Disaster Resilience and Mitigation

By Meghan Mertyris, NLIHC Disaster
Housing Recovery Policy Analyst, and
Dori Olson, NLIHC Disaster Housing
Recovery Intern

ith the growing threat of rising seas and

worsening weather, disasters will occur
with greater frequency and intensity in more
areas in our country. The lowest-income and
most marginalized households are often most
at risk because government policies have
located their homes in high-risk areas and
policymakers have failed to invest in the infra-
structure needed to prevent harm. Not only do
mitigation and resilience efforts actively reduce
risks to life and property, but they can also
save money in the long-term, lessening the
need for expensive, large-scale recovery proj-
ects after a disaster. For these investments to
have their greatest protective and cost-saving
effect, they must be used equitably.

To support this work, NLIHC works to advance
housing justice through disaster housing recov-
ery, resilience, and research (DHR) initiative.

What is Resilience?

The definition of resilience varies in different
disciplines and there is no single definition

that is universally accepted. The U.N. Office of
Disaster Risk Reduction considers resilience to
be “the ability of a system, community, or soci-
ety exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accom-
modate to, and recover from the effects of a
hazard in a timely and efficient manner, includ-
ing through the preservation and restoration of
its essential basic structures and functions.”

The concept of “adaption” deals with specific
actions taken to shift government systems and
the built environment to new ecological and
climatological norms. The concept of “mitiga-
tion” deals with specific actions taken to directly
lessen the impact of specific hazards on systems
and the built environment.
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In contrast, the term “resilience” is a broader
concept - one that deals with the capacity of
a society to adapt and mitigate the impact of
hazards. As such, the DHR’s “resilience” work
focuses on ensuring that communities and
households with low-incomes have the capac-
ity and expertise necessary to perform activi-
ties that fall within mitigation and adaptation -
that in turn lower the risk of their communities
to hazards.

Another distinction: https://bit.ly/44EzT9F is
made between “reactive” and “proactive” resil-
ience in response to hazards: A society relying
on reactive resilience approaches the future by
strengthening the status quo and making the
present system resistant to change, whereas
one that develops proactive resilience accepts
the inevitability of change and tries to create a
system that is capable of adapting to new con-
ditions and imperatives.

While many still approach the concept of resil-
ience by focusing on the physical aspects of a
community - we support the ongoing shift in
thinking towards a broader view of resilience
that doesn’t just consist of physical mitigation
and adaption techniques but also a more holis-
tic community-wide view of resilience — includ-
ing housing and financial factors.

Why this Matters to People with
Low Incomes

Low-income communities and communities of
color did not choose to place themselves in areas
with high hazard risk. Often, these communities
were forced into their current location by federal,
state, and local policies designed to enforce
racial segregation and inequality. More and more
low-income households and households of color
may be pushed into harm'’s way as developers
and the housing market overall react to the
increasing threat of rising seas and worsening
weather. We have already seen raising rents and


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1464286704000105
https://bit.ly/44EzT9F

land prices in low-risk areas. By implementing
equitable mitigation strategies as part of a com-
prehensive plan for environmental justice, policy-
makers can slow or halt displacement.

Additionally, as federal funding is approved for
mitigation projects, some planners and policy-
makers may see an opportunity to utilize these
funds to expand local tax or revenue streams
by investing in wealthier areas that surround
the low-income communities that are at a
greater risk of disaster damage. This preference
for investing in higher-income, majority-white
communities and the lack of investment in
marginalized communities has occurred repeat-
edly throughout the country. Instead, mitiga-
tion efforts must be directed to areas directly
impacted by disasters before focusing on
broader mitigation needs.

Above all else, resilience and mitigation goals
should focus on bringing marginalized commu-
nities up to a basic standard of infrastructure
and protection from future disasters. These are
often areas where redlining, segregation, and
entrenched inequality have prevented substan-
tial investment in infrastructure. It is important
that resilience planning accounts for parts of
the community that have been ignored by
disaster-related planning.

