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Disaster Response and Recovery
By Noah Patton, Manager of Disaster  
Recovery, NLIHC 

FEMA leads the federal government’s efforts 
to prepare for potential disasters and to 

manage the federal response and recovery 
efforts following any disaster that overwhelms 
local and state authorities. FEMA provides 
help to coordinate direct financial and physical 
assistance to those affected by disasters and is 
responsible for coordinating government-wide 
relief efforts. FEMA typically facilitates short-
term recovery efforts, while HUD takes on long-
term recovery during some disasters. The coun-
try’s system of disaster response and recovery 
is very intricate and is a specialized field of its 
own. It is also fundamentally broken and is criti-
cally in need of reform. However, housing orga-
nizers and advocates are advised to maintain 
a general familiarity with their broad concepts, 
which are described in this article. 

A Brief Note on “Natural Disasters”
A disaster occurs when a hazard, defined as a 
“source of danger that may or may not lead 
to an emergency or disaster,” overwhelms the 
ability or emergency services in a local govern-
ment or a region to effectively respond. A haz-
ard created by technology, such as a chemical 
spill or atomic bomb, is called a “technological 
hazard,” while a hazard created through natu-
ral effects, like a tornado, is labeled a “natural 
hazard.” The likelihood that a hazard will lead to 
a disaster is called “risk.” 

The term “natural disaster” is a misnomer 
because a disaster is created by society’s inabil-
ity to sufficiently prepare for and respond to a 
hazard, even if the hazard is created through 
nature. Using the term “natural disaster” implies 
that a disaster was somehow unavoidable or an 
“act of God,” when in fact disasters are created 
by the culmination of policy makers’ decisions 

regarding how and where to build homes and 
businesses, and how to prevent and respond 
to hazards. Advocates are advised to use the 
phrase “disaster” alone instead of “natural 
disaster.” 

Disaster Response
Whether there is an event (like a house fire or an 
automobile accident) or a larger-scale incident 
(like a hurricane, tornado, or a flood), immediate 
response to an emergency is coordinated and 
executed by local government agencies that 
handle emergency services – typically the local 
police, fire, and emergency medical service per-
sonnel. These individuals are supported by local 
officials and emergency managers. 

When a disaster occurs and the local response 
capability is overwhelmed, the governor of a 
state, or chief executive of a tribal nation or a 
territorial government should request a federal 
disaster declaration from the federal govern-
ment requesting the activation of various assis-
tance programs and federal aid. This request 
will also contain a “Preliminary Damage Assess-
ment” that includes data on the direct impacts 
like the number of damaged homes and needs 
like infrastructure repair and emergency shel-
ter. After reviewing this assessment, FEMA 
will make a recommendation to the president 
to approve or deny a request. If a request is 
denied, the requestor can appeal that decision. 

Upon the approval of the request, FEMA will 
appoint a Federal Coordinating Officer (FCO) 
and begin the deployment of resources and 
personnel for the requested and approved 
programs. It is important to note that while 
FEMA is the lead federal agency involved with 
disaster response, the response itself is still 
directed by state and local level emergency 
management offices and policymakers. The 
general framework for how federally supported 
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disaster response occurs and how coordination 
is facilitated is laid out in the National Incident 
Management System: https://www.fema.gov/
emergency-managers/nims while specific tasks 
are covered by the National Response Frame-
work: https://bit.ly/3EDyqpG.

The primary focus for disaster response is the 
restoration of “community lifelines.” These 
include safety and security, food, water, shel-
ter, health and medical services, energy (power 
and fuel), communications, transportation, and 
handling of hazardous materials. These seven 
lifelines represent the most basic services a 
community relies upon that, when functioning, 
enable productive activities within a community. 

