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HAZARD MITIGATION IN DISASTER RECOVERY

As a nation we may never have a greater opportunity to 
seriously consider how to reduce the mounting toll that 
follows foreseeable natural events. The passion and en-
ergy of those who believe in the reality of climate change 
bring an entire new breath of oxygen into conversations 
about what sort of future we will build for the next gen-
erations. We are building the future every day: one cubic 
yard of fill at a time, one building at a time, and one road 
at a time. We have a choice: We can build safely and prop-
erly so as to not exacerbate existing problems caused by 
improper construction and development, or we can con-
tinue to do business as usual and build an unsustainable 
future of misery, waste, and needless destruction.

A 2005 study by the Multihazard Mitigation Council of 
the National Institute of Building Sciences documented 
that every dollar spent on mitigation that corrects the 
past mistakes of building and planning saves society $4, 
on average. Other studies from the Wharton School at 
the University of Pennsylvania and the insurance giant 
Swiss Re indicate that higher design standards have a 
far greater payback than 4–1. In any case, those higher 
standards place the cost of the development on those 
who develop, rather than permitting those costs to be 
improperly externalized to society as a whole.

KEY POINT #1
Wise land-use planning prior to any natural event 
becoming a disaster is the best and most cost-
effective means of reducing risk from hazards.

KEY POINT #2
We are now clearly on a path toward mounting 
losses from foreseeable natural events. Development 
that externalizes future costs to disaster survivors, 
taxpayers, and the environment is poor planning and 
community development.

KEY POINT #3
Effective hazard mitigation in the wake of a major 
disaster requires a carefully planned “Whole 
Community” approach when assessing damage and 
determining the way forward. A speedy recovery 
rarely leads to rebuilding more resiliently and safely.

KEY POINT #4
Realize that a variety of funding sources that 
support hazard mitigation become available 
following a disaster.  
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Within the past decade, the 
United States has experi-
enced a series of devastat-
ing natural disasters, includ-
ing near-record flooding in 
Colorado; Hurricanes Sandy, 
Katrina, and Rita; the tor-
nado outbreaks of 2011 and 
2012; and an annual slew 
of increasingly destructive 
wildfires. These disasters 
have resulted in vast human 
death and misery, destruc-
tion of homes and infra-
structure, and bankruptcy 
for local businesses. The 
devastation resulting from 
foreseeable natural events 
has increased substantially 

in recent years. Sadly, there seems to be no reason to 
believe that this toll of disasters will in any manner di-
minish. Quite to the contrary, most climate experts and 
economists expect that the United States will continue 
to experience escalating damages from natural hazards 
such as severe weather, floods, and wildfires.

Many organizations have issued information docu-
menting the fact that the risks and consequences from 
natural events are escalating wildly. See References for a 
link to Swiss Re’s documentation in chart form. 

Many planners and other 
local officials say there is 
just not enough money to 
do an effective job of haz-
ard mitigation. However, 
as indicated in studies by 
the Wharton School of the 
University of Pennsylvania 
and the insurance company 
Swiss Re, safe design from 
the beginning of a project 
through building codes 
and standards has a huge 

payback. We believe that safe zoning standards, which 
protect the property and rights of all in the commu-
nity, have an even greater payback to the community 
than good building codes. More specifically, Swiss Re 
reports that “Evidence suggests that every dollar spent 
on disaster risk reduction has a ten-to-one cost benefit 
ratio, and our own studies show that we can avert up to 
65% of climate risks using cost effective measures.” (See 
References for links to these studies.)

KEYPOINT #2:
We are now 
clearly on a 
path toward 
mounting losses 
from foreseeable 
natural events. 
Development 
that externalizes 
future costs to 
disaster survivors, 
taxpayers, and 
the environment 
is poor planning 
and community 
development.

KEYPOINT #1:
Wise land-use 
planning prior 
to any natural 
event becoming a 
disaster is the best 
and most cost-
effective means 
of reducing risk 
from hazards.
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This Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) concept is based on three principles that repre-
sent the foundation for Whole Community:

1.	 Understand and meet the actual needs of the whole 
community. Community engagement can lead to 
a deeper understanding of the unique and diverse 
needs of a population, including its demographics, 
values, norms, community structures, networks, and 
relationships.

2.	 Engage and empower all parts of the community. 
Engaging the whole community and empowering 
local action will better position stakeholders to plan 
for and meet the actual needs of a community and 
strengthen the local capacity to deal with the con-
sequences of all threats and hazards.

3.	 Strengthen what works well in communities on a 
daily basis. A Whole Community approach to build-
ing community resilience requires finding ways to 
support and strengthen the institutions, assets, and 
networks that already work well in communities and 
that are working to address issues that are impor-
tant to community members on a daily basis.

There are several post-disaster planning initiatives 
that are excellent examples of embracing the Whole 

Hazard mitigation is more 
than rebuilding capital 
infrastructure; it involves 
rebuilding people’s lives.

A government-centric 
approach to disaster recov-
ery is not enough to meet 
the challenges posed by 
a catastrophic incident. 
The Whole Community 
approach reinforces the 
fact that we must leverage 
all of the resources of our 
collective team in prepar-
ing for, protecting against, 
responding to, recover-
ing from, and mitigating 
against all hazards, and 
that collectively we must 
meet the needs of the en-
tire community in each of 
these areas. Both the com-

position of the community and the individual needs of 
community members, regardless of age, economics, or 
accessibility requirements, must be accounted for when 
planning and implementing disaster strategies.