To achieve a resilient community, the mitiga-
tion needs of homeowners, renters, and people
experiencing homelessness should be equitably
addressed. Communities should strive to inte-
grate the affordable housing needs of an area
into its mitigation planning and include mitiga-
tion needs into affordable housing plans.

Federal Mitigation Programs

FEMA's Hazard Mitigation Assistance (HMA)
Program: https://www.fema.gov/grants/
mitigation/learn

FEMA can provide state, territory, and tribal
governments, along with individuals, with
low-interest loans, reimbursement for mitigation
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activities, and technical and financial assistance.
The program aims to “design, build and nur-
ture high-performing teams that promote and
deliver risk reduction programs.” Some of these
program’s resources are available once the pres-
ident issues a presidential disaster declaration.
Others, with the goal of making communities
more resilient before a disaster occurs, don't
require a federal disaster declaration to be acti-
vated. Similarly, some of these mitigation funds
are allocated on a competitive basis while oth-
ers are reserved for non-competitive purposes.

Building Resilient Infrastructure and Communi-
ties (BRIC): https://bit.ly/4jM3PoP. BRIC funding
can be utilized for initiatives that will aid terri-
tories, tribal nations, states, and local govern-
ments in becoming more resilient to extreme
weather and disasters. Some BRIC funding is
allotted on a competitive basis, and some is
reserved for non-competitive uses. Non-com-
petitive funding is meant to address concerns
that lower-resourced and more rural communi-
ties can’t equitably participate in the competi-
tive grant process. Aligning with the Justice40
Initiative, 40% of the overall benefits of certain
federal investments flow to disadvantaged com-
munities that may be overburdened by pollution
and under-investment. However, administrative
capacity issues, especially in rural areas, can
prevent many low-income communities from
accessing these funds.

BRIC Direct Technical Assistance (BRIC DAT):
https://bit.ly/4IJOYwL. In response to organizing
and advocacy by storm survivors from marginal-
ized communities, FEMA developed BRIC DAT
to complement the BRIC Program. BRIC DAT
allows grantees who may not have the capacity
and/or resources to plan and implement resil-
ience projects on their own to access unique
additional support from FEMA. While the BRIC
DAT program doesn't provide funding for miti-
gation, it does include a range of non-financial
support including climate risk assessments,
community engagement, partnership building,
and more.
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Flood Mitigation Assistance: https://bit.ly/
4[TrDr3. Targeting buildings that have flood
insurance through the National Flood Insurance
Program: https://www.fema.gov/flood-insurance
(NFIP), this program aims to lower or completely
eliminate the risk of repetitive flood damage.
The Flood Mitigation Assistance Program was
created when the National Flood Insurance
Reform Act of 1994: https://bit.ly/3EGcZnV was
signed into law. Funded competitively, FEMA
decides which communities receive funding
based on the mitigation project, eligibility, and
cost-effectiveness. If a community accepts funds
from the Flood Mitigation Assistance Program, a
hazard mitigation plan: https://bit.ly/3GgNp6R
is required.

Flood Mitigation Assistance Swift Current (Swift
Current): https://bit.ly/4]Nbd|B. Similarly, the
Swift Current program aids property owners
who have insurance through the NFIP: https://
www.fema.gov/flood-insurance and have a
history of repetitive or substantial damage from
flooding. Communities can access funding to
mitigate their structures and reduce the risk

of potential future flood damage. Specifically,
the funds can be used for property acquisition
and structure demolition/relocation, structure
elevations, dry floodproofing of historic resi-
dential structures or non-residential structures,
non-structural retrofitting of existing structures
and facilities, mitigation reconstruction, and
structural retrofitting of existing structures.
These funds are made available to states, terri-
tories, and federally recognized tribal govern-
ments after they receive a presidential disaster
declaration in response to a flooding disaster.
This program was made possible because of
critical funding made available through the
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL).

