. We 
are a leading information resource for private-sector donors, charitable 
organizations, government agencies, and news outlets.   

Our overarching goal is to help build good will, good relations, and good markets by 
focusing on issues that affect businesses from a social and economic standpoint.  

 

BCLC’s Disaster Assistance and Recovery Working Group 
 

Abbott Laboratories, Accenture, Allstate, ARAMARK, Baxter International Inc.,  
Cherokee Information Systems, Citi, Comcast, ExxonMobil, FedEx, Genworth Financial, 
Global Emergency Group, IBM Corporation, MainStream GS, Microsoft Corporation, 
Motorola, Inc., Office Depot Foundation, State Farm, The Shell Oil Company, UPS, 
Verizon Communications, Weyerhaeuser 
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