KEYPOINT #3:
Effective hazard 
mitigation in the 
wake of a major 
disaster requires 
a carefully 
planned “Whole 
Community” 
approach when 
assessing damage 
and determining 
the way forward. 
A speedy recovery 
rarely leads to 
rebuilding more 
resiliently and 
safely.
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KEYPOINT #4:
Realize that a 
variety of funding 
sources that 
support hazard 
mitigation become 
available following 
a disaster.  

Community approach to disaster recovery efforts that 
focus on making communities more resilient through 
hazard mitigation. Following Hurricane Katrina, a 
regional planning initiative, the Louisiana Recovery 
Authority made a conscious effort to bring together 
a wide-ranging set of stakeholders from 20 Louisiana 
coastal parishes to provide a regional vision for coastal 
Louisiana. More than 23,000 people gave their in-
put during the development of the Louisiana Speaks 
Regional Plan.  

Another highly successful program that em-
braced the Whole Community approach took 
place in Hillsborough County, Florida, in 2008 with 
the Hillsborough County Countywide Post-Disaster 
Redevelopment Plan (PDRP). The essence of the work ef-
fort was to develop a post-disaster redevelopment plan 
in a “blue skies,” pre-disaster environment, not waiting 
until the area suffered a catastrophic hurricane. More 
than 100 local stakeholders participated over the course 
of 18 months. A series of subcommittees were created 
that viewed post-disaster recovery from a holistic per-
spective, understanding that all parts of the community 
are interrelated. The various elements included land 
use, transportation, economic redevelopment, housing, 
health and social services, public and private infrastruc-
ture and facilities, environmental restoration, financial 
administration, and public outreach. In addition to the 
work of the PDRP executive committee and technical 
advisory committees, public outreach efforts included 
six public workshops, a project webpage, and an infor-
mational video. 

The best source of funding 
to prevent disasters also 
prevents the improper ex-
ternalization of costs from 
development to society at 
large through good plan-
ning practices: safe and 
proper zoning, higher de-
sign and building standards, 
and low-impact land devel-
opment techniques. 

Following a disaster, 
considerable federal funding is available for communi-
ties to be able to implement hazard mitigation projects. 
FEMA provides funds to local governments to under-
write 75 percent of the cost of repairing infrastructure; 
however, the agency also provides special funds if com-
munities want to become more resilient. These funds 
are provided through the Hazard Mitigation Assistance 
programs, which provide a critical funding opportunity 
to reduce risk to individuals and property from natural 
hazards while simultaneously reducing reliance on fed-
eral disaster funds. The package of funding programs 
includes the Hazard Mitigation Grant program, Pre-
Disaster Mitigation program, and the Flood Mitigation 
Assistance program.  

Another important source of disaster funds 
comes from the federal Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) through its Community 
Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery program. 
It is focused on rebuilding affected areas and provides 
crucial seed money to start the recovery process. HUD 
is interested creating resilient communities; in fact, dur-
ing the summer of 2014, HUD has released a new fund-
ing opportunity—the Disaster Resilient Competition 
Initiative. HUD Secretary Julian Castro characterized this 
effort by stating, “This competition will help spur innova-
tion, creatively distribute limited federal resources, and 
help communities across the country cope with the 
reality of severe weather that is being made worse by 
climate change.” 

A billion dollars is being targeted to eligible com-
munities across the United States that experienced a 
declared disaster from 2011 through 2014. HUD is look-
ing for creative new options to rebuild communities in 
ways that are more resilient and sustainable.  
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In addition to the FEMA and HUD funding pro-
grams, local governments need to be aware that there 
are other funding sources that can be used creatively to 
achieve effective hazard mitigation. For example, some 
states have funds set aside to purchase environmentally 
sensitive lands. The purchase of environmentally sensi-
tive lands can also be a win for hazard mitigation, as it is 
common for these lands to be situated in a floodways or 
adjacent to major waterways.  

An excellent comprehensive data source on fund-
ing programs is the publication Planning and Building 
Livable, Safe & Sustainable Communities: The Patchwork 
Quilt Approach. A link is provided in Resources.

KEY TAKE-AWAYS
•	 Avoid development in hazard risk zones. Because 

economics will often drive development into such 
areas, they must be developed with much higher 
standards of safety than are currently in general use. 
Four feet of freeboard above FEMA-set Base Flood 
Elevations is one specific example.  

•	 Following disasters, look for opportunities to prop-
erly plan for and mitigate hazards, rather than 
quickly rebuilding so as to return to “normal.” Such 
quick and irresponsible planning only serves to cre-
ate disasters in the future.

•	 Remember, the post-disaster “window of opportu-
nity” lasts a relatively short period of time; residents 
and businesses will quickly pressure their local 
elected officials to let them return to their homes 
and workplaces.   

•	 After a disaster, opportunities to create greater re-
silience are only limited by the imagination of the 
community, especially those controlling decisions.     

•	 Not all hazard mitigation solutions have to be 
million-dollar solutions. Higher codes and standards, 
prearranged agreements, and local collaboration 
are important tools that can be used for hazard 
mitigation.   

•	 Speed of recovery is not always effective in build-
ing a more resilient community. Taking time to do 
proper deliberate planning is more important.          

•	 Participation of the “Whole Community,” involving all 
stakeholder groups including underserved popula-
tions, is essential to long-term recovery.     
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