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP):
https://bit.ly/3Rv6A1P. In the aftermath of a
presidentially declared disaster, state, local,
tribal, and territorial governments can access
funding to create hazard mitigation plans and
rebuild in ways that mitigate future disaster
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impacts. Hazard mitigation “includes long-
term efforts to reduce risk and the potential
impact of future disasters.” The ultimate goal

of the HMGP program is to aid communities in
rebuilding in a way that makes them even stron-
ger and more resilient than they were prior to
the disaster.

To access funding through the HMGP program,
a community must develop and enact hazard
mitigation plans. Mitigation projects can range
from planning and enforcement, flood pro-
tection to retrofitting and construction. While
homeowners and businesses can't apply for a
grant themselves, local governments can apply
on their behalf.

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) Post
Fire: https://www.fema.gov/grants/mitigation/
learn/post-fire. A subsection of the HMGP pro-
gram, HMGP Post Fire funds, offers communi-
ties assistance with mitigation activities in the
aftermath of a wildfire disaster. This program is
especially necessary as fires can increase the like-
lihood and severity of “secondary hazards” such
as floods, erosion, and mudflows to affected
areas. Projects under HMGP Post Fire must be
cost effective and require a Benefit-Cost Analysis:
https://bit.ly/3ECJAQe (BCA) before implementa-
tion. However, FEMA has preapproved 3 project
types that meet these requirements: soil stabiliza-
tion, flood diversion, and reforestation projects.

HMGP Post Fire began in 2018 and is available
to any community that received a Fire Man-
agement Assistance Grant (FMAG) declaration
because of a wildfire disaster. The program is
administered under the same guidelines as

the HMGP program; funding is allocated on

a county or tribal level, rather than to individ-
ual applications. However, private nonprofits
defined under Section 102 of the “Stafford Act”
may function as sub applicants.

Pre-Disaster Mitigation (PDM) grant program:
https://www.fema.gov/grants/mitigation/learn.
With an eye towards the future, the PDM pro-
gram provides funds to state, local tribal, and
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territorial governments to plan and carry out
sustainable, cost-effective mitigation projects
in advance of disaster with the goal of reduc-
ing harm to communities and minimizing the
amount of federal funds that need to be spent
recovering from disaster. This program was
authorized by Section 203 of the “Stafford
Act.”: https://www.fema.gov/disaster/stafford-
act In 2024, “The Further Consolidated Appro-
priations Act,”: https://bit.ly/3YKnkG4 autho-
rized funding under this program for 110
projects meant to reduce the risk of hazards to
communities.

The Safequarding Tomorrow Revolving Loan
Fund (RLF) program: https://www.fema.gov/
grants/mitigation/learn/storm-rlf. The RFL Pro-
gram provides capitalization grants to commu-
nities so they can create revolving loan funds for
local governments to access mitigation assis-
tance and make their communities more resil-
ient. This program is designed to complement
and supplement HMA grant portfolio through
low interest loans directly at the local level. This
means FEMA will not limit or restrict projects
further than preexisting statutes or require a
Benefit-Cost Analysis and loans can be used

as a non-federal cost match. The Safeguarding
Tomorrow RLF prioritizes entity empowerment,
innovative funding solutions, equitable access,
administrative flexibility, and a simplified grant
application process.

The program was created with the Infrastruc-
ture Investment and Jobs Act in 2021 and is
currently funded through fiscal year 2026. In
accordance with the Safeguarding Tomorrow
through Ongoing Risk Mitigation (STORM) Act,
grants are given to states, territories, and tribes
who then award loans to communities with an
approved hazard mitigation plan.