Activities around the restoration of these life-
lines are often coordinated via an Emergency 
Operations Center. At the federal level, and at 
many state governments, activities aimed at 
stabilizing community lifelines are organized via 
“Emergency Support Functions” (ESFs) outlined 
in the NRF. These are groups of organizations 
and agencies that help coordinate work towards 
a specific goal related to community lifelines. 
The federal versions of ESFs can be selectively 
activated by FEMA – it is important to note 
that FEMA may not activate all ESFs for every 
disaster. This does not mean that the work is not 
occurring, but that formal coordination struc-
tures may not be needed. There are currently 15 
different ESFs identified in the NRF. Pertinent to 
this guide, is ESF #6 – Mass Care, Emergency 
Assistance, Temporary Housing, and Human 
Assistance. Multiple activities occur within this 
ESF – including sheltering, feeding, distribution 
of emergency supplies, support to individuals 
with disabilities, reunification services, support 
to personal support animals, and mass evacuee 
support. None of these forms of emergency 
assistance have any eligibility requirements for 
disaster survivors. 

Notable for housing advocates and organizers 
is the mass care aspect of disaster response 
typically facilitated by the American Red Cross 

(ARC) – which has a federal charter, giving them 
pseudo-governmental status. In addition to 
working with FEMA to co-facilitate ESF #6, ARC 
will work with FEMA and local and state emer-
gency management to facilitate volunteers, 
donations, and other assistance to support 
those residing in shelters in the aftermath of the 
disaster. In addition, other Voluntary Organiza-
tions Active in Disasters (VOADs) – like Team 
Rubicon, Operation Hope, and faith-specific vol-
unteer organizations - provide assistance to dis-
placed households. They are typically organized 
via the state or territorial chapter of National 
VOAD: https://www.nvoad.org/ (NVOAD). 

Mutual Aid and Spontaneous 
Disaster Volunteers
Community-based organizations and concerned 
individuals have sought to aid disaster-im-
pacted communities outside the structures of 
emergency management described above. Two 
forms of this type of assistance deserve mention 
here: community-based organizations using a 
mutual aid model, and spontaneous disaster 
volunteers.

Mutual Aid focuses on providing unconditional 
assistance directly to impacted individuals in 
a non-hierarchical, collaborative, manner, that 
also serve to activate impacted communities 
against social, economic, or political barriers to 
meeting their needs. In contrast to a charitable 
approach, Mutual Aid does not employ means 
testing or grant stipulations when providing 
assistance. Employing a non-hierarchical struc-
ture, decision making is conducted collectively. 
It also entails political education, with organi-
zation members connecting with the commu-
nity about how to alleviate community needs. 
While typically associated with Anarchist theory, 
with such groups successfully using the strat-
egy during Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy for 
instance, the method saw broader use during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic and has become a 
major style of community disaster response. 

https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/nims
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/nims
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/nims
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/nims
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/national-preparedness/frameworks/response
https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/national-preparedness/frameworks/response
https://bit.ly/3EDyqpG
https://www.nvoad.org/
https://www.nvoad.org/
https://www.nvoad.org/
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Disaster-impacted areas often see an influx of 
Spontaneous Disaster Volunteers. These are 
individuals who, seeing the need of disaster 
survivors via the media or other sources, spon-
taneously decide to travel to the impacted area 
to assist. These volunteers, sometimes referred 
to by Emergency Managers as “Spontaneous 
Unaffiliated Volunteers” (SUVs) and may have lit-
tle skills applicable to disaster response nor have 
the connections necessary to find housing and 
food in a disaster-impacted area once they arrive. 
The arrival of these volunteers is sometimes 
described as “the disaster within the disaster” by 
officials due to the potential of such volunteers 
to take up vital resources and they are often 
viewed negatively by Emergency Managers. The 
broken nature of the country’s disaster recovery 
system means that many feel obligated to assist 
in meeting disaster survivors’ needs. Regardless, 
advocates and organizers are cautioned to work 
with existing community-based organizations and 
refrain from self-deploying.

