
Recovery is the most complicated, costly and under-resourced phase of the disaster cycle. It is complex, 
layered and involves multiple agencies and entities. Depending on the severity of the impact, it can last for 
years. 

What is “recovery”?

Recovery is not only about the restoration of structures,  
systems and services – although they are critical. A  
successful recovery is also about individuals and families being 
able to rebound from their losses and sustain their physical, 
social economic and spiritual “well-being”. 

Disaster recovery takes place on two major fronts: the  
community’s recovery, which includes infrastructure repairs, 
business development and large community projects; and the 
recovery of individuals, which is almost always under-funded 
with a patchwork of resources from a multitude of local and 
state resources.  

FEMA is the major player in recovery. The Center for Disaster Philanthropy estimates that more than 90% of 
the funds offered to individuals after a disaster to repair their homes and replace personal property come 
from insurance or FEMA. However, in more rural areas or when a disaster does not meet certain  
thresholds, there is no designated FEMA funding for individuals and the community. As a result, they are 
often left to fend for themselves. 

Preparing for a disaster: A case study

Disasters happen whether we are prepared or not.  As a disaster recovery specialist, I encourage everyone 
to think about preparing to recover from a disaster. Plan for the worst, and yes, hope for the best.  
In the summer of 2007, a series of thunderstorms moving along a stalled frontal boundary dropped  
extremely heavy rain on much of southern Minnesota. Those rains intensified, and the result was one of 

the most devastating floods in the state’s  
history. 

I had been working for several years as a 
Guardian ad Litem with the state but  
occasionally hired as a temporary employee of 
Lutheran Social Service of Minnesota (LSSMN) 
to provide disaster case management (DCM) 
services for communities in my region following 
a natural disaster. 

DCM is the process of organizing and providing 
a timely, coordinated approach to assessing 
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and addressing disaster-related-needs, such as housing, personal property needs, employment and  
transportation for individuals and families. It can also include meeting client health care, mental health 
and human services needs caused or exacerbated by the disaster that may also adversely impact an  
individual’s recovery if not addressed. 

A small, rural community in Minnesota became the poster child for the flood that significantly damaged or 
destroyed more than 50% of the homes in the area. I showed up for my first day of work and was shocked 
to see a line that spanned the inside of a large church sanctuary and spilled onto the sidewalk for at least 
a block. When I asked my colleagues about the line, I  found out they were all there to see me!

Flooding and insurance: Why it’s a big deal

In the Midwest, our natural disasters are ice storms, blizzards, bomb cyclones (a bomb 
cyclone in March of 2019 caused $1.3 billion in losses in Nebraska), tornadoes, straight-line 
winds and floods. Floods are by far our program’s most significant threat because the  
Mississippi and Missouri river watersheds border the 10 states I serve. 

What makes floods such a threat – even more than a tornado, Derecho or an ice storm?   
Insurance.  More accurately, the lack of insurance. FEMA estimates that nearly 90% of 
homes affected by flooding are un-insured against flood loss. Almost everyone can get flood 
insurance, but it is an add-on and is only a requirement for mortgages if you live in a flood 
plain or floodway. 

So why does insurance matter?  Doesn’t FEMA pay for housing repairs?  

Well, if you have a mortgage on a house and it is destroyed in a flood, you will still have to 
make your house payment. You are still responsible for the mortgage. The maximum FEMA 
payout if your home is considered major damaged or destroyed?  $34,900. You can barely 
build a garage for that today.

I met a young couple on the first day. It was late, and they had been waiting for a long time to see me. She 
was pregnant with their third child. This family had lost everything in their home that had been flooded to 
the second story. The new baby’s room had been destroyed. All the kid’s toys, clothes and bedding were 
gone. They only had a few things they could salvage. Within minutes, she was sobbing. “I can’t believe I am 
saying this, but I do not want to have this baby right now. What are we going to do? We don’t even have a 
home to take her to. I can’t do this!” They were un-insured.   

We worked with this family for 18 months. The baby was born while they lived in a temporary FEMA trailer. 
A community-formed Long-term Recovery Group (LTRG) obtained donated items and provided grants for 
things they needed until they could move home again. Disaster case managers worked with their lender 
to get a moratorium on their house payments for one year. It also arranged 0% interest in forgivable loans 
with the state, enabling the family to repair their home. DCMs secured local service providers to deliver 
mental health support and free daycare.  

A few days later, I met with a middle-aged couple whose children were grown. They, too, had their home 
destroyed and lost all their personal property. The husband was a veteran, worked in  
agriculture and his wife had a great job at a large regional manufacturing business. They had 
two children: a daughter who was married and lived in the same town (who also lost everything) 
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and a son deployed to the Middle East. She was organized, 
with folders and pictures and spreadsheets outlining her  
losses. But she was extremely agitated, often pacing as she 
spoke. Just as we got started on a problem to solve, she 
would get distracted and decide something else was more 
important. 

One day, her boss issued an ultimatum: Quit talking about 
the disaster and what happened to her and her family, or 
she could find another job. But this couple had some other  
serious issues. They had taken out a large second  
mortgage on their home to pay for their daughter’s wedding 
and remodel their kitchen and backyard just a year before 
the flood. They thought they made enough to pay off both 
mortgages in 10 years. Now, not only were they homeless, but she might also lose her job. The repairs 
alone were estimated at more than $100,000.  And they could not borrow more money against the house 
because the house was uninhabitable.  

The LTRG was able to help, but it took more than two years to get the home repaired with donated supplies 
and labor. It also provided this family with mental health resources and some much-needed counseling. 
In reality, after disasters, we see significant increases in drug addiction, alcohol abuse, suicides, divorces, 
early deaths (I went to 6 funerals while serving this community, two suicides and four heart attacks),  
domestic abuse and homelessness.  

In the end, DCM had more than 1200 clients. With the help of state grants and philanthropic giving, 
LSSMN hired a total of 15 full time, temporary (12 – 18 months) employees. In addition to the  
community forming an LTRG shortly after the disaster, LSSMN trained and managed 10 DCMs,  
including one who specialized in mental health needs and a retired lawyer who helped with FEMA appeals 
and homeowner deed issues, reconstruction managers, volunteer coordinators and outreach coordinators. 
LTRG repaired hundreds of homes while the community raised more than $3 million in donated funds,  
in-kind donations and volunteer services.

We are survivors

Recovery from any stressor is difficult, but because pre-existing vulnerabilities exacerbate disaster  
recovery, we are all vulnerable to the impacts of disaster. It affects us financially, socially, physically,  
emotionally and spiritually. Recovery can be long and arduous.  

However, I can tell you as a witness that most people don’t just survive; they thrive. They become more 
resilient. We get tougher when we overcome challenges. We become more sympathetic to the needs of  
others. I could fill a book with stories of disaster survivors who have become advocates for their communi-
ties, leaders of change and contributors to others who have suffered a loss. 

Someone I met after surviving a tornado once said to me, “Is my home better now after being rebuilt  
because of the tornado, yes. But I would give all of that up to have not gone through the last two years. 
What I learned is, people are good. I look forward to paying that forward.” 
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