Community Disaster Resilience Zones (CDRZ)
program: https://www.fema.gov/partnerships/
community-disaster-resilience-zones. To ensure
disaster resilience reaches communities who
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need it most, the CDRZ program requires FEMA
to identify census tracts most at risk from natu-
ral hazards via a natural hazard risk assessment
index. Agencies and organizations across the
government and private sector would then
focus resilience project planning, implemen-
tation, and general assistance on these geo-
graphical areas. As of November 2024, 754
census tracts across states, territories, and tribal
nations have been declared as CDRZ, which

can be viewed on this interactive map: https://
bit.ly/3YNOFsJ. This program was created via
the Community Disaster Resilience Zones Act:
https://bit.ly/4jMyZMG in 2022, which amended
the “Stafford Act” to mandate the use of a risk
assessment index.

HUD

Community Development Block Grant Mitiga-
tion (CDBG-MIT) Program: https://bit.ly/3Rul-
cOW. As part of a new focus on pre-disaster
mitigation and preparedness after the destruc-
tive 2017 and 2018 hurricane seasons, Con-
gress has begun to appropriate funds under
HUD’s CDBG-MIT program. Like CDBG-DR,
CDBG-MIT funding is provided for areas that
suffered from a presidentially declared disaster
and is distributed similarly to CDBG-DR. Pro-
gram funding is available for mitigation and
resiliency projects, defined as activities that
reduce the risk to life and property by lessening
the impact of a future disaster. These projects
are not required to address an existing disas-
ter impact, but rather, areas that are likely to
be impacted in the future. Like the CDBG-DR
program, the regular CDBG regulations: https://
bit.ly/3Goo4ud apply to CDBG-MIT funding
subject to waivers and alternative requirements
released by HUD.

The process for CDBG-MIT grantees is also
essentially the same as the CDBG-DR program,
with the grantee developing an action plan
that outlines the planned use of the funds. The
plans are subject to public comment and HUD
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approval. The program requires a 30-day public
participation window and specifies a minimum
number of public meetings to be held that
correspond to the amount of funding allocated
to that state. As this program is relatively new,
program guidelines and policies remain in flux.

The Green and Resilient Retrofit Program
(GRRP): https://www.hud.gov/GRRP. Through
GRRP, owners of HUD-assisted multifamily
buildings can receive subsidies to increase
resilience to climate hazards. These direct loans
would cover projects to reduce carbon emis-
sions, increase the use of renewable energy and
electrification, address air quality concerns, and
make properties more energy and water effi-
cient. This program is funded under the “Infla-
tion Reduction Act”: https://bit.ly/3RvuDxB and
began receiving applications in 2023. Applica-
tions are divided into three sections: Elements
Cohort provides gap financing for in progress
recapitalization projects, Leading Edge Cohort
supports projects in earlier stages of planning,
and Comprehensive Cohort plans and funds the
project through HUD contractors.

Forecast for 2025

Disaster resilience reform is at a very critical
point. Hurricanes Helene and Milton, among
many other destructive disasters in 2024 demon-
strated that disasters are getting more intense,
happening more frequently, and impacting

areas of the country that have never been hit by
disasters of this magnitude before. Our reactive
thinking about disasters is no longer going to cut
it- we must take proactive action to ensure our
communities can not only rebuild after disaster
but rebuild in a way that is stronger and better
for the community as a whole.

We have seen some movement toward this goal
with programs like the Flood Mitigation Assis-
tance Swift Current program and the Safeguard-
ing Tomorrow Revolving Loan Fund Program.
These recently created programs recognize the
harmful impacts of disaster and seek to both
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protect vulnerable communities and save the
federal government money.

Additionally, programs such as the Pre-Disaster
Mitigation grant program no longer wait for a
disaster to occur to disperse funds. Instead, they
allow communities to access funding in advance
of a disaster to make themselves more resilient
and, again, save federal funds they would have
had to spend on disaster recovery had the com-
munity not been mitigated.

Together, these programs represent progress
and give us an opportunity to continue to build
on this momentum and implement additional
measures that result in stronger communities
and better functioning government programs.
However, given the projected political situation
in 2025, it is likely that robust federal funding
for mitigation programs will be difficult to gain.
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