Disaster Recovery
There is no predetermined time when recovery 
begins in the aftermath of a disaster. During 
some disasters, recovery efforts may begin on 
the day following the disaster, while for others, 
it may take weeks. Regardless, recovery typi-
cally beings once immediate lifesaving activities 
are complete, and efforts shift from restoring 
community lifelines to assisting a community in 
returning to “self-sufficiency.” Recovery efforts 
are typically split up between “short” and 
“long-term” recovery. 

SHORT-TERM RECOVERY 

Short-term recovery has significant overlap with 
disaster response – the various ESFs described 
in the response portion of this section will 
largely continue to function throughout this 
period. Short-term recovery includes the pro-
vision of public health services, emergency 
housing, rebuilding transportation routes, and 
more. For federally declared disasters, the 

housing component of short-term recovery is 
dominated by FEMA’s Individual Assistance 
Program described in the FEMA portion of this 
chapter, in addition to other sources of federal 
and state assistance, as well as philanthropic 
dollars. Again, as in emergency response, recov-
ery is directed by state and local governments 
with supplemental assistance from the federal 
government, however the myriad of regulatory 
requirements and the amount of federal funding 
in play mean that federal efforts often take a 
more prominent role. 

Apart from the federal financial assistance pro-
grams described later in this chapter, the federal 
coordination structure of short-term recovery 
is conducted in line with the National Disaster 
Recovery Framework: https://bit.ly/3YOlKmC. 
This framework also lays out the responsibilities 
of local and state governments within the recov-
ery framework. The framework establishes six 
Recovery Support Functions (RSFs) – or a collec-
tion of responsibilities and tasks – with regard 
to recovery: Community Assistance; Economic; 
Health, Education, and Human Services; Hous-
ing; Infrastructure Systems, and; Natural and 
Cultural Resources. Each RSF serves as the cen-
tral hub of collaboration between federal, local, 
state, and non-governmental partners. Ideally, 
these RSFs will work to create a Recovery Plan 
and assist local and state partners in executing it.

The housing RSF is coordinated via HUD and is 
tasked with facilitating collaboration between 
partners involved in housing support. The RSF 
provides impacted communities with support, 
guidance, and helps identify financial resources 
and tools for the housing recovery plan. Typ-
ically, this RSF also works to collect the data 
necessary to acquire long-term recovery fund-
ing from HUD’s Community Development Block 
Grant – Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR) program 
described below and the HUD-related section 
of this chapter. 

https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_national-disaster-recovery-framework-third-edition_2024.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_national-disaster-recovery-framework-third-edition_2024.pdf
https://bit.ly/3YOlKmC
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LONG-TERM RECOVERY

Long-term recovery can last for months and 
years – even decades – after a disaster occurs. 
Depending on the impact of the disaster, activ-
ities in long-term recovery can be the recon-
struction of damaged or destroyed homes, 
repairing road networks, or the complete 
redevelopment of housing stock and economic 
activity within impacted areas. 

The long-term recovery process begins with 
the measurement of impacts and needs com-
piled by the federal housing RSF described in 
the above section, as well as a dedicated ESF 
– ESF #14: Long Term Recovery. This ESF hosts 
partner agencies and organizations that work 
to pre-plan for long-term recovery, consulting 
stakeholders and disaster survivors, and gath-
ering potential funding sources. Even if this 
specific ESF is not activated in the aftermath of 
a disaster, state and local officials – including 
planning and community development depart-
ments and agencies – will be pulling together 
an idea of what long-term recovery will look 
like for a specific area. They will typically create 
some form of “long-term recovery plan” to host 
the data and priorities gathered. FEMA main-
tains a self-help guide: https://www.fema.gov/
pdf/rebuild/ltrc/selfhelp.pdf for the creation 
of long-term recovery plans. It is important to 
note that this plan will likely be distinct from any 
action plan submitted in connection with the 
CDBG-DR program – going beyond what those 
funds are applicable for and presenting a vision 
of the long-term recovery of the disaster-im-
pacted community. 

A wide range of state and local activities and 
programs can assist in long-term recovery, 
whether they are purpose built to assist in long-
term disaster recovery depending on existing 
needs. Among federal programs in the latter 
category, the list is dominated by CDBG-DR-
funded programs. As explained in the HUD-re-
lated portion of this chapter, CDBG-DR funds 
are HUD administered but the programs them-

selves are executed by state and local gov-
ernments. These can be used in tandem with 
other sources of community development and 
affordable housing dollars to facilitate long-term 
recovery. It is important to note that not every 
disaster receives CDBG-DR funding in a timely 
fashion, or at all. 

In addition to federal resources, VOADs and 
local charitable organizations working in the 
impacted area will sometimes create “Long-
Term Recovery Groups” (LTRGs) whose goal is 
to match philanthropic resources with commu-
nity needs. These groups can include commu-
nity leaders, VOAD groups, local nonprofits, 
state and federal government representatives, 
community-wide and neighborhood lead-
ers, business and industry partners, disability 
organizations, faith-based leaders, and other 
recovery partners. FEMA Voluntary Agency 
Liaisons are often involved and establish sup-
portive long-term relationships with members 
of the LTRG. These organizations can last from 
a few months to a few years depending on the 
level of financial support they have from phil-
anthropic sources. While many disband after 
a certain point in the recovery process, others 
adopt a more permanent structure and carry 
their area-focused mission from one disaster to 
the next. It is important to note that the makeup 
of this LTRG denotes what activities they priori-
tize – some LTRGs may focus exclusively on the 
lowest-income households, while others may 
provide assistance to households at higher ends 
of the income spectrum. 

You can learn more about Disaster Recovery 
in the HUD and FEMA-focused portions of this 
chapter. 

Forecast for 2025
Recovery continues to progress from 2017-2024 
disasters. 2024 saw an active Atlantic Hurricane 
Season which resulted in multiple landfalling 
hurricanes, including Hurricane Milton – impact-
ing Florida, and Hurricane Helene which dev-

https://www.fema.gov/pdf/rebuild/ltrc/selfhelp.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/pdf/rebuild/ltrc/selfhelp.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/pdf/rebuild/ltrc/selfhelp.pdf
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astated portions of the Southeast and Appala-
chian regions, including Western NC, Upstate 
SC, Southern and Eastern Georgia, Southwest-
ern VA, and Eastern TN. In addition, devastating 
tornado outbreaks across the central and south-
ern U.S.; and extreme flooding in areas across 
the country. 

Several large-scale trends emerged in 2024 – 
building off of momentum from earlier years. 
FEMA has continued to work to better integrate 
tribal nations into the existing emergency man-
agement structure and set equity as a central 
facet of program planning at the agency. HUD 
has also grown in its role providing disaster 
recovery funding with an administrative reshape 
of its disaster recovery offices and taking on new 
roles in assisting individuals experiencing home-
lessness during disasters. Despite this success, 
2025 could see a roll back of efforts to increase 
access to disaster assistance and increase equity 
within disaster recovery programs. 

Several trends have emerged, primarily from 
legislative efforts in the House that are expected 
to continue into 2025. There is increasing frus-
tration regarding the pace of long-term recov-
ery funds coming from HUD. While there are 
easy legislative fixes, discussed in more detail in 
the HUD section of this chapter, there has been 
increasing conversation among some legislative 
offices to create competing long-term recov-
ery programs at FEMA, or to have FEMA take 
control over HUD long-term recovery writ large. 
These efforts represent an existential threat to 
future long-term recovery efforts for low-income 
households. In addition, there has been consis-
tent heartburn amongst conservative thinktanks 
and congressional offices regarding the amount 
of federal funds provided to states impacted by 
disasters. While a wholesale defunding of fed-
eral disaster recovery programs is unlikely, this 
trend could result in less disaster recovery funds 
reaching impacted areas at multiple stages of 
the disaster recovery process. 

Several bills to rework central emergency man-
agement systems were introduced in the 118th 
Congress – and are likely to return in 2025. The 
“Disaster Learning and Lifesaving Act” (S.3338) 
was introduced in 2023 by Senators Brian 
Schatz (D-HI) and Bill Cassidy (R-LA). The bill 
would create a new permanent and indepen-
dent National Disaster Safety Board (NDSB) to 
study the underlying causes of disaster related 
deaths and property damage across the country. 
The NDSB is modeled on the National Trans-
portation Safety Board that investigates plane 
crashes, major railroad accidents, and commer-
cial highway accidents. Rather than working to 
assign specific blame for disaster failures, the 
NDSB would focus on how to improve disaster 
recovery systems to avoid future loss of life and 
major property damage. The legislation would 
also ensure that reports and recommendations 
would be publicly available, tasking the board 
with providing technical assistance to jurisdic-
tions attempting to implement them.  

In addition, the bipartisan “FEMA Indepen-
dence Act of 2023” was introduced by Repre-
sentative Jared Moskowitz (D-FL) and Repre-
sentative Garret Graves (R-LA). This bill would 
reestablish FEMA as an independent federal 
agency outside of the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) where it currently exists. The bill 
would transfer all disaster-related functions out 
of DHS – reacting to long-standing criticism 
that FEMA’s placement under that agency has 
continually reduced visibility of FEMA’s mission 
and complicated it with participation in other 
DHS-related missions, such as border security. 

For More Information
National Low-Income Housing Coalition, 202-
662-1530, www.nlihc.org.

The NLIHC Disaster Housing Recovery, 
Research, and Resilience (DHR) Initiative web-
page, https://nlihc.org/disaster-housing- 
recovery-research-resilience.

http://www.nlihc.org/
https://nlihc.org/disaster-housing-recovery-research-resilience
https://nlihc.org/disaster-housing-recovery-research-resilience
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DHR reform recommendations:

• Overall Policy Recommendations: https://bit.
ly/4jLfgNt:

• To Congress: https://bit.ly/3RyVI32.

• To HUD: https://bit.ly/4jQir6M.

• To FEMA: https://bit.ly/3GnNfx0.

DHR Priorities for Any Disaster Recovery Pack-
age, https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/2024-
11/TOP_PRIORITIES_FOR_DISASTER_RECOV-
ERY_factsheet_1124.pdf.

DHR Report, “Reforming America’s Broken 
Disaster Housing Recovery System, Part One: 
Barriers to a Complete and Equitable Recov-
ery”, https://bit.ly/2RZHmuK & “Part Two: Policy 
Framework Reform Recommendations”, https://
bit.ly/3n5lnzq.

DHR Toolkit on Advancing Equity in Disaster 
Recovery, https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/
FINAL_DHR_AdvancingEquity.Disaster 
Impacted_November2024.pdf.

https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/Disaster_Housing_Recovery_Coalition_Policy_Recommendations.pdf
https://bit.ly/4jLfgNt
https://bit.ly/4jLfgNt
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/Congressional-Disaster-Recommendations.pdf
https://bit.ly/3RyVI32
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/HUD-Disaster-Recovery-Recommendations.pdf
https://bit.ly/4jQir6M
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/FEMA-Disaster-Recovery-Recommendations.pdf
https://bit.ly/3GnNfx0
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/2024-11/TOP_PRIORITIES_FOR_DISASTER_RECOVERY_factsheet_1124.pdf
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/2024-11/TOP_PRIORITIES_FOR_DISASTER_RECOVERY_factsheet_1124.pdf
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/2024-11/TOP_PRIORITIES_FOR_DISASTER_RECOVERY_factsheet_1124.pdf
https://bit.ly/2RZHmuK
https://bit.ly/3n5lnzq
https://bit.ly/3n5lnzq
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/FINAL_DHR_AdvancingEquity.DisasterImpacted_November2024.pdf
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/FINAL_DHR_AdvancingEquity.DisasterImpacted_November2024.pdf
https://nlihc.org/sites/default/files/FINAL_DHR_AdvancingEquity.DisasterImpacted_November2024.